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8: Afterword (1904–1946)

The terrible winter of 1906–7 effectively ended the old days of the open 
range. For some time, it had been clear that the ranching industry had to 
change. Even with the chinook winds of Alberta, the big ranchers could not 
count on bringing their cattle through the winter without extra feed. The 
open range was giving way to a combination of smaller ranches and mixed 
farming. The tame, fenced West had little appeal for Johnson; he found it 
hard to settle down to the new ranching life of the twentieth century. 

The winter of 1906–7, too, marked the end of Johnson’s life as a cowboy 
and cattleman. At the relatively young age of forty-seven his life changed. 
The drama and excitement of the Wyoming range became a receding mem-
ory. For the rest of his life he was to feed on those memories, grasping every 
opportunity to relive the old days with those who had known them. An 
incurable restlessness prevented him from taking up a ranch of his own. 
Instead, he was to be a frequent visitor on the ranch that his son Laurie 
and daughter-in-law Jean homesteaded up the Ghost Valley west of Coch-
rane. In most ways, the rest of his life was an anticlimax, but he still had 
his memories and some old friends from Wyoming who came to live in 
Alberta or just came for a visit. Although there was no longer a strong path 
to his life, the vignettes that Jean recorded of his later years still give an im-
portant insight into the character of the early Alberta ranching community 
after the Alberta die-up, especially pointing to the mingling of Americans, 
Canadians, and English in the ranching country in the years between the 
two world wars. Many of these Americans had come north to avoid the 
continuation of the range violence in Wyoming and Montana. They gave 
the Alberta ranching community a unique colour as they mingled with and 
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Studio portrait of Everett Johnson, Calgary, Alberta.
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tutored the many eastern Canadians and English ranchers who, unlike the 
English in Wyoming, had come to stay.

It is not known what alternatives he wrestled with or what pressures 
might have come from Mary, but in 1910, Johnson, now fifty years old, es-
tablished a butcher shop in Cochrane, a small town just west of Calgary on 
the Bow River with a stunning panorama of ranchland and mountains.1 
The town of Cochrane, named for Senator Matthew H. Cochrane, who es-
tablished the first large ranch in the Canadian West, was a typical bustling 
ranching town boasting two livery stables and several stone quarries. Tend-
ing a butcher shop was certainly a step down in the world after managing 
some of Alberta’s biggest early ranches, but at least it allowed Johnson lots of 
time to gossip with the many cowboys who frequented Cochrane.

One of those whom Johnson had known in earlier days was Frank 
Ricks, a well-known bronc rider who had been born in California in the late 
1850s. Johnson may have been the only one north of the line who knew that 
Ricks was Jesse James’ cousin. He had brought a large sum of money to Al-
berta and bought a hotel in Banff and a ranch south of the Bow River, west 
of Cochrane. There he even built a dance hall and used to hire orchestras 
for his popular parties. He often visited Johnson in Cochrane, and the two 
would sit outside the butcher shop talking about the old days. When people 
came near, the two old friends would lapse into silence.

In 1911, Wister and Johnson met for the last time. Wister discovered 
that Johnson lived near Calgary and sent him a telegram suggesting that 
they meet there. Johnson did not talk much to Jean about this meeting; he 
was certainly glad to see Wister again. For his part, Wister was probably 
disappointed to find that Johnson had traded his saddle and gun belt for a 
butcher shop in exactly the sort of little cowtown that he so despised. After 
their visit, Wister never wrote Johnson again.    

It is easy to speculate that Wister left Calgary disillusioned with much 
of what had so excited him earlier about the West. Everything had changed, 
and now he found that his most important inspiration was in trade! It must 
have seemed an almost deliberate affront. 

In September 1912, the Duke of Connaught and his daughter, Prin-
cess Patricia, visited Alberta. While attending the first Calgary Stampede, 
they stayed with Senator James Lougheed, the son-in-law of Richard Har-
disty. Hardisty had been an important figure in the early fur trade of the 
Canadian West; his grandson, Peter Lougheed, would become premier of 
Alberta in the 1970s. After the Stampede, a camp, guarded by the Moun-
ties, was set up on the Ghost River, halfway from Calgary to Banff. From 
the camp, the Duke and Princess Patricia fished and rode into the glorious 
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foothill country of the Stoneys. During their stay, a big parade of cowboys 
was organized at Cochrane, led by Mary Johnson riding her husband’s big 
black 7D horse side-saddle. Laurie was riding his favourite cow pony, Billy, 
a small flea-bitten grey with great cow sense. The Duke was greatly taken 
with Billy, as was Princess Patricia, who asked if she might try a real cow 
pony. She put Billy through his paces and came away much impressed with 
the soft mouth and amazing anticipation of a good cow pony. 

