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Mary Mary, quite contrary – Gary Grimes, centre, is quickly disabused of his romantic notions when he signs on as 
cook’s helper, or “little Mary” with Mr Culpepper (left, mounted).   Source:  indeterminate 

 

 

Leonard Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide 
1996 review: 
 
“A 16-year old persuades a trail boss to 

take him along on a cattle drive, and 
becomes a man in the process.  Fair but 

excessively violent Western.  **1/2 ” 
 
 

Speelfilm Encyclopedie review – identical to 
above, but omitting the phrase I’ve disputed. 

 

Halliwell’s Film Guide review: 
 
“A 16-year old would-be cowboy joins a 

cattle trail but is shocked at the harsh 
realities of western life.  Excellent moody 
photography helps to convince us that the 
old west was really like this, but the story 
is more brutal than interesting.  Music: 
Tom Scott & Jerry Goldsmith.  * ” 

 
 

The Culpepper Cattle Company  



 

The Good Film and Video Guide review: 
 
“ "Cowboyin's somethin' you do when you 

cain't do nothin' else," someone says to 
16-year old Gary Grimes, but cowboyin's 
all the boy wants to do.  So here's (yet) 
another Western of the time about a 
neophyte cowboy;  (yet) another telling it 
like it was, with several run-ins with 
rustlers, assorted slayings, initiation by a 
hooker

1
 plus the song "Amazing Grace".  

Like other late practitioners of this genre, 
the writer-director has confronted the 
problems of revitalising it without solving 
one of them;  it's a handsome, entertaining 
film.  Among those hiding behind full 
beards are Billy "Green" Bush, Bo 
Hopkins

2
 and Geoffrey Lewis

3
.  ** ” 

 
 

Movies on TV and Videocassette 1988-89 
review: 
 
“A routine yarn about the "coming of age", 

in post-Civil War Texas, of a young man 
who signs on as a cook's helper on a huge 

cattle drive.  **1/2 ” 

 
 

The Sunday Times Guide to Movies on 
Television review: 
 
“Western made in 1972, that is after the 
bloody influence of "THE WILD BUNCH" 
had changed the look of oaters, probably 
for ever.  Hero of this violent rustler drama 
is Gary Grimes as a 16-year old who 
earns his manhood during the cattle drive.  
Dick Richards directed without discernible 
purpose except to give the audience a 

thrill excused by some moral posturing. ” 
 
 

The Time Out Film Guide review: 
 
“Engaging "demythologising" Western, 

with Grimes as the naive young Texan 
who joins a cattle drive with romantic 
dreams of the cowboy life, only to have 
them dashed as he encounters death, 
crime and compromise.  Deliberately 
downbeat, aided no end in its aims at 
authenticity by the excellent photography 

                                                           
1
 I think they called them "whores" back then, and in 

any case she doesn’t “initiate” him into anything. 
2
 who is cleanshaven… 

3
 also beardless 

(Lawrence Edward Williams and Ralph 

Woolsey). ” 
 
 
TV Times Film & Video Guide 1995 review: 
 
“Another tough-talking Western that tries 

to show America's wild days as they were.  
It was the debut of director Dick Richards, 
who subsequently made "FAREWELL MY 
LOVELY" and "MARCH OR DIE", both of 
which displayed a similar obsession for 
de-glamourising familiar film genres.  Here 
the grime and gore are counter-balanced 
by the director's treatment as, helped by 
the photography, he contrived to bring 
something of the quality of old sepia 
photographs to his view of the west. 
 
Although the film never seems quite sure 
of what it wants to do – it starts off as a 
poetic treatment of a cattle drive and ends 
in the style of "THE MAGNIFICENT 
SEVEN" – interest in its developments is 
sustained by the performances of the four 
tough cowboys who befriend

4
 greenhorn 

Gary Grimes on the drive - Luke Askew, 
Bo Hopkins, Wayne Sutherlin and 
especially Geoffrey Lewis as Russ 

Caldwell.  ** ” 

 
 
Video Movie Guide 1993 review: 
 
“A strong supporting cast of character 

actors makes this coming-of-age story set 
in the Old West into a real treat for fans of 
shoot-'em-ups.  Gary Grimes is a 16-year 
old farm boy who dreams of becoming a 
cowboy, something which the cowboys 
cannot quite understand.  "Cowboying is 
something you do when you can't do 
nothin' else", he is told.  Rated "R" for 

violence.  ***1/2 ” 
 
 
[no listing in "The Critics’ Film Guide",  
"Rating the Movies (1990)", "Variety Movie 
Guide 1993"  or "The Virgin Film Guide"] 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4
 That’s “befriend” as in the sense that a mugger 

befriends late night travellers on the street.  



