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(also includes the short story
Ruin at Rio Piedras)

STORY SUMMARY & QVERVIEW

Easy Bill Gates has never considered himself a professional gunfighter. But after killing the
notorious Fanner Marsten in self-defense, he suddenly becomes the most talked-about man in
the West. Every ambitious gunman now wants to challenge him, while powerful ranch owner
George Barton sees Easy Bill's growing reputation as an opportunity to seize Bill’'s ranch, Las
Pifas. As friends rally around him and enemies close in from every direction, Easy Bill must
tace dangers he never sought in a story that explores courage, loyalty and the unexpected cost of
becoming a legend.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: AMERICAN WEST

Gunman’s Tally is set during the closing years of the American frontier, when large cattle ranches
competed for valuable grazing land, water and timber. While the popular image of the West often
focuses on famous gunfighters, most frontier communities depended upon ranchers, cowboys,
merchants and law officers rather than professional gunmen. Newspapers and word of mouth
frequently transformed isolated gunfights into legendary events, creating reputations that spread
across the frontier much faster than the truth. The author uses this historical background to
examine how legends are created—and how dangerous they can become for the people caught
inside them.

CHAPTER ONE

Easy Bill rides toward Red Butte, determined to confront Fanner Marsten after learning that
his brother Bob has been killed. Discuss how grief and anger can affect a person’s judgment and
where the line might be drawn between seeking justice and seeking revenge.

Jimmy and Rocky desperately try to prevent Easy Bill from confronting a gunman they
believe he cannot defeat. Discuss why anger, grief, pride or loyalty can cause people to disregard
warnings they might normally accept.

Easy Bill is not considered a professional gunman, yet he defeats the far more experienced
Fanner Marsten when an unexpected movement gives him an advantage. Discuss how
preparation, instinct, circumstance and luck can combine to determine the outcome of a
dangerous encounter.



CHAPTER TWO

George Barton already owns an enormous ranch and considerable property, yet he remains
determined to acquire Las Pifas. Discuss why people who already possess wealth sometimes
continue seeking greater control over land, resources or other people.

Barton believes there is little eftective law in Silverado and therefore, considers hiring a
gunman an acceptable way to obtain what he wants. Discuss why functioning legal institutions
are important in preventing powerful individuals from imposing their will on others.

Spider refuses to face Easy Bill openly, but changes his mind when Barton offers him a
thousand dollars to kill Bill from a distance. Discuss how financial rewards can persuade people to
accept actions or risks they would otherwise reject.

CHAPTER THREE

Easy Bill sees himself as an ordinary rancher, but other people increasingly regard him as
a deadly gunfighter because he killed Fanner Marsten. Discuss how reputations can develop
independently of the person who possesses them and become difficult to control.

His friends warn him that professional gunmen may now seek him out, but Easy Bill remains
convinced that nothing will happen. Discuss when optimism and trust in others can become
dangerous forms of complacency.

Until now, much of the danger has come from rumors and warnings. After someone actually
shoots at Easy Bill from a distance, the threat becomes undeniable. Discuss how direct experience
can change a person’s willingness to believe something he previously dismissed.

CHAPTER FOUR

Barton watches the moth repeatedly approach the lamp and then deliberately throws it
into the flame. Discuss why the author may have included this scene and what it suggests about
Barton’s attitude toward weaker people who stand in his way.

Easy Bill is willing to sell his ranch for what he considers a reasonable price, while Barton
demands that he accept Barton’s terms or face death. Discuss what conditions are necessary for
genuine negotiation and why compromise becomes difficult when one side relies on threats.

Spider Harrigan believes Easy Bill already has a gun in his hand and reacts immediately,
turning uncertainty into a deadly confrontation. Discuss how fear and expectation can influence
what people believe they see during moments of extreme tension.



CHAPTER FIVE

Doc Spriggs removes glass fragments from Easy Bill’s eyes and can offer little certainty
about whether his vision will recover. Discuss the medical treatment available in isolated frontier
communities with the diagnosis and treatment of such an injury today.

His reputation depends upon people believing he is an exceptionally dangerous gunfighter.
Discuss how losing an ability that others assume he possesses changes both his vulnerability and
the importance of keeping his condition secret.

Once Barton learns that Easy Bill’s vision is badly damaged, he recognizes that the
information gives him an advantage. Discuss how knowledge can function as a form of power
when people are competing for control.

CHAPTER SIX

Rawkins intends to ambush Easy Bill but becomes terrified when he mistakenly believes
Bill has spotted him and is deliberately shooting in his direction. Discuss how fear of someone’s
reputation can influence behavior even when the reputation is inaccurate.

Jimmy repeatedly pretends that objects are difficult for him to see, protecting Easy Bill from
tully recognizing his limitations. Discuss when protecting someone from an uncomfortable truth
may be compassionate and when it may become harmful.

'The author uses irony in Easy Bill's encounter with the rattlesnake. Easy Bill requires three
shots to hit a nearby snake, while Rawkins interprets those same shots as proof that Bill can
detect and attack a hidden enemy hundreds of yards away. Discuss how the difference between
what actually happens and what Rawkins believes has happened adds both humor and tension to
the story.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Jimmy is willing to risk his life when Rawkins publicly calls Easy Bill a coward. Discuss why
defending another person’s reputation can become a matter of personal honor, particularly in
cultures where courage and public standing are highly valued.

Jimmy knows that Rawkins is a far superior gunfighter, but decides to face him anyway.
Discuss how we distinguish courage from unnecessary risk when someone knowingly enters a
situation he is unlikely to survive.

Rocky argues that Easy Bill’s accidental reputation will attract gunfighters who want to prove
themselves against him. Discuss how much the historical gunfighter culture depended upon
reputation, newspaper stories, rumor and personal challenges and compare that history with the
world portrayed in the story.