In 1919, Calgary held its first real Stampede since the famous one of 
1912. This time it was Charlie Russell’s exhibition of paintings that drew 
Johnson. He went to visit his old acquaintance and took Laurie with him 
to the King George Hotel on Calgary’s Ninth Avenue where Russell was 
staying. Laurie recalled the two old friends reminiscing about Montana 
days and about the time when Johnson had brought the 76 herd north. Rus-
sell kidded Johnson a bit about “the book,” for which he had provided the 
illustrations, and commented, “I noticed you always rode a double-rigged 
Macheer saddle so I put you on one when I did the illustrations.” Russell 
described the Macheer saddle as the old-time bronc rider’s saddle of the 
1880s. “I’ve seen bronc riders use the old macheer saddle with a Texas tree. 
It had two cinches an’ was called a rim-fire. The horn was low and flat … The 
macheer was one piece of leather that fit over the cantle and horn makin’ a 
covering for the whole rig.” For Russell, “an old time rim-fire man was the 
real cowboy.”2 Laurie recalled that Russell did not think much of the book, 
but his father stood up for Wister and said that he generally did a good job 
of recreating a time, even if he got some things wrong. A lot of old cowboys 
drifted into the room as they were talking – Jack Miller, Tommy Chapman 
– and the talk turned to long-gone broncs and long horns.

A cowboy’s saddle was his most important possession – next to his 
horse. I have seen Johnson’s saddle, or at least one he rode in Alberta. I 
don’t know if it was a Macheer, but it was the proper working stock saddle 
of range days that put the rider in the middle of the saddle, not at the back 
on the horse’s loins, as so many modern western saddles do. Richard Slatta 
quotes Robert Cunninghame Graham, author of the classic Horses of the 
Conquest, describing the seat of the South American llanero as “so straight 
and upright that a plummet dropped from his shoulder would touch his 
heel.” Slatta also quotes Theodore Dodge:

    
The cowboy rides what is well-known as the cowboy’s saddle, 

or Brazos tree. It is adapted from the old Spanish saddle. . . . The 
line of its seat from cantle to horn, viewed sidewise, is a semicircle; 
there is no flat place to sit on. This shape gives the cowboy, seen 
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L: Charlie Russell’s sketch of Johnson’s Macheer saddle, which he drew for the 1911 edition of The 
Virginian.

R: A typical Texas stock saddle of the post Civil War era, the type used by most cowboys coming up 
the cattle trails from Texas. The saddle put the rider’s legs in the proper position to influence the horse 
effectively.

from the side, all but as perpendicular a seat in the saddle as the old 
knight in armour.3

In Alberta, Burt Sheppard, a well-known cowboy from Longview, described 
the old double-rigged saddles used by Canadian cowboys during the late 
nineteenth century: “The old saddles had very little leather in the seat and 
were built to tip a rider into the middle of the saddle.”4 This is the classic 
international seat, as important for a good western rider as for jumping, 
dressage, or polo. The better the rider, the more the seat and legs are used, 
and the less the hands are used. In many modern western saddles, the seat 
slopes to the back, placing the rider too far back with legs stuck forward in 
a useless position and with too much weight on the horse’s loins. Only with 
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the heels in a straight line down from the back of the shoulders, as described 
by Cunninghame Graham, can the rider properly influence the horse with 
seat and legs – and not ride on the horse’s mouth! 

Laurie said that many cowboys from the South came to visit Johnson 
in Cochrane, some with pasts that did not bear scrutiny.  Laurie remem-
bered being helped by a stranger from the South with a bucking horse that 
was giving him difficulty. Laurie introduced him to his father, who took 
an instant and strong dislike. Johnson, from beneath the brim of his hat, 
fixed the stranger with a penetrating look; beneath the deceptive gentleness 
and courtesy, he had his number. Not long after he arrived in Cochrane, 
the stranger disappeared, along with one of his employer’s horses. What 
bothered Johnson was not exactly the stranger’s dubious morality. Johnson 
had a number of friends from the early days who had found themselves on 
the wrong side of the law. But there was a subtle and sometimes ambiguous 
code from the days of mavericks and the open range that did not include 
stealing from your employer.  

Johnson liked to tell a story of a cowboy friend, George Forgey, who had 
little respect for the law. After spending a year in a Montana jail, George 
headed north with a friend, Griffiths, and a bunch of someone else’s horses. 
They were apprehended by a sheriff just short of the border, and the three 
started back south. The sheriff’s horse played out so he asked Forgey to catch 
a gentle horse from the bunch. Forgey roped a good-looking horse and they 
were on their way again. As they were riding along quietly, Griffiths saw his 
chance and slipped his quirt under the tail of the sheriff’s horse. The horse’s 
reaction was not at all gentle! The sheriff was very quickly on the ground 
and Forgey and Griffiths were again headed north, now with the sheriff’s 
horse and saddle.

