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THE ENDURING
APPEAL OF ONCE
UPON A TEXAS
TRAIN

There are few
cinematic experiences
as quintessentially
American as the
western. It is a genre
built on vast
landscapes, moral
complexities, and the
clash between
civilization and the wild
frontier. Among the
many films that have
tried to capture this
spirit, few have done
so with as much
charm, grit, and
musical soul as the

1988 television classic,
Once Upon A Texas
Train. Directed by Burt
Kennedy and starring a
legendary cast led by
Willie Nelson and
Johnny Cash, this film
remains a hidden gem
for fans of the Old
West. But what is it
about this particular
story that continues to
resonate with
audiences decades
later? This article takes
a deep dive into the
world of Once Upon A
Texas Train, exploring
its plot, its stars, its
historical context, and
its lasting legacy in
American pop culture.
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these two characters is
not one of simple good
versus evil. Instead,

Stakeghere is a deep,

grudging respect—a

1 ognition that they
Premlié two sides of the

on the

Rails

At its heart, Once
Upon A Texas Train
is a story of second
chances, loyalty, and
the inevitable passage
of time. The film
centers on Captain
John Hayes, a
legendary Texas
Ranger played by Willie
Nelson. For decades,
Hayes has been
pursuing the most
notorious criminal in
the state: a smooth-
talking outlaw named
Ben "The Kid" Jackson,
portrayed by the iconic
Johnny Cash. The
dynamic between

same coin living in a
world that is slowly
leaving them behind.

The plot kicks into high
gear when Jackson is
finally captured after a
long career of train

robbery. However,
justice is  fleeting.
Jackson escapes

custody, and rather
than fleeing to Mexico
or disappearing into
the hills, he does
something audacious:
he sends a formal,
almost polite, invitation
to Captain Hayes. He
announces that he
plans to rob a specific
train—the Texas
Express—at a specific
time. This is not a
crime of necessity; it is
a challenge. It is a final
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showdown between
two aging titans of the
frontier, a last dance
under the Texas sun.

The narrative thickens
as Hayes assembles a
posse of old-
timers—former rangers
and deputies who have
long since hung up
their guns. This group
includes characters
played by actors like
Kris Kristofferson,
Waylon Jennings, and
Rip Torn. This "A-

Team" of senior
lawmen is rusty,
creaky, and out of
shape, but they

possess a lifetime of
experience and a deep
well of pride. On the
other side, Jackson
surrounds himself with
a younger, more
reckless gang, creating
a fascinating
generational  conflict
that runs through the
entire film.

The Star-
Studded
Ensemble
A
Symphon
y of
Legends

One of the primary
reasons Once Upon A
Texas Train remains
so beloved is its cast.
The film is essentially a
reunion of the "Outlaw
Country" movement, a
group of musicians
who rebelled against
the polished Nashville
sound in the 1970s.
Having these real-life
friends play off each
other on screen
creates a chemistry



that cannot be
scripted.

and melancholy.
Cash portrays

. Jackson not as a
¢ Willie Nelson

(Captain John
Hayes): Nelson
brings a quiet
dignity to the
role. His Hayes is
a man haunted
by the ghosts of
his past, a
lawman who has
outlived his era
but refuses to
surrender his
principles.
Nelson's natural
charisma and
weary eyes make
him a perfect,
soulful
protagonist.
Johnny Cash
(Ben "The Kid"
Jackson): Cash
was born to play
an outlaw. His
deep, resonant
voice and
towering frame
give Jackson an
air of menace

psychopath, but
as a showman
and a
philosopher who
sees train
robbery as an art
form that is
about to go
extinct.

Kris
Kristofferson
and Waylon
Jennings: As
members of the
posse, these two
legends add
layers of grit and
humor. They
represent the
loyal, albeit
reluctant, soldier
who would rather
be fishing than
chasing a bullet.
Rip Torn:
Playing an aging,
alcoholic
lawman, Torn
provides some of

Once Upon A Texas Train  2023-06-11



Once Upon A Texas Train 5

the film's most
poignant
moments,
highlighting the
toll that a life of
violence has
taken on these
men.

The camaraderie on
set was famously
genuine. Many of these
actors were frequent
collaborators, both in
the recording studio
and on the screen. This
authenticity translates
directly to the viewer,
making the bonds
between the
characters feel earned
and real.

