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by John Faubion

Devotees of The Journal of The Print World are 
among the few who are aware of a rare linocut 
print of an historic figure once known as “The 
Oldest Living Cowboy.” The print, of John Syl-
vester Kirkpatrick (1868-1948), was produced by 
Lawrence Tenney Stevens (1896-1972) presum-
ably in the spring of 1935. I introduced it to JPW 
readers in an ad in the January, 2015 issue. Since 
then, interest in it has been sufficient to warrant 
sharing more of its colorful history here.

S

tevens first met “Old John” Kirkpatrick 
in 1929. At the time, Stevens was an ac-

claimed sculptor with a studio in Bedford Hills, 
New York. A wealthy neighbor, stock speculator 
Norman P. deMauriac, invited him to participate 
in the spring lambing chores at his Trout Creek 
Ranch near Cody, Wyoming. On the westbound 
train, Mr. and Mrs. deMauriac regaled him with 
stories about John who, they were proud to an-
nounce, was “cowboying” for them. Their pride 
was justifiable: John’s cowboy skills were such 
that, years earlier, Buffalo Bill (1846-1917) had 
wanted him to become a member of his Wild 
West show. John declined. When Stevens met 
John at the ranch, the two became instant and 
enduring friends. Stevens later wrote: “I realized 
immediately on meeting him, the truth of Mr. and 
Mrs. deMauriac’s statement that when John pass-
es, a great deal of the old West will die with him.” 

John and other Cody locals were as impressed 
by Stevens’s larger-than-life talent, training, and 
travels, as he was with John’s authentic cow-
boy experiences. In her book, A History of the 
North Fork of the Shoshone River, author Ester Jo-
hannson Murray wrote: “Steve (Stevens) enjoyed 
hanging out in deMauriac’s new lambing sheds 
where he amazed herders and ranch folk alike 
with his talent of sculpting the young lambs. Ev-
eryone liked him and admired his good looks.”  
In 1932, the Buffalo Bill Museum honored Ste-
vens with a one-man show: their first sculpture 
exhibition. Stevens was so warmly embraced by 
the Cody community that he returned often and 
eventually established a home and studio nearby 
on the 2000-acre Double L Bar Ranch. Over the 
years, he gleaned recollections of John’s experi-
ences as they rode and hunted together through-
out the rugged landscape around Cody. He com-
bined these with stories coaxed out of John during 
games of rummy at the Pastime billiard hall, and 
at Frenchy’s Bar, with Cody locals that included 
furniture designer Thomas Molesworth, and artist 
Edward Grigware. He shared some of these sto-
ries in a twenty-page treatise titled: John Sylvester 
Kirkpatrick: Gentleman of the Range, excerpts of 
which were published in The Cody Enterprise in 
1941, and he wove others into the text of a book 
of his rare prints (to be published in 2018 for the 
first time) titled: Big Game Hunting in the Wyo-
ming Rockies. 

According to the 1940s Stevens accounts, John, 
who was then in his seventies, was “known as 
the oldest living cowboy and most famous roper.” 
He was born about a hundred miles west of San 
Antonio, Texas, the southern hub for cattle that 
would be driven north to railheads via the recent-
ly opened (1867) Chisholm Trail. At age eleven, 
John was experienced enough with horses, rop-
ing, and cattle, that “he drove, alone, with the aid 
of his dog, several hundred head of cattle from 
the Texas Panhandle country north on the open 
range into Wyoming and Montana.” By fifteen, he 
could drive a team of four horses “as well as any 
adult… .” At seventeen, he “trail-herded from the 
Matador Ranch to Abilene, Kansas, taking three 

Lawrence Tenney Stevens, “Old John,” 
1935, Linocut, 11” x 8.5”

“Old John, his horse, Monty, and his dog, Boy, in Cody Country,” 1930. 
Courtesy, Lawrence Tenney Stevens Trust.

and a half months to make the trip.” This 
may have been the trip that earned John the 
reputation for having herded the last cattle to 
be driven up the Chisholm Trail. It required 
swimming thousands of cattle across the 
treacherous Cimarron River; an escort by an 
Indian chief and his staff who told the bands 
“White man good”; and giving the Indians 
meat-on-the-hoof, since “Papoose heap hun-
gry.” John also worked for the 101 Ranch, 
now a National Historic Landmark in Ponca 
City, “still in the days before [Oklahoma] 
was opened up for white settlement.” While 
working on a ranch near Flagstaff, Arizona, 
“John’s prowess with the rope matured into 
an expertness that has been his to the pres-
ent day.” According to Stevens: “…Old John 
handles a rope with the grace of the late Ru-
dolph Valentino, caressing the arm of a cin-
ema queen.” 

I

n 1902, John brought his wealth of 
experiences to Cody, where, in the 
summer of 1930, Stevens took ad-
vantage of an opportunity to me-

morialize him in a sculpture that served as 
a reference for the later linocut print. He 
was staying at a ranch near Cody when John 
stopped to visit on his way into town to imperson-
ate Buffalo Bill for the American Legion parade. 
John, his horse, Monty, and his dog, Boy, were all 
freshly groomed and willing to pose while Ste-
vens created a clay likeness of them (later cast 
into plaster). The linocut features the trio in front 
of John’s cabin at Skull Creek, and includes such 
details as his cat, his wedding ring from a short-
lived marriage, his initials carved into his saddle, 
and his brand. Stevens typically produced only 
five copies of his linocut prints, which he pulled 
from his own press. One would have been given 
to John, and there is one in the Stevens archives 
that will eventually be offered for sale.

John died in 1948 and was given a western burial 
by the Eagles Lodge in Cody. His body was es-
corted to the Riverside Cemetery by 25 riders. His 
horse, with an empty saddle, led the procession. 
In his accounts years earlier, Stevens had written: 
“Heaven for John will be a place where there will 
always be good horses, good cattle, and a few 
friends to tell his stories to and have a game of 
rummy with, even though they all wear wings 
and ride the starry ranges.”

Lawrence Tenney Stevens, and his influence on 
the emergence of Cowboy High Style from Cody, 
and vice versa, will be discussed at the ground-
breaking symposium: Art Deco and the American 
West, April 20, 2018, at the Charles M. Russell 
Center for the Study of Art of the American West, 
in Norman, Oklahoma.
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