Forgey had originally come to Alberta in 1905 with one of Johnson’s 
good friends, Ed (Boney) Thompson, who was recognized as one of the 
greatest riders on either side of the border. Johnson told Jean that one of 
his Montana neighbours coveted his land and tried, in a number of ways, 
to do him out of it. Thompson was known to be very fond of rice pudding. 
So he was not surprised to see a dish of it on his table, partly eaten – or 
so it seemed. Boney ate some and became violently ill; the pudding had 
been poisoned. Boney shortly left for Alberta, after ensuring that the man 
he suspected would never again try to poison anyone. For several years after 
arriving in Alberta, Boney made a point of never sitting with his back to a 
door or window. He took up a homestead, which became part of the Rhodes 
Ranch (now known as the Grand Valley Ranch), but like so many other cow-
boys from the open range days – Johnson included – he was unable to settle 
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down and eventually sold it. With his friend Forgey, he broke horses for G. 
E. Goddard at the Bow Valley Horse Ranch. Johnson introduced Boney to 
his son Laurie, and the two soon became fast friends, both breaking horses 
at the Bar C, a horse ranch that at one time had almost a thousand horses. 
Thompson competed in the 1912 Calgary Stampede; he was considered by 
many to be the greatest bucking rider that year but, to his utter disgust, he 
failed to draw a horse that could keep up to his talents.

In 1921, Boney and Laurie were breaking horses near Dog Pound Creek, 
northwest of Cochrane. Boney, then forty-eight and suffering from ulcers, 
offered to ride a rough horse that was causing considerable trouble for one 
of the other horse breakers. He mounted without changing to his own sad-
dle. Although the stirrups were too long, he bucked the horse to a standstill 
after a pile-driving ride. The others could see that something was wrong, 
and when the horse came to a stop, Boney slumped to the ground in agony. 
He begged for his gun to end the excruciating pain. After a long, agonizing 
ride, Laurie got Boney to a road and then to hospital in Calgary. But Boney’s 
pelvis was shattered and his bladder punctured. He died shortly after in hos-
pital. Johnson made all the arrangements for a proper cowboy funeral. The 
church was packed with mourners, including several chiefs from the Stoney 
nation at Morley. A wreath of wildflowers was put on the coffin, and a group 
of mounted cowboys followed Boney’s horse, Big Sis, to the cemetery. 

One of Johnson’s closest friends in Alberta was an Ontarian, Wheel-
er Mickle, who had come west during the Cariboo gold rush in 1862 to 
drive stagecoach. In 1881 he had come to Alberta and was employed by the 
Mounted Police freighting between Fort Walsh and Calgary. In the spring 
of 1885, when the North-West Rebellion erupted, he signed on as a team-
ster with General Strange’s Alberta Field Force. He was one of the first to 
come upon those murdered in the Frog Lake Massacre. On May 26, 1885, 
he wrote to his wife Julia, “We have found and buried 8 bodies at Frog Lake. 
The troops are searching the ruins for more bodies while I am writing. If we 
come up to the Indians we will not leave one to tell the tale, or there will be 
none of us left.” In the fall of 1885, he took up land west of Cochrane. When 
he retired to Cochrane in 1913, he spent many happy hours with Johnson, 
sitting outside his butcher shop and swapping memories.  

Another very close friend with a dubious past was Hank Smith, a tall, 
slim Texan about Johnson’s age who settled in Alberta, married, and took 
up land. When Johnson knew him in Wyoming, Smith had a reputation for 
being over-quick to settle matters with a gun and was known to have killed 
a sheriff in Texas who had tried to arrest him. Johnson told one story of a 
new dentist in Buffalo, Wyoming, who was in his office when Smith walked 



THE COWBOY LEGEND320

in, suitably drunk, and sat down in the dentist’s chair. He announced that 
he wanted a tooth pulled. After examining him carefully, the dentist said all 
his teeth looked good and asked him which one was causing trouble. Smith 
replied, “Any damn one you choose.” When the dentist said he couldn’t do 
that, Smith pulled his gun, prodded the dentist in the stomach and said, 
“Pull a tooth.”

Even in Alberta, Johnson still considered Smith dangerous and cited 
the case of one young man who left the country and did not return until 
he knew that Smith was dead. Smith died while plowing a field, something 
Johnson found hard to reconcile with his past life. And Johnson gave thanks 
that he had never done anything as foolish as to go into farming.

Johnson told Jean that Henry Smith, as he was known in Wyoming, was 
the hardest man he had ever known. He had certainly gained a reputation 
in Wyoming and, during the period of the Invasion of 1892, was accused of 
ambushing George Wellman, a US deputy marshal, and shooting him in the 
back. Smith, as a member of the Black Sash Gang, was blamed and arrested, 
but nothing could be proven and he was released. Jean believed that John-
son knew who fired the shot that killed Wellman, but he would never say.

Certainly Wister was fascinated by Smith in Wyoming, considering 
him thoroughly bad, hard, and cruel, and left a very thorough description 
of him in the character of Trampas (see chapter 5). Johnson, though, valued 
Smith’s friendship and admired his uncompromising hardness. It is very 
ironic, indeed, that Wister’s model for Trampas should end his life in Al-
berta as a good friend of Johnson. 

A very different sort of friend, “Gentleman Charlie Parks,” had grown 
up in Montana and came to Alberta in about 1900 as a horse breaker. He 
was open and generous, but a heavy drinker and, when drunk, a ferocious 
fighter who loved to scrap. He mixed a pronounced chivalry toward women 
with an eccentric courtesy, even in the midst of his legendary fights. He 
would preface a blow by saying, “I’m sorry, but I have to hit you.” Then, 
jerking his adversary to his feet, “Excuse me, you Son of a Bitch, but I have 
to hit you again.”