CHAPTER EIGHT

When Rocky reports that Jimmy has been killed, Easy Bill changes almost immediately from
his normally peaceful personality into the determined man who confronted Fanner Marsten.
Discuss why grief can sometimes produce behavior that seems completely unlike a person’s
ordinary character.

Easy Bill does not ride to Red Butte because Rawkins has called him a coward. He goes
only after believing Jimmy has been killed. Discuss what this distinction reveals about Easy Bill’s
values.

'The story began with him riding into town to avenge Bob and now he embarks on a similar
journey, believing Jimmy has been killed. Discuss how retaliation can create patterns that become
increasingly difficult to escape.

CHAPTER NINE

Barton and Rawkins become overconfident after learning about Easy Bill’'s eyesight. Both
men assume that Easy Bill’s impaired vision makes him nearly helpless. Discuss how knowing an
opponent’s weakness can sometimes create dangerous overconfidence.

Easy Bill enters the saloon with poor eyesight and finds himself caught between Barton and
Rawkins. Discuss the roles played by instinct, experience, anger, luck and his opponents’ mistakes
in the outcome.

'The people of Red Butte celebrate Easy Bill as a legendary gunfighter, even though they
do not know how much chance, misunderstanding, poor eyesight and help from his friends
contributed to his victories. Discuss how legends can grow when the public knows only the
outcome and not the complete story.
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L.. Ron Hubbard’s
Ruin at Rio Piedras
Discussion Guide

STORY SUMMARY

When wealthy cattleman Old Man Tanner faces financial disaster unless two thousand head of
cattle reach market on time, he blames the seemingly reckless foreman, Tumbleweed Lowrie.
While Tanner believes Lowrie has neglected his duties, the young cowboy is actually risking his
life tracking a dangerous band of rustlers led by the outlaw Charlie Bates. As deception, courage,
romance and frontier justice collide, Tumbleweed must save not only the missing herd but also
the future of the enormous INT Ranch. Ruin at Rio Piedras is an exciting Western adventure that
explores leadership, integrity and the danger of judging people by appearances.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: AMERICAN WEST AND CATTLE RANCHING

Ruin at Rio Piedras takes place along the Texas—MMexico border during the great cattle-ranching
era of the American West. Large ranches often covered hundreds of thousands of acres and
remote divisions such as Rio Piedras could be isolated for weeks at a time. Ranchers faced
continual threats from cattle rustlers, difficult terrain, unreliable communication and economic
pressures from banks and railroads. Because cattle represented enormous financial investments,
the theft of even a few hundred head could threaten an entire ranching operation. The author
uses these historical realities to create a story in which quick decisions, trustworthy leadership and
personal courage become matters of both financial survival and justice.

CHAPTER ONE

Old Man Tanner arrives furious because the two thousand cattle he needs have not appeared
at the main ranch. His financial future depends upon getting them to market quickly and he
immediately blames Dawson and Tumbleweed Lowrie. Discuss how anger and extreme pressure
can cause leaders to reach conclusions before gathering all the facts.

Tanner remembers Tumbleweed’s trouble in Bowie, his unconventional behavior and his
interest in Nancy. He interprets these things as evidence that the young cowboy is irresponsible
and has deliberately assigned him to the undesirable Rio Piedras section. Discuss how previous
mistakes or personal disagreements can influence the way someone’s present abilities are judged.

Tanner declares that Blackie is someone he can trust, while Nancy looks after him “as though
she had seen a rattlesnake.” Discuss why two people can form completely different judgments
about the same individual. What kinds of experiences or observations might allow one person to
recognize qualities another person misses?



CHAPTER TWO

As Blackie approaches Rio Piedras, he notices that cattle have almost completely disappeared
from country that normally contains large herds. The missing animals threaten Tanner financially
and suggest that organized rustling may be taking place. Discuss why cattle theft could threaten
the survival of an entire ranching operation rather than merely reduce its profits.

Tumbleweed has spent hours tracking Bates and his men and is willing to confront several
armed rustlers with little assistance. Although Tanner considers him irresponsible, Tumbleweed is
actively trying to discover what happened to the missing cattle. Discuss how a person can appear
reckless or unconventional while still taking important responsibilities seriously.

'The isolation of Rio Piedras contributes to the problems Tumbleweed faces. The section
is considered a place of banishment, with difficult terrain, few nearby settlements, frequent
desertions and dangerous country along the border. Discuss how geography and isolation can
make maintaining law, protecting livestock, communicating information and keeping reliable
workers especially difhicult.

CHAPTER THREE

Tumbleweed studies the outlaw’s horse tracks, recognizes irregularities in the shoes, uses

his knowledge of the badlands, avoids an obvious ambush point and approaches the hidden
valley from higher ground. Discuss how experience and careful observation can become forms of
intelligence just as important as formal education.

Tumbleweed finds the missing cattle and discovers that two men associated with the INT
are working with Bates. Their involvement helps explain why messages and assistance have failed
to reach him. Discuss why wrongdoing becomes particularly difficult to uncover when trusted
insiders cooperate with people outside an organization.

Rather than attacking eight armed men directly, Tumbleweed enters the camp secretly,
captures Bates, exchanges clothing with him and uses the confusion to escape. Discuss how
creativity and understanding an opponent’s expectations can sometimes accomplish what force
alone cannot.

Tanner believes Tumbleweed has ruined him until he learns that the two thousand cattle
were sent to Bowie the previous day and that Tumbleweed has also recovered approximately three
thousand stolen cattle. Tanner instantly changes from calling him irresponsible to calling him a
genius. Discuss what this sudden reversal tells us about the danger of judging performance before
knowing the complete story.
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