
I was probably nine years old when 
I first read Black Beauty. I was a 
prairie girl with the first-hand 

experience of animal husbandry and 
deep sympathy for the livestock 
and pets on the farm (with some 
exceptions). A friend of mine the 
same age who grew up in urban 

Montreal also read it as a child. 
The effect on her was even more 

traumatic than on me. 

It starts so sweetly, and I remember expect-
ing it would continue like that. Approaching 
the reread for the article, I still felt that hope 
within myself — but as a young reader, 
Black Beauty: The Autobiography of a Horse 
broke my heart.

The tale of one event after another that 
betrayed the trust of this innocent creature, 
in an age when horses were primary motive 
power for human commerce and travel, 
struck a chord in many hearts. Animals had 
feelings. By inhabiting the first person point 
of view of the horse, from colt in a meadow 
to pulling a cab in Victorian London, and 
through many owners cruel and kind, to 
his final home, readers empathized in a 
new way with horses, often seen as exten-
sions of machines. Because of that empathy, 
attitudes in many societies towards horses 
changed. And not only horses. Sewell aimed 
at practices like fox hunts, docking dogs’ 
tails and ears, workhouses for the poor, and 
even cruel children who pulled the wings 
off flies.

This one iconic book — the only 
book written by Anna Sewell, who 
was born two hundred years ago 
this year — broke many of the liter-
ary “rules” of the time. There had 
been novels from an animal’s point 
of view before, but this was the first 
major one in popular English litera-
ture. Earlier “beast fables” presented 
animals acting like humans — much 
like Disney does today.

Black Beauty made readers feel 
an animal’s pain, an animal’s fears, 
and sometimes, an animal’s con-
tentment and pride. It is clear in 
Sewell’s writing that she was a keen 
observer of horses, perhaps partly 
because of a mistreated injury that 
left her unable to walk, but able to 
drive. She notes, in many delightful 
little dialogues, how to treat both 
animals and humans fairly. The 
result was a revolution in animal 
welfare laws, and more importantly, 
in societal mores. It was no longer 
fashionable to be cruel. This book 
is credited with helping end the use 
of checkreins to keep horses’ heads 
high and necks arched, and innu-
merable other changes to accepted 
horse husbandry.

Why Sewell’s story’s resonated, 
however, is the power of its deeply 
sympathetic portraits, which 

immediately drew readers into the working 
animals’ world, including dogs and other 
domestic creatures. I thought maybe this 
time I could skim through, but there is no 
skimming Black Beauty. I was sucked in on 
page one just like before.

Sewell died only months after publica-
tion, but already her book was a runaway 
success. No doubt, she was gratified to see 
the influence of this one slim novel. It led 
to immediate reforms in animal welfare in 
Europe, the British Colonies worldwide and 
the United States. It has been described as 
a protest book and a call to action. Due to 
its descriptions of financial hardships of 
London’s taxicab owners, the license fee 
was reduced so that cabbies could afford to 
care for and not overwork their horses. 

Societies for the Prevention of Cruelty 
to Animals already existed, but got signifi-
cant boosts in support after Black Beauty’s 
publication and the subsequent reviews 
and op-ed pieces in newspapers of the time. 

It has been called “the most influ-
ential anticruelty novel of all time” 
and has been compared to Harriet 
Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
in the United States because both nov-
els caused outrage and set off protest 
actions that changed society.

Contrary to the idea that moral-
istic books are unpopular, Barnes & 
Noble states Black Beauty is an all-
time bestseller with over 50 million 
copies sold. Numerous film versions 
have been produced, there are trans-
lations in 50 languages, and it has 
never been out of print. It paved the 
way for a whole genre of stories like 
My Friend Flicka and War Horse, with 
dark adult themes, and National 
Velvet and The Incredible Journey. 
Other authors have written sequels, 
as well as a stage play, an LP and the 
true sign of an icon — a parody.

In 2006 the first edition copy 
containing Sewell’s handwritten 
dedication to her mother sold at 
auction at Christie’s in London for 
£33,000 (about $70,000 at the time).

Although now always catego-
rized as young reader’s fiction, it 
was not written for children, but 
was written, as the author said, “to 
induce kindness, sympathy, and an 
understanding treatment of horses.”

Should children read it? Yes. 
Everyone should. c

Why Sewell’s story’s 

resonated, however,  

is the power of its deeply 

sympathetic portraits, 

which immediately drew 

readers into the working 

animals’ world

The Legacy of

Black 
Beaut y
By CANDICE VETTER

Warning: If you have not read Black Beauty stop 
reading this article right now — complete plot 
giveaways ahead.
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C. J. Box
From Wyoming to the World
By TERRI MASON

You name the writing award, this ol’ cowboy has won 
it. So far, he has sold over 10 million books, and each 
novel sees him back on the New York Times Best Sellers’ 

list. His fans span around the world, and his engaging style has 
made him wealthy. And what did he do with all that money? He 
bought a ranch. You gotta love this guy. 