In 1925, Jean was teaching east of Crossfield (a town slightly north 
of Calgary) when there appeared at the door of the house where she was 
staying a young cowboy on a good-looking chestnut horse, its coat and sil-
ver-mounted bridle gleaming in the sun. “I thought I had never seen any-
thing so beautiful.” The cowboy was Laurie Johnson, who Jean soon learn-
ed was making his living breaking horses and was widely considered to be 
one of Alberta’s finest horsemen. He was shorter than his father, but had 
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inherited his grace and gentleness with horses, as well as his quiet southern 
courtesy. Thus began Laurie’s courting of Jean.

Shortly, she was to meet her future father-in-law at the Calgary Stam-
pede, where Johnson was leading the pioneer section of the parade. And the 
next spring, the Johnsons moved to a place several miles from where Jean 
was boarding. Jean remembered Johnson when she first knew him in the 
spring of 1926, at the age of sixty-six, as tall and straight and still remark-
ably handsome, but somewhat stout. What struck her most were his eyes, 
the eyes that had so fascinated Wister – shrewd and penetrating, sometimes 
inscrutable, and of the same shifting colour that Wister had described.

After Laurie and Jean were engaged, and Johnson was at ease with 
his future daughter-in-law, Johnson brought up the subject of education. 
Usually they talked about horses, but this day he brought up a subject much 
on his mind.

“Laurie is worried about his lack of education. I told him he 
best do some practice writing to improve his penmanship.” He 
paused and I could see that he was hesitant to speak what was on 
his mind. His thoughts seemed far away. Finally, he said, “That is 
what I did, under what you might call similar circumstances.” And 
he changed the subject abruptly.

Soon he was talking of Wyoming, of Buffalo Bill and Yellow Hand, of Hesse 
and the 76. Jean felt that she had passed her probation.

Laurie and Jean were married on February 14, 1927. At the time, Lau-
rie was foreman of the Rhodes Ranch in Grand Valley, west of Calgary. 
B. F. Rhodes, a wealthy Englishman, raised thoroughbreds for the track 
and thoroughbred crosses for polo, a sport first played in North America 
in the Pincher Creek region of southern Alberta, brought there in the 1880s 
by early English ranchers. Here was history repeating itself, with Laurie, 
like his father, working for an English outfit, although this situation was far 
more usual in Alberta than it had been in Wyoming.

Polo was strong in early Alberta because of the English ranching influ-
ence, and Laurie, while working for Rhodes, became hooked on the game. 
Ranchers in his area trailed their horses into Cochrane, where a very high 
level of polo had developed, with players such as Archie Kerfoot, Bill Wooly-
Dod, and Jim Cross, grandson of Col. Macleod of Mounted Police fame. 
Fierce rivalry existed between the Cochrane and Calgary teams.5

Shortly after Jean and Laurie married, Johnson came to live with them. 
He and Mary had decided to part ways. It is not at all clear from Jean’s 
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manuscript whether this was sudden or the culmination of a long pro-
cess. Whatever the case, Johnson was always happiest when he was at the 
ranch, with the open country and a good horse under him. However, Jean 
remarked that not all was smooth sailing. If he liked their friends, Johnson 
could be extremely charming; if he did not like them, he glared them out of 
the house. He could be aloof to the point of disdain and so remote that he 
was unreachable.

It was during these years that Johnson forged a special bond with Jean, 
and began to tell her things from the past that he was reluctant to talk about 
with others. A natural ritual developed that began with the cleaning and 
stoking of his favourite pipe, and then, as he gazed out toward the wooded 
hills and the mountains to the West, “I mind one time…” Most of his stor-
ies were humorous anecdotes about Wyoming and old friends or notorious 
westerners he had known. Often he would comment on how distorted some 
of the stories of the early West had become. “Some of the stuff you read 
about Wild Bill Hickok sounds like it was written by Mrs. Custer!” There 
was only one bitter memory – the events surrounding the Johnson County 
War. This part of his past became almost an obsession with him.

Laurie Johnson on one of his favorite polo ponies in 1931. Captain Edmund Wilmot is credited with 
introducing polo to the Canadian West in the 1880s. The game became an instant passion with western 
ranchers. Glenbow Archives, NA 2924-13.

http://ww2.glenbow.org/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx?AC=GET_RECORD&XC=/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx&BU=&TN=IMAGEBAN&SN=AUTO24045&SE=280&RN=0&MR=10&TR=0&TX=1000&ES=0&CS=0&XP=&RF=WebResults&EF=&DF=WebResultsDetails&RL=0&EL=0&DL=0&NP=255&ID=&MF=WPEngMsg.ini&MQ=&TI=0&DT=&ST=0&IR=8560&NR=0&NB=0&SV=0&BG=&FG=&QS=ArchivesPhotosSearch&OEX=ISO-8859-1&OEH=ISO-8859-1
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Johnson came from a musical family, and he loved to sing. Often when 
he was riding, he would get a misty, far-off look and his deep baritone would 
make the soothing  sounds of the cattle drive. Jean remembered that a few 
of his songs were more than a little ribald.

