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STEP THREE:  AUTHORS and WRITINGS
GENRE:  Black Horse Westerns
AUTHOR #1:  Jack Schaefer, Shane, 1949

American writer and journalist, whose best-known novel Shane (1949) has been considered the ultimate achievement in creating a mythical western hero with a shady past. The story followed the pattern of a classical Greek tragedy, in which there is no escape from Fate. Schaefer's novel was adapted into screen in 1953, directed by George Stevens and starring Alan Ladd. As a writer Schaefer made his breakthrough with Shane, but Schaefer had never been west of Cleveland.  However, his vision of the West was so clearcut, that his work was honored in 1985 by the Western Writers of America as the best Western novel ever written.
Shane was the embodiment of the Lone Hero, someone who shares the values of the society but has the destructive skills of the outlaws. Shane works as Joe Starrett's farm hand. A powerful rancher, Luke Fletcher, wants to run homesteaders off the range. He hires a gunfighter, Stark Wilson, to it. Wilson kills Ernie Wright. Shane understands that Joe, who has became his friend, is no match for Wilson. He kills both Wilson and Fletcher. "A man is what he is, Bob, and there's no breaking the mold." After settling the conflict in favor of the community, he must hang up his guns

It is a classic example of the traditional western genre.  The story pits ruthless cattle barons against nearly defenseless sodbusters. Shane was an assassin that lived by his gun. Schaefer brilliantly tells a story which introduces this mysterious man to the reader. Shane was obviously trying to outdistance his past, to hang up his guns and fade into the sunset. But the plight of the sodbusters evoked moral outrage within this wandering gunman. He takes up their cause and turns his jaded persona into a hero, a contemporary Sir Galahad. The story has a historical basis, even though it is purely fictional. It was taken right out of the era that produced the Johnson County, Wyoming Cattle War in 1892. Schaefer uses a unique beginning and ties up the ending by a mirrored image of the opening paragraphs.
EXCERPT FROM #1:  
He rode into our valley in the summer of '89. I was a kid then, barely topping the backboard of father's old chuck-wagon. I was on the upper rail of our small corral, soaking in the late afternoon sun, when I saw him far down the road where it swung into the valley from the open plain beyond.

In that clear Wyoming air I could see him plainly, though he was still several miles away. There seemed nothing remarkable about him, just another stray horseman riding up the road toward the cluster of frame buildings that was our town. Then I saw a pair of cowhands, loping past him, stop and stare after him with a curious intentness.

    
Schaefer comes full circle at the end as he writes: 
I felt the horse move away from me. Shane was looking down the road and on to the open plain and the horse was obeying the silent command of the reins. He was riding away and I knew that no word or thought could hold him. The big horse, patient and powerful, was already settling into the steady pace that had brought him into our valley, and the two, the man and the horse, were a single dark shape in the road as they passed beyond the reach of the light from the windows.

I strained my eyes after him, and then in the moonlight I could make out the inalienable outline of his figure receding into the distance. Lost in my loneliness, I watched him go, out of town, far down the road where it curved out to the level country beyond the valley. There were men on the porch behind me, but I was aware only of that dark shape growing small and indistinct along the far reach of the road. A cloud passed over the moon and he merged into the general shadow and I could not see him and the cloud passed on and the road was a plain thin ribbon to the horizon and he was gone.
SOURCES:  

http://www.fredrickboling.com/westernwriting.html
http://www.kirjasto.sci.fi/schaef.htm
AUTHOR #2:  Elizabeth Crook
Elizabeth Crook was born in Houston in 1959. She lived in Nacogdoches and then San Marcos, Texas.  The family moved to Washington D.C., where her father was director of VISTA for Lyndon Johnson. Two years later her father was appointed Ambassador to Australia and the family moved to Canberra. When they returned to Texas Elizabeth attended public schools in San Marcos, graduating from San Marcos High School in 1977. She attended Baylor University for two years and graduated from Rice University in 1982. She has written three novels: The Raven's Bride, Promised Lands, and The Night Journal .  
The Night Journal is a transporting story of one family’s legacy over the course of one hundred years, stemming from the diaries of a frontier woman faced with the duties, passions, and dangers of her times. The diaries of Hannah Bass have attracted the attention of academics and readers for decades. The journals, written in the 1890’s, offer the rare account of a woman in the American West during the Victorian era, a time of expansion, indiscriminant violence, and burgeoning industry. 

