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POSTSCR IP T

One final note regarding Johnson’s connection to Wister. In April 1969, 
Jean Johnson wrote to James McCook, formerly city editor of The Albertan, 
one of the two Calgary dailies of the time, regarding the newspaper’s cor-
respondence with Wister in the early 1930s when the first “talkie” version of 
The Virginian came out. McCook had contacted Wister at that time because 
of rumours in Calgary that Johnson was the Virginian. McCook had not 
kept detailed notes, but told Jean that Wister had replied to his telegram, 
saying that “Johnson seemed to be the man, although he had not been in 
touch with him for many years.” On the strength of this reply, The Albertan 
had invited Johnson to go to the movie with a reporter from the paper. Mc-
Cook remembered that Johnson was extremely reluctant to go to the movie, 
which made The Albertan believe that Johnson was no “put-up job.” Johnson 
did not enjoy the movie!

Wister’s ambiguous reply to The Albertan is very puzzling. His response 
appears to be the only time that he acknowledged who the Virginian was. 
The closest he had come previously was to state that Corporal Skirdin was 
the “type” that he had in mind when he wrote the novel. But why would he 
say that Johnson “seemed” to be the man? Who knows what was going on in 
Wister’s mind in the early 1930s? By then he was in his mid-seventies and 
was not at all well; he had also become disillusioned with the West. Perhaps 
he just thought it was time to stop being coy. After all, what did it matter 
anymore? He died in 1938 at the age of seventy-eight. It is a great shame that 
no one at the time had the understanding to follow up on Wister’s comment.  
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The cowboy, as perhaps no other figure, has captured the 
imagination of North Americans for over a century. Owen 
Wister’s publication of The Virginian in 1902 transformed, 
almost overnight, the rough image of the cowboy. Soon 
after its publication, Wister sent a copy, inscribed “To the 
hero from the author,” to Everett Johnson, a cowboy from 
Virginia who had been a friend of Wister’s in Wyoming in 
the 1880s. Johnson had migrated to Alberta by the 1890s, 
eventually settling in the Calgary area. Before his death 
in 1946, his daughter-in-law, Jean Johnson, transcribed 
Everett’s stories of the old west and collected them into  
a manuscript, now on deposit in the Glenbow Archives.

In The Cowboy Legend, John Jennings, building on Jean 
Johnson’s work, details the evidence that Everett Johnson 
was the initial and prime inspiration for Wister’s cowboy, 
and in the process shows that Johnson led a fascinating 
life in his own right. His memories of both the Wyoming 
and Alberta cattle frontiers provide insight into ranch life 
on both sides of the border, and the compelling parallel 
biographies of Johnson and Wister feature vignettes of 
legendary period figures such as Buffalo Bill Cody, Wild 
Bill Hickok, Wyatt Earp, and Butch Cassidy, not to mention 
the best man at Johnson’s wedding, Henry Longabaugh, 
a.k.a. the Sundance Kid.

With an impressive range of scholarship and archival 
research, Jennings melds this realistic study of the cowboy 
frontier with an intriguing account of Wister’s subsequent 
creation of the cowboy mystique.
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