Beans in the pot and a hotcake and bacon
Sally in the bed and the bed clothes a’shakin…

In 1928, Laurie and Jean rented the Clarkson Ranch west of Cochrane and 
ran about a hundred head of horses on Dog Pound Creek, including a stal-
lion for breeding polo ponies. Laurie traded this horse for a beautiful im-
ported Thoroughbred stud named Forcett. Laurie was able to make an even 
trade because Forcett had some age on him, and, more to the point, he had a 
reputation as a man-killer. At one point, Laurie was told, Forcett had stood 
on several feet of manure because no one was brave enough to go into his 
stall. His current owners had been afraid of him and only led him out of his 
stall with a groom holding a rope on either side. Naturally, the horse was 
half out of his mind.

When Laurie got him home, he turned him out every day in a large 
corral, and he was soon a different horse. But the first day he was out, John-
son walked out into the corral. Forcett made a rush at him, ears back, eyes 
rolling and teeth bared. Johnson stopped, faced him, and just stood there, 
his hands at his sides. Forcett went up to him, stopped, sniffed him, and 
then looked off into the distance almost sheepishly. Shortly after that, Lau-
rie was chosen, along with Archie Kerfoot, Billy Dean-Freeman, and Claude 
Londale, to represent Alberta in a polo tournament, and while they were 
away, Jean looked out the window one morning to see Johnson riding away 
on Forcett. The man-killer was on a loose rein and both of them seemed to 
be enjoying themselves immensely. 

The next spring, Forcett caused the only quarrel that Jean ever had with 
her father-in-law. Times were starting to be very tough, and Jean had begun 
raising chickens to help make ends meet. Jean bought a precious sack of 
wheat, and every morning would grind some in the coffee grinder for the 
baby chicks. Johnson stole the sack of wheat for Forcett and hid it deep 
down in a manger, covered with hay. Jean looked everywhere and when she 
finally found the sack, she let Johnson know that she was mad – but she left 
the sack in the manger for Forcett.

The Great Depression hit the Canadian West more severely than any 
other area of the world. The bottom fell out of the horse market, but many 
people in the ranching community made it through those years with very 
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little money by resorting to a barter system. At least those in the ranch-
ing area of the Alberta foothills didn’t have to contend with the extreme 
drought of the farming country to the east. One of the Johnson’s neighbours 
approached Jean to see if she would buy his sheep – four young ewes heavy 
with lamb. He was heading for the city to try his luck. Jean was proud of her 
new flock, especially as it doubled in short order. But she had not calculated 
Johnson’s reaction. When the sheep had arrived, he had been away visiting 
friends. When he returned, he took one look at the sheep and saddled up 
his horse Spoke and left the contaminated ranch. A week later, Jean sold the 
sheep. Only then would Johnson return. His prejudice against sheep from 
Wyoming days was too ingrained.

Shortly after the sheep incident, a truck driver working on the Ghost 
River Dam on the Bow River, which was being built by Calgary Power, 
stopped in and stayed for dinner. Talk somehow turned to the Black Hills, 
and the man said that his father had worked in the Hills in the early days 
under the name “Bigfoot Charlie.” As he was leaving, he turned to Johnson 
and asked him, “Who shall I tell my father I was talking to?” Johnson an-
swered, “Tell him you were talking to ‘the Pretty Kid.’ Johnson was quiet for 
a while after he left, with a far-off look, and then said to Jean and Laurie, “I 
reckon that man doesn’t know that his daddy was an outlaw.” 

It was that evening that Johnson talked long into the evening about 
driving stagecoach into Deadwood as a kid of sixteen, of Johnny Slaughter 
and the outlaw Sam Bass, of the popular Slaughter killed in the first holdup 
of the Deadwood stage in the spring of 1877 and of the driverless stagecoach 
careening into Deadwood. From this moment, Johnson began to tell Jean 
more and more about the early days. Jean listened and wrote. Later, she 
wished that she had asked more questions and also had known what ques-
tions to ask; much was implied and little divulged on a number of subjects.

In one of his musings on people he had known, he told Jean that the 
highest praise he could give someone was that he had never backed down 
from any man. He was talking about courage, not pugnaciousness. He then 
started reminiscing about a fellow Virginian who had come to Alberta in 
the early days and shared Johnson’s code of southern honour. The man 
had a reputation for fighting; his fights were legion, sparked by his prickly 
southern sensibilities. Johnson told Jean that he was relieved that he never 
had to fight him, but he had come close. He was walking along a street in 
Calgary, carrying his fighting cock, Dewey, and heading for Billy Elliott’s 
livery stable, when he met him. The man stopped him and said, “Well! A 
fighting bird and a fighting man,” in a way that Johnson found offensive 
and challenging. Johnson said, “I just stood there and looked at him and 
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he dropped his eyes.” Jean asked, “Do you think you could have licked him, 
Dad?” For a moment he didn’t speak. Then he said quietly, “I would have 
killed him – and he knew it. I would have had to kill him.” Even in Alberta, 
this antebellum southern code never left these men.   