Wyoming born-and-raised author C. J. 
Box has worked hard for his success. For 
the first few years of his writing career, 
he worked full-time and wrote when he 
could. “Laurie and I ran an international 
tourism marketing company to encourage 
travel to the West,” he explained. “So the 
early books I wrote on airplanes, I wrote in 
hotel rooms in Germany, you know. Now 
my office is in the barn loft, so it’s a little 
more isolated.” 

C. J. has created the almost-perfect 
Western hero in Joe Pickett, his star of over 
20 novels. Pickett is not your typical larger-
than-life, unrelatable male with demons in 
a troubled past. Instead, Joe is a modern-
day Wyoming game warden who is a lousy 
shot, a passable horseman, scrapes by finan-
cially and always seems to be accidentally 
getting a work truck stuck. However, he’s a 
devoted husband and father, and despite 
the temptations, he still does the right 

thing. He is that rarest of all human beings 
— he is incorruptible.

All this, plus, Joe’s elusive friend who 
always has his back. Nate Romanowski is a 
falconer and Special Forces guy who moves 
like smoke through the trees and shoots the 
biggest handgun made.

Woven through each novel is a central 
plot that reflects today’s concerns, rang-
ing from wind turbines to endangered 
species. Throw in some shady politicians, 
downright scary survivalists or some folks 
that just need killing, and you’re in for a 
gripping read.

How popular are C. J.'s Pickett novels? 
You ride into any outfitter camp in North 
America, and you’ll find his books in a 
packbox. His novels, long dog-eared, line 
ranch house shelves and are in the glove 
box of most rodeo trucks. With his Joe 
Pickett series, C. J. has done for adults what 
J. K. Rowling did for children — he has 
inspired a new generation of bibliophiles, 
and they can’t put his books down. It’s not 
just women — his crowd at any book sign-
ing is 51 per cent women, 49 per cent men 
— unheard of in publishing.

C. J. was on his final leg of his book tour 
when all hell broke loose, and the world 
shut down. 

Months later, I called him at his ranch 
near Cheyenne for the long-anticipated 
interview, and outside of not travel-
ling, the pandemic has barely impacted 
his life. 

“I live in a very rural part of the U.S., in 
southern Wyoming on a little ranch, and 
there have been very, very few cases in 
our county,” said C. J. from his office. “But 
it’s been such a blessing in a way because 
sometimes I think I’ve travelled too much,” 
he said. “I’ve got the next Joe Pickett book 
done six months ahead of time. And I’ve 
done tons of fly fishing and golf and just 
enjoying the summer.”

For C. J. and other authors, COVID has 
provided an uninterrupted writing stretch 
and has allowed their readers to catch up, 
and new ones to find his work.

“I don’t know how many emails I’ve 
received or comments on social media, 
saying ‘During this pandemic, I finally got 
to your books and I've read all 20 of them 
now,’” he said. “I get this every single day. 
So I think the reader has benefitted, in a 
weird way.”

The appeal of the characters in the 
Pickett series is wide-ranging; Joe is so 
“real” — he could be your buddy. Nate 
Romanowski, Joe’s friend and ally, is the pal 
we’d all love to have — loyal to the bone and 
dangerous to our enemies. An unusual twist 
is that all of the characters age in real time. 
While a reader can start anywhere in the 
series, like all good stories, try to start at the 
beginning with Open Season.

There’s a bit of Pickett in C. J. himself. 
Like his fictional hero, C. J. and his wife, 
Laurie, have three daughters, which brings 
up my comment that, on paper, he can write 

Joe Pickett Series 
g  Watch for an announcement regarding an upcoming 

television series!

Open Season (2001)

Savage Run (2002)

Winterkill (2003)

Trophy Hunt (2004)

Dull Knife (2005)

Out of Range (2005)

In Plain Sight (2006)

Free Fire (2007)

Blood Trail (2008)

Below Zero (2009)

Nowhere to Run (2010)

Cold Wind (2011)

The Master Falconer (2006)

Force of Nature (2012)

Breaking Point (2013)

Stone Cold (2014)

Shots Fired (2014)

Endangered (2015)

Off the Grid (2016)

Vicious Circle (2017)

The Disappeared (2018)

Wolf Pack (2019)

Long Range (2020)

Dark Sky (2021)

In the most recent book of the series, 
Joe Pickett investigates a bizarre and 
unprovoked grizzly attack outside of 
his range, plus a long-range shooter 

targets a local judge, and it’s up to Joe 
to find the answers — and the shooterP
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Baxter Black is the most famous contemporary cowboy 
poet in the West. His wit, his gift of performance and — 
my God — those facial expressions made cowboy poetry 

the hottest ticket in town back in the ‘90s and beyond.

But while the flame of gatherings has 
flickered somewhat, Baxter Black has not. 
While the 75-year-old retired large animal 
vet doesn’t hit the trail as often, his liter-
ary works do. Baxter’s weekly column is 
enjoyed by millions, as is his weekly sto-
rytelling recordings, most notably for our 
audience on columnist Hugh McLennan’s 
long-running radio show, Spirit of the West.

But if you’re hankering for a longer sto-
rytelling spell, Bax has once again ridden to 
the rescue.