 
 
It’s bemusing that several critics have pointed to the extreme violence of this film which, even 
by the standards of the early 1970s ("STRAW DOGS", "SOLDIER BLUE") was not noted for 
its brutality.  Certainly it contains less sadism and gratuitous bloodletting than, for example, 
"HIGH PLAINS DRIFTER", released the same year (and also featuring Geoffrey Lewis).  On 
the contrary, it actually falls rather on the tame side for a revisionist Western, but the film has 
a nihilistic spirit, an eye for the squalor of the cattle drive, and it is that callousness of tone  
which draws attention to what sporadic violence there is.  Both in Britain and the US (for very 
different cultural reasons), the cinema of the early seventies was characterised by a mood of 
cynicism, despair and anti-escapism.  At the time this was taken for greater cinematic realism, 
a mood which gave way later in the decade to the full-blown escapism of “STAR WARS” and 
the box-office phenomenon of Steven Spielberg.  
 
"Kiss my ass" are the first words Gary Grimes utters at the opening of the film, and so it's not 
entirely inappropriate that he finds himself taken onto the cattle drive as a "little Mary" (or 
cook's helper), nor that, when the opportunity comes his way to lose his virginity with a back 
room whore in a tiny wayside halt, the best he can manage is to bounce fully-dressed on the 
bed with her, giggling like a schoolgirl.  Happily for master Grimes however, unlike the cabin 
boys of yore, he does not find himself called upon to provide the lonesome cowboys on the 
trail any services unrelated to the cooking pot.  The world must wait awhile longer for that final 
indignity to the mythology of the Old West.  Notwithstanding Walt Whitman, the phenomenon 
of homosexuality in the pioneer days is still a well-buried secret. 
 
But to take the seafaring analogy a little further (the cattle drive was directly equivalent to an 
18

th
 century ocean voyage), Ben Mockridge (Grimes) quickly proves to be a Jonas among the 

crew, so that sour Mr Culpepper has good reason to rue offering him "a dollar a day and 
found".  Sent ahead to raise extra hands for the drive, he's divested of horse and gun by the 
very first men he meets.  Allowed to ride the night watch singing to the cattle, he contrives to 
lose not only his own horse, but everyone else's, to rustlers.  His toying with another man's 
pistol nearly precipitates a gunfight when one man springs to defend him from the other's 
rage, and finally, having heroically elected to stay behind and defend a party of religious 
settlers from being driven off their land, he gets four of his companions, who ride back to join 
him, shot dead in the process while he cringes behind a chuck wagon watching the bullets fly.  
The script means to show us the brutality and danger of cowboy life through the eyes of a 
greenhorn kid, but in so doing it makes the kid almost too inept and clueless. If Grimes had 
been 13 or 14 it might all have been easier to swallow, but would a 16-year old in those times 
have been quite so lame and incapable?  
 
Falling squarely in the same mould as "THE LIFE AND TIMES OF JUDGE ROY BEAN", 
"McCABE AND MRS MILLER" and other "tell it like it was" attempts to deglamourise the old 
West, it’s one of the films that were collectively blamed for nearly killing off the Western genre 
altogether, until it enjoyed something of a renaissance with Clint Eastwood's 
"UNFORGIVEN".  It certainly has a dour, listless, stoic air that would have seemed wholly 
alien to John Ford and John Wayne, yet it contains too many standard cattle drive elements, 
and pays too little attention to the minutiae of life on the hoof, to carry conviction as quasi-
documentary realism.  There's not an injun in sight, but there's also no bad weather, no 
blisters and saddle sores, no sense of animal husbandry or empty sprawling landscapes, and 
it caricatures the cowboys as illiterate dolts, whereas true documentaries on the period, such 
as the superb “DEATH OF A WAGON TRAIN”, reveal to our surprise just how articulate, 
even philosophical, these range-riders and mountain men could be.   In that sense this film is 
merely a grimier version of Dean Stockwell’s "CATTLE DRIVE", with an appropriate 
downbeat ending. 
 
It's all a far cry from the wistful romance and clumsy adolescent fumblings toward sexuality of 
"SUMMER OF '42", Gary Grimes' debut film. 
 
See subject index under EPIC JOURNEYS and WESTERNS. 
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