In 1933, Jean and Laurie, with Johnson, moved from the Bow Valley to 
the Coleman Ranch north of the Stoney Indian Reservation at Morley. Here 
their first daughter, Donna Carroll, was born, to be followed by Margaret 
Jean. Now, in the worst depths of the Depression, most waking thoughts 
were centred on somehow making do – trading milk and butter for grocer-
ies at the Morley Trading Post, or selling six horses for twenty-five dollars 
apiece, a windfall that kept them going for six months.

Ranchers in the Alberta foothills during these terrible days of the mid-
1930s looked at the condition of their drought-plagued farming neighbours 
and considered themselves lucky. They did not have to contend with shifting 
soil that covered fence lines or swarms of locusts that could eat the seat off 
a John Deere tractor. Game was plentiful, and game laws were very loosely 
enforced. Firewood was everywhere and, even in the driest years, a vege-
table patch kept them in necessities. Food and warmth were the only ab-
solute requirements. Beyond that, people just made do. No one needed a 
car; they were not going anywhere that a horse couldn’t take them. With a 
degree of hindsight, many who have reminisced about the Great Depression 
have argued that it was a positive time – if you were not a prairie farmer or 
riding the rails looking for work. Things became simpler, and people made 
their own fun. Many communities came closer together, and people looked 
after each other.

Laurie made good money for the times by hiring out himself and his 
team for construction work along the highway being built west of Banff 
from Lake Louise to Jasper. Jean regularly rode to her homestead on Jean’s 
Creek, fifteen miles north of where they were living. Johnson, now badly 
stove up with rheumatism, made himself useful around the ranch, espe-
cially looking after Donna, who was already, at the age of four, a terror on 
horseback. He did much of the cooking, which was very reminiscent of the 
roundup!

In 1936, they moved to Laurie’s homestead on Robinson Creek, situated 
in a high valley north of the Ghost River, with the Rabbit Lake Stoney Indi-
an Reserve on the north and east and the Forest Reserve on the west. Final-
ly, this was home, the Lazy JL – as it still is today for Donna, her two sons, 
and their children. Guy Gibson put up the logs for the house and built the 
big fieldstone fireplace. Laurie and Jean finished the house, while Johnson 
cooked and kept an eye on the two girls.
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Shortly after they settled in, Jean saw a strange horse coming up from the 
south one day, and as the horse and rider got closer, she realized that the rider 
was Johnson. As he reined up, looking very pleased with himself, he asked, 
“How do you like my new horse?” Rattler was a beautiful, good-moving chest-
nut, and Johnson, now in his seventies, rode him many hundreds of miles 
each year. His favourite route was into Cochrane and then down to Turner 
Valley to visit his other daughter Dot. He could always find friends along the 
way for a visit and a place to stay the night. When he got sleepy as he rode 
along, he would just find a shady spot for a nap, while Rattler grazed nearby. 
After spending a week or two with Dot’s family, the Clarksons, he would often 
move on to Tip Johnson’s ranch west of Millarville and stay a night or two. 
And then to Charlie Mickle’s, and Jappie and Lulu Rogers’ at Bottrel, and so, 
leisurely, back to the Lazy JL – just a few hundred miles’ round trip. 

Once back at the ranch, Johnson’s main purpose in life was to ensure 
that his granddaughters would carry on a tradition of horsemanship, first 
instilled by his Virginia father, and then overlaid with the West. And he was 

Looking west toward the Rocky Mountains from the ranching country of the Ghost River, where Laurie 
and Jean Johnson established their Lazy J L Ranch. Here Johnson spent the last years of his life. Author’s 
photo.
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obviously delighted to see that both Donna and Peggy were natural horse-
women. He took great pride in watching them breaking their own colts at 
the age of nine and ten. When they started winning trophies in local horse 
shows, no one could have been prouder.

Both girls had much of their education by correspondence. Music, too, 
was very important; they rode ten miles for music lessons from Norma 
Piper Pocaterra, an Alberta woman who earlier had a meteoric opera career 
in Italy managed by her husband, George Pocaterra, who was a legend in the 
Kananaskis region of southern Alberta. George came to Canada from Italy 
in 1903, became a cowboy, and homesteaded the Buffalo Head Ranch in 
the Highwood Valley, next to what would become Guy Weadick’s Stampede 
Ranch. Weadick was the force behind the creation of the Calgary Stampede 
in 1912. Pocaterra, who in addition to Italian spoke English, German, and 
Spanish, added Stoney to that list, as he explored much of the Kananaskis 
country and trapped there with his Stoney friends, especially Spotted Wolf, 
who became his blood brother. Pocaterra Creek, Dam, and Power House are 

Everett Johnson on his favourite horse Rattler near the end of his life. Even in his 80s, he still rode 
hundreds of miles to visit friends.
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now named for him, though he would have been distressed by the damming 
of his beloved Kananaskis country. 