Nearly a century later, the journals have been edited and published to great acclaim by Hannah’s only child, Claudia Bass, known to all as Bassie, now a retired professor of southwestern history and respected worldwide for her work transcribing her mother’s journals. Bassie’s granddaughter, Meg Mabry, however -- a thirty-seven-year-old career woman who as a child was raised by Bassie and remains bitter toward Bassie’s domineering, caustic guardianship and the burden of her expectations -- finds the very thought of the family legacy oppressive and refuses even to read the journals. 

When Bassie learns that the hill on the property of her childhood home is going to be flattened to make room for modern expansion, she insists that Meg travel with her to New Mexico to recover the skeletal remains of two dogs her mother buried there. She recalls being awakened during the night to the sound of gunshots and remembers seeing her mother, Hannah, and a man named Vicente Morales take a pickax to the frozen ground and dig the grave for a dog shot by poachers. Driven and determined in her memory, Bassie refuses to let this one final and vivid image of her mother be bulldozed away. 

But when the ground is excavated, far more than dogs’ bones are unearthed, and the discovery of what is buried in the grave sends Bassie and Meg on a search back through time to the turn of the last century and into the secret lives of Bassie’s mother and father -- Hannah and Elliott Bass -- and Vicente Morales. The journey shakes the foundation of the history on which Bassie has built her life and her long career and changes Meg’s perception of the past as well as her expectations for her own future. .

EXCERPT FROM #2:  The Night Journal
Claudia Bass’s house stood on the high part of a sloping acre under a large oak tree that had cast its shadows long before the house was built beneath it. It was a 1920s white frame bungalow with layers of old paint snaking off the exterior, and the only maintenance in recent years had been Claudia Bass stomping through the yard whacking weeds with her black cane. The place had an unkempt look, pebbled and weedy, and was starkly shadowed on this bright October afternoon.

Meg Mabry drove up in her pickup truck, parked at the weedy curb, pulled the keys from the ignition and stared at the house. Seizing a package of office paper from the seat beside her, she slung her purse strap over her shoulder, slammed the door as she got out, and stalked up the cracked walkway with the package under her arm, noting her grandmother’s rusty Pontiac parked in the center of the uphill drive, the wheels at a different slant from what they had been yesterday. She climbed the porch steps, pounded on the screen door, then peered in through the window to see her grandmother, whom she had always known by the ill-fitting name of Bassie, at the rolltop desk, talking on the telephone in a puddle of sallow lamplight, her shoulders jutting as sharply as wings under her nylon robe and her skull showing in patches where the hairpins tacked her braid down flat. Bassie did not turn to look at Meg, though Meg was certain she had heard the knock. The coils of a space heater glowed a lurid red against Bassie’s mule-toed slippers, emitting a buzzing sound loud enough for Meg to hear clearly through the windowpanes.

Meg rummaged through her purse, found a key, and let herself in, as Bassie swiveled in her chair to glare at her, still pressing the phone 

receiver to her ear. Bassie had fought harder, in Meg’s opinion, against old age than she should have done: her hair was dyed a harsh, unnatural black, her lipstick was a gaudy red, her parted lips revealed the gleam of over-whitened dentures. Her glasses magnified her eyes so they looked as if they floated in a fishbowl, the black rims casting errant shadows on her sagging cheeks. Nothing flickered in the eyes themselves, however. The stiff hairs of her eyebrows were painted into domelike arches, though the brow itself was fiercely level. She had not accommodated age; she had painted a new face on the old one. She clenched her lacquered lips with intimidating fixedness and growled into the telephone, “Well, Jim, I like dead ones. I don’t give a rat’s ass what Phil Barker says; this isn’t just about the dogs. It’s about the hill. I don’t have many memories of my mother, but I remember her digging those dog graves on that hill. If Phil is going to build on that hill, he can give me the bones. I’ll bury them somewhere else.”

Meg dropped the package of office paper on the sofa in the center of the room. The sofa was an ugly 1970s orange plastic affair, hovering low to the floor on short chrome legs, ridiculously at odds with the Victorian furniture around it. It had belonged to Meg in college; she had bought it at a thrift shop and later tried to sell it, but Bassie disapproved of getting rid of things and made a point of laying claim to it. Since then it had remained here, squatting in the center of the overfurnished room, like a garish monument to every bad choice Meg had ever made. She could remember mornings from her college years when she awakened on this sofa, in her efficiency apartment, her face sticking to the plastic.
SOURCES:

http://www.elizabethcrookbooks.com/elizabeth_crook.htm
http://www.bookreporter.com/reviews2/0143038575-excerpt.asp
