
       The Last Ranch by Michael McGarrity

           This is the third novel in the trilogy written
about the Kerney family that established a ranch
in the San Andres Mts. in New Mexico.  The first
book in the trilogy, Hard Country was about John
Kerney, who first created the ranch in 1875, and
struggled with Indian raids, cattle rustlers, and
murder, as he tried to eke out a living for his
family in the desert-like mountains, as the
western frontier closed. 
        McGarrity's second novel, Backlands 
revisits the family and examines it's next
generation, by following the life of John Kerney's
son, Patrick, Emma (Patrick's ex-wife), and their
young son, Matthew.  It spans the time from
Teddy Roosevelt's Rough Riders in Cuba,
through the First World War, and the
Depression, and ends at the beginning of World
War II.  It shows the struggles as members of
the Kerney family, strive to survive these
external disasters while at the same time trying
to maintain a living on the isolated ranch. 
      The Last Ranch takes up the family's story,
starting at World War II through to the Vietnam
War.  It begins with Matthew Kearney returning from the war, discharged from the 
military after losing an eye in the Italian campaign.  He is hoping to cement a permanent 
relationship with a single mother, who is hesitant about marriage, but happy with just 
living with Matt. 
      Much to Matthew's dismay, the relationship falls apart after the woman is forced to 
kill an intruder at the ranch, who was bent on murdering her and her daughter as 
retribution for Matt's causing his imprisonment decades before.  After the incident, she is
so traumatized that she can no longer be at the ranch and moves to California.  
      This leaves Matt floundering, seeking love, but not being able to secure it for any 
length of time. Finally he finds his soulmate Mary, they marry and have a son Kevin, but 
ranch life remains a struggle, because of a five year drought in the already arid 
mountains where the ranch is located, which forces the family to sell their  most of their 
livestock and take work in the city, while Patrick Kerney, his old cantankerous father, 
maintains what is left of the family ranch. 
      Then the military, who have taken over all the land surrounding the ranch for the 
White Sands Missile Range and wishing to consolidate the whole area, slowly begins to 
put enormous pressure on the Kerney's to sell them the failing ranch. The family is able 
to hold off until Patrick, the old family patriarch finally dies, then Matt reluctantly sells 
their long held family land. 
      At this point, with the family now living in town, the novel begins to follow the life of 
Kevin, the son, through his high school and university years, his search for stable 
relationships, and then his entry into the Vietnam War.  
      Although  The Last Ranch was supposed to be the final work in the trilogy, the 
ending of this story sets up a situation which is very similar to the beginning of this novel 



with Matt away at War, and besides that, the Apache girl Matt loves is pregnant with his 
child, so I wonder if this Kerney family epic will continue.  
        While I have read and enjoyed all of the books in this trilogy, I have forgotten most 
of the storylines in the first two. I was however, quite taken with the first two, but not 
quite as enthralled with this latest, but in its defense, it did keep me entertained and 
eagerly reading to the end. 

 Lonesome Dove, the 1986 Pulitzer Prize winning novel by Larry McMurtry
         After finishing The Last Ranch (which really wasn't about the "old" west) I went 
searching for another western that better fit the theme. Many years ago, on my mother's 
suggestion, I had read Lonesome Dove which I really loved and it opened my eyes to 
other "western"-oriented novels that I had avoided for years, thinking they were just 
action packed "shoot 'm ups".  
     I think I am fortunate to have such a poor memory. While I remembered vividly that I 
was tremendously impressed with Lonesome Dove when I read it, and I remembered 
how much I liked Augustus, one of the main characters, I had forgotten most of the 
things that happened in the book.  Re-reading it allowed me to discover and enjoy the 
novel all over again. 
     In many ways Lonesome Dove is a carefully crafted and humorous character study 
which examines the wide range of flawed characters that inhabited the western frontiers 
of America after the Civil War.  McMurtry is a master of characterization and location, as 
the films based on his novels, like Terms of Endearment and The Last Picture Show  
attest.  
       I think there was a popular TV mini-series of Lonesome Dove, but I never saw it and
didn't know what the title "Lonesome Dove" referred to.  It refers to a southern Texas 
town, a bleak, dusty, run-down collection of buildings, corrals, and people located close 
to the Mexican border.  McMurtry really doesn't spend much time describing Lonesome 
Dove.  He mentions a store, and a church, but the central focus is the Dry Bean saloon, 
which supplies the cowboys with alcohol, a piano player, card playing, and Lorena, the 
town's only prostitute, who is the dream of all the love starved cowhands. 
       The main storyline follows the activities of the Hat Creek Cattle Company, a handful 
of ex-Texas Rangers headed by a no-nonsense man named Call and his partner, 
Augustus, who just can't keep from talking.   After hearing about the cattle potential of 
the grassland of Montana, they slip over into Mexico and steal a herd of cattle and 
horses from a Mexican rustler, and prepare to herd the cattle north across the continent 
to the unsettled wilds of Montana. A couple of other storylines arise from actions of the 
characters and parallel the otherwise monotony of the long cattle drive.  These subplots 
keep the novel moving and interesting.
        One of the things I always notice about McMurtry's novels are the unusual names 
he gives the characters.  Some of them in Lonesome Dove  are:  Pea Eye, Deets, 
Dishwater, Call, July, Spoon, Needle, Soupy, and Lippy.  Despite the strange names, 
McMurtry is able to build realistic human characters with individual foibles out of each of 
them.
      Call, who is a main character, is one of those quiet men who can not express or 
show their feelings. He has a son, Newt, whose mother was a prostitute, now dead, and 
although the boy works for him, Call can not bring himself to tell the boy that he is his 
father. 
      My favorite and a central figure in the novel is Augustus, who has become one of my
all time favorite characters in all of fiction.  Gus has no problem at all expressing his 



feelings, much to everyone's dismay.  He has more education than the rest of the 
cowhands and that fuels his nonstop talking.  He enjoys using his talk to get under the 
skin of his fellow cowboys, but underneath, he possesses a compassion and a humanity
that makes him both endearing and memorable.
       Upon my first reading of Lonesome Dove one of things that surprised me and struck
me as true, was the way so many of the cowboys in the book were terrified of women.  
The stereotypical cowboys in most  films and books are macho men, McMurtry's 
cowboys are painfully shy and lack all social skills whenever they are confronted with a 
female.   They have spent so much of their lives only around men that women seem like 
alien creatures and they don't know how to react to them.  
      This is, of course, a western and so there is plenty of Wild West action in the novel. 
There are dust storms, stampeding cattle, Indian attacks, and outlaw brutality, but what I 
enjoyed the most about the novel were the interactions and conversations between the 
characters. 
   It is a long novel, 950 pages, and its length allows the reader to experience just about 
all of those important events and emotions that life throws at us:  Love, hate, fear, regret,
birth, death, joy, and sadness.  It is a very human story, written in a humorous and 
touching way. Lonesome Dove is one of my all time favorite books, and it was as 
enjoyable the second time as it was the first. 