In 1933, he sold the Buffalo Head to R. M. Patterson, the author of a 
number of western and northern Canadian classics, including his most 
famous book, Dangerous River, about the fabled Nahanni River in today’s 
Northwest Territories. Raymond Patterson and his wife Marigold were very 
good friends of my parents, and it is through R.M., as he was known, that 
three friends and I canoed the Nahanni in 1972, when very few people had 
been on the river. Before we canoed the river, I remember Raymond Patter-
son taking me to his study after a very good dinner and showing me his map 
of the Nahanni, with an X where he thought the Nahanni gold was: up the 
Flat River (which is anything but flat), where Albert Faille – the Legend of 
the Nahanni – had his cabin. Rumours abounded for years that Faille had 
found gold up the Flat, but nothing has ever been found.

Pocaterra, after selling his ranch to Patterson, returned to Italy and met 
Norma Piper, who was studying opera in Milan. They married in 1936, and 
he took over her opera career, with huge success, until the war intervened. 
They returned to Canada and bought a ranch in the Ghost Valley, down the 
steepest hill I have ever driven. For many years the Pocaterras had a Second 
World War vintage jeep that barely navigated the hill to the ranch house. 

Jean remembered one moment of horsemanship that stuck in her 
mind. When Johnson was in his mid-seventies, some bachelor neighbours 
gave him one of their horses to ride. Their horses were noted for their iron 
mouths, and this particular horse was one of the worst. It also had the at-
tractive habit of whirling and bolting for the barn on the least provocation. 
This it did and galloped full tilt straight for a very steep ravine. Johnson just 
leaned forward, grabbed the side of the bit, pulling the horse’s head around, 
and threw him. At the same moment, he rolled off, got up. and dusted him-
self off. Even at seventy-five, he made it look easy.

By the early years of the Second World War, Johnson, now in his early 
eighties and suffering increasingly from rheumatism, could still amaze his 
daughter-in-law. 

One day I noticed him spinning Laurie’s six-shooter, a sin-
gle-action 38 Colt. I asked him to show me his draw. He said that 
ordinarily he carried his gun in the holster at his side; but when he 
knew he might have to use it, he stuck it in the front of his trousers. 
It seemed to me that this was an awkward position from which to 
draw – until he demonstrated it. He placed the gun in the top of 
his trousers, in front, and let the hammer down on the edge of the 
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material. A flash of movement and the gun was pointing. I hard-
ly saw the motion of his hand – swift and deadly as a rattlesnake 
striking. I cannot say how a rattlesnake strikes; I cannot say how he 
drew. His eyesight was still so remarkably keen that he could read 
good print without his glasses.

After watching this demonstration, an earlier comment of his came back 
to her. She looked at her father-in-law’s intense blue eyes and remembered 
him saying that he was never concerned about gunmen with brown eyes; 
it was the hard blue eyes you had to watch for if you were going up against 
someone in a gunfight. It wasn’t just the speed that counted in a gunfight; it 
was the cool intent.

And he hadn’t lost his eye for a pretty woman. When a friend who had 
just returned from studying in England, Marion MacKay, came out to the 
ranch to stay for Easter, Johnson was smitten. Marion was a very talented 
artist, tall, strikingly handsome, and had a wonderful sense of humour that 
delighted Johnson. For some reason, he called her Mary, and he would gaze 
after her and say to Jean, “I love that Mary harder than a mule can kick 
downhill.” And after she left, he would ask, “Have you had a letter from 
Mary? I would admire to hear what she has to say.” Although still a ro-
mantic in his eighties, he was skeptical about marriage, especially regarding 
the restraints it put on a man. While on that subject, he blurted out that 
marriage to a wrong woman was just about the worst fate that could befall a 
man. “He’d be better off in Hell with his back broke.”

One by one, his old friends died. Finally, the only ones left were the sons 
of Bill Reid of the Wagon Box Fight – George and Jack. They had come to 
Canada in 1910, and in 1914 both had joined the Royal North-West Mount-
ed Police. George remained with the force for many years, as did his young-
er brother Jack.

The Reid family may be unique in having four sons who were law offi-
cers, and two, George and Jack, who were officers on both sides of the bor-
der. Jack Reid was first a deputy sheriff at the age of sixteen under an older 
brother at Medora, North Dakota, where the family ranched. Jack moved 
to Canada in 1909 and, at the beginning of the First World War, helped the 
Mounted Police with a difficult case of rustling, which required Jack to fish 
out the incriminating evidence from a particularly ripe privy. The Moun-
ties were so impressed by his evidence in court that they hired him on the 
spot as a stock detective, with the rank of special constable. In 1916, he was 
promoted to the rank of staff sergeant, responsible mostly for cases of stolen 
stock, both horses and cattle. From 1921 to 1929, he served with the Alberta 
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Provincial Police. He then went on to become one of western Canada’s most 
renowned gunsmiths, with a large reputation south of the border. In his 
reminiscences, he stressed that rustling in ranching country was always an 
issue, but only a serious problem near the American border.6    

It was through Jack Reid that Johnson met my father and his long-stand-
ing hunting partner, Col. Harry Snyder. Jack was a very close friend of my 
father. And it was Jack who first told my father and mother about the link 
between Wister and Johnson, and about his own father’s part in the Wagon 
Box Fight. Sadly, I was too young to remember the many evenings Johnson 
spent with my parents talking about hunting, my father’s passion, and about 
the early West, another of his passions. At some point, probably quite early 
on, my father became Johnson’s doctor. But that was an easy job. I can re-
member my father saying that Ed, as he called him, was still tough as nails 
– though by now in his eighties.