The Arizona cowboy with the expressive 
voice has now recorded his third hilarious 
best-selling book. In all, the audiobooks 
are 23 hours of hilarity, enough to make 
those long miles disappear. They are avail-
able as a download from his website, 
BaxterBlack.com.

“The first one is Hey Cowboy, Want To 
Get Lucky? The second one is Hey Cowgirl, 

Need a Ride? and this latest one is called Ride 
Cowboy Ride, Eight Seconds Ain’t That Long,” 
he explained in a recent phone interview. 
“All funny. And I got some good heroines — 

in this latest, she’s a bronc rider and so are 
the two cowboys: one from Buffalo, South 
Dakota, and one from Buffalo, Alberta.”

Baxter knows of what he speaks, and he 
knows the country up here. “Canada is a big 
part of my memories,” he said. “I’ll give you 
some numbers. I spoke up there 160 times 
in little towns from Pincher Creek to Maple 

Creek to Peace River. I even wrote a song 
that Ian Tyson recorded.”

It was his poetry that got him on The 
Tonight Show with Johnny Carson many 
times, but it was his books that have cata-
pulted the author into the stratosphere of 
success. To date, Baxter has sold almost two 
million editions. 

His live performances are a riot. His gift 
for storytelling is such that everybody can 
imagine the scene, starring either Baxter 
— or themselves. But it’s no fluke. He’s prac-
tical, and he’s savvy.

“I write a column every week, and I’ve 
been doing it since July 1980. They’re time-
less. That’s the way I usually write them. 
There’s no politics because as soon as you 
take sides, you lose half your audience,” 
he explained. 

And then there is his mastering of the 
psychology of making people laugh at 
themselves. “You’ve got to put it in such a 
way that every cowboy says, ‘Yeah, I know a 
guy like that.’”

His life has been a long, storied and 
successful venture, and he sums it up best 
when he said, “I rode horses, I fixed cows, 
and I made cowboys laugh.” c

Baxt er  
Black
Hearing the Master’s Voice
By TERRI MASON

“I rode horses, I fixed cows, 

and I made cowboys laugh.”  

— Baxter Black

like a woman thinks. (In my opinion, any-
one that doesn’t believe women and men 
think differently is related to neither.)

“The women in my life are my toughest 
critics,” he said. “The manuscript first goes 
to Laurie. She offers comments. Then it goes 
to my three daughters, and then it goes to 
my female agent, and everybody weighs 
in. If there’s something that isn’t realistic 
or doesn’t work well for them, they let me 
know — and I appreciate that very much.”

His latest novel, Long Range, was 
released in March. It debuted at number 
two on the New York Times Best Sellers’ list 
and stayed there for five weeks.

“Long Range is more of a straight-ahead 
kind of police procedural murder investi-
gation,” said C. J. “With all of the books I 
always choose one or two topics that are 
not necessarily isolated to the West but are 
of concern in the West. The two things I 
wanted to include, in addition to the inves-
tigation, was the popularity of long-range 
shooting; shots of 1,000 yards and more, 
which I see all the time where I live,” he 
explained. “The other subplot is a grizzly 
bear attack in Yellowstone Park,” he paused. 
“That is one of the first ones that the investi-
gators could honestly say was unprovoked, 
and that’s a scary aspect. Human/grizzly 
interaction has changed. Some bears come 
running when they hear a gunshot. It’s like 
a dinner bell, and it’s changed how every 
single hunter hunts.”

So, which scenes were the hardest to 
write? It turns out there were two: one, the 
point of view of a bullet in the beginning 
chapter, and the other? “You’ll be surprised 
to find out who the bad person is,” he said.

Pickett fans would have my head if I 
didn’t ask; how did Joe’s bad luck with 
trucks begin?

“I never planned it; I didn’t say, ‘Oh, this 
is gonna be a thing,’” he laughs. “It just hap-
pened to turn into one. Part of that came 
from going out in the field with game war-
dens. There are only 50 game wardens in 
Wyoming, and every year, they have kind 
of a convention. They put up pictures, and 
they all make fun of each other for who got 
stuck the worst.  And I realized that’s part of 
the job — they’re always getting stuck.”

Far from a one-trick pony, C. J. has other 
series he has written, and this fall you’ll 
be able to watch C. J.’s work dramatized on 
television as his book, The Highway, airs on 
ABC as Big Sky. 

For this writer, the biggest news of all is 
that I was told to watch for an announce-
ment regarding an upcoming Joe Pickett 
television series. In this television waste-
land of zombies, warlocks and the like, 
a real man, with a real family, and a real 
friend, can’t come soon enough. c

For more on C. J. Box, visit CJBox.net.

*The Highway

Badlands

Paradise Valley

The Bitterroots

*Big Sky

*Big Sky is an upcoming 
American procedural drama 
television series created 
by David E. Kelley and 
based on the 2013 book 

*The Highway by C. J. Box. 
Shot in Pitt Meadows, B.C., 
the drama will air on ABC 
beginning this fall 2020–21.

Cassie 
Dewell 
Series
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