Jack Reid also introduced Johnson to Col. Snyder. Harry Snyder came 
from an old Virginia family, and he, too, was besotted with the early West. 
He had hunted all over the world, written a book on big-game hunting, and, 
in Africa, killed the largest elephant on record and outfitted and led several 
geographical expeditions to the Canadian North. After an expedition to the 

(From left) Jean Johnson, Harry Snyder, John Oldfield and my father, Harry Jennings, with the log 
ranchhouse that Jean and Laurie built.
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fabled Nahanni River country, the mountain range now called the Ragged 
Range was named for him. He also had an encyclopedic knowledge of the 
old West. He and Johnson had much to talk about. Col. Snyder’s wife, Lou-
ise, told my mother that when the two men “discovered” each other, they 
sat in two big chairs in front of the mammoth fireplace at the “Tipi,” Col. 
Snyder’s baronial retreat in the mountains west of Sundre, Alberta, on the 
Red Deer River, and talked non-stop for several days without going to bed, 
surrounded by Col. Snyder’s impressive collection of Russell paintings and 
Remington bronzes. Louise periodically brought them food and took away 
the dirty dishes. They slept in the big chairs and then just took up where 
they had stopped.

During all the years that Johnson used his son’s ranch as his anchor, 
Jean did periodically wonder why he had never taken up land. She never 
asked him outright, but from a number of things he said she concluded that 

Col. Harry Snyder (left) and Johnson at the Tipi, Snyder’s baronial retreat in the Rocky Mountains. The 
main room had much in common with Theodore Roosevelt’s Gallery at Sagamore Hill.
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he had a different set of values. Material things meant nothing to him, and 
he hated fences, both literally and as a reminder of a West that was gone. 
When he was reminiscing, his far-off look was for the days before fences and 
rules and government people. He demanded freedom; in Wyoming the land 
had been his – he did not want to own it and be held down by it. When Wyo-
ming became peopled and fenced, he moved on. The real Wyoming would 
live on in his memory, and nothing after would be the same. As with many 
who’ve had intense wartime experiences, the rest of life became an epilogue. 
In a way, Johnson was a victim of the same Wyoming that rendered Wister 
breathless and euphoric when he first saw it. Just as Wister would never 
write anything first-rate after The Virginian, once his Genesis was tamed, 
life for Johnson could not be the same after the open range was gone. In-
creasingly, he retreated to the untamed landscape of his imagination. He 
would often ride north into the Forest Reserve – to the high ridges looking 

Col. Snyder’s main room at the Tipi, featuring his world-record elephant tusks. It is clear from this 
picture and the following one that he and Roosevelt would have been soul mates.
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down on the Ghost River country, but as he gazed out over this rugged, un-
fenced country, Jean thought he was seeing Wyoming, not Alberta. 

In 1941, at the age of eighty-one, Johnson made his last trip by horse-
back to Turner Valley to visit his daughter and her husband, Bob Clarkson. 
His Clarkson grandchildren were now both in the army, Patricia with the 
WACs, and Bob and Donald with the Canadian Army. Bob became middle-
weight boxing champion of the Canadian Army and went on to train com-
mandos during the war.7

Shortly after he returned from Turner Valley, Johnson rather suddenly 
bent down and kissed Jean on the cheek, an unusual gesture for him! “Jean-
nie, I want you to have Rattler. I reckon my riding days are over.” After he 
stopped riding, a change came over him. It was as if giving his horse to Jean 
was an admission that his life was winding down. After escaping on a trip to 
Fairbanks, Alaska, with Dot’s husband, Chappie, who was working on the 
building of the Alaska Highway, a new tone entered his conversations with 

Theodore Roosevelt’s gallery at Sagamore Hill, Oyster Bay, New York. Courtesy of Sagamore Hill 
National Historic Site, National Parks Service, Oyster Bay, NY. SAHI-9300, IMG 1348.
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Jean. He now told her stories of dark events that he had told no one else, first 
making her promise that she would never disclose any of what he told her. 
She never did. But in none of the stories that he told her did he ever betray 
a friend. 

In the spring of 1946, Johnson spent several weeks at Col. Snyder’s 
ranch, and the two laid great plans for a trip to Wyoming. Johnson was on 
his way back to the ranch when he stopped in on an old friend near Gleichen 
– close to General Strange’s Colonization Ranche, where he had been fore-
man. He suddenly took ill and fell into a coma. My father was called and he 
arranged for an ambulance to take him to the Holy Cross Hospital in Cal-
gary, where my father was chief of staff. Ebb Johnson died before he could 
reach the hospital.

He was buried in Queen’s Park Cemetery in Calgary. Under his name 
on the headstone are the words “The Virginian.” I think he would have pre-
ferred simply, “A Virginian Cowboy.”   