Thematic
Depth:
More

Than a
Shootout

While Once Upon A
Texas Train has
plenty of action and
suspense, its true
strength lies in its
thematic depth. The
title itself hints at a
storybook quality, and
the film often plays like
a Western fable.

THE PASSING OF
THE OLD WEST

The most prominent
theme is the end of an
era. By the 1880s, the
setting of the film, the
frontier was closing.
The Transcontinental
Railroad was complete,
barbed wire was
fencing in the open
range, and the days of
the lone cowboy and
the bandit on
horseback were



numbered. Once
Upon A Texas Train
captures this
melancholy perfectly.
The characters are not
just  fighting  each
other; they are fighting
time. Jackson wants to

pull off one last,
perfect heist to cement
his legend. Hayes

wants to bring him in
to prove that there is
still order in the world.
Both are trying to hold
onto a reality that is
slipping away.

FRIENDSHIP AND
RIVALRY

The relationship
between Hayes and
Jackson is the
emotional spine of the
film. They are
adversaries, yes, but
they understand each
other better than
anyone else. In a
classic scene, they
share a drink and a
conversation,

acknowledging that
they are the last of a
dying breed. This
nuanced relationship
elevates the film above
a standard action
movie. It asks the
question: What
happens to warriors
when the war is over?
They become friends,

or at least, they
become relics
together.

REDEMPTION AND
LEGACY

Every character in
Once Upon A Texas
Train is seeking
redemption. The old
lawmen want to
redeem their faded
glory. The younger
gang members want to
earn a reputation. Ben
Jackson wants to die
with his boots on, a
legend rather than a
forgotten old man in a
cell. The film explores
the idea that legacy is
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not always about
winning or losing;
sometimes, it is about
showing up and
playing your part in the
final act.

Productio
n and
Direction:
The Burt
Kennedy
Touch

To understand the
film's unique tone, one
must look at its
director, Burt Kennedy.
Kennedy was a master
of the Western genre,
having directed
classics like The Train
Robbers and Support
Your Local Sheriff! He
was known for injecting

humor into his
Westerns without ever
making them feel like
parodies.

In Once Upon A
Texas Train, Kennedy
balances the heavy
themes with a light,
often funny touch. The
scenes of the old posse
trying to get back into
shape—straining to
saddle their horses or
forgetting their gun
belts—provide genuine
comic relief. Kennedy
understood that to
make a serious point
about aging, you first
have to let the
audience laugh at the
absurdity of it. The
cinematography
captures the sweeping
vistas of Texas
(actually  filmed in
various locations in the
Southwest), reinforcing
the idea that the land
itself is a character in
the story.



Musical
Score:
The
Soundtra
ck of the
Soul

No article about a film
starring Willie Nelson
and Johnny Cash would
be complete without
discussing the music.
The score for Once
Upon A Texas Train
is integral to its
atmosphere. The
soundtrack blends
traditional Western
orchestration with the
folksy, outlaw country
stylings of its stars.

Nelson and Cash
contributed original
songs to the film, and

these musical
interludes are woven
into the narrative
naturally. The music
does not just
accompany the action;
it comments on it.
When the characters
are riding across the
plains, the quitar riffs
evoke the loneliness of
the road. When they sit
around a campfire, the
songs are about
regrets and memories.
The music acts as a
voiceover for the
emotional lives of the
characters, adding a
layer of intimacy that a
standard film score
might miss.

Reception
and
Cultural
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Impact

When Once Upon A
Texas Train
premiered on CBS in

1988, it was a
significant ratings
success. While it was
not a theatrical

blockbuster, it found a
massive audience on
television. It became a
staple of late-night
cable TV and video
rental stores
throughout the 1990s.

For modern audiences,
the film serves as a
time capsule. It
represents the last
great hurrah of the
classic TV Western
before the genre
shifted to more gritty,
revisionist takes. It is a
piece of history where
the stars of "Outlaw
Country" got to live out
their cowboy fantasies
on screen.

The film is often cited

by Western enthusiasts
as an underrated
classic. It holds a
special place in the
hearts of fans who
appreciate character-
driven stories over
non-stop action. In an
age of fast-paced, CGI-
laden blockbusters,
Once Upon A Texas
Train offers a slower,
more thoughtful ride. It
reminds us that
sometimes the best
stories are told with a
guitar in one hand and
a six-shooter in the
other.

Key
Reasons
to Watch
Once
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Today

If you have not yet
seen this film, or if you
are considering a
rewatch, here are the
key takeaways that
make it worth your
time:

1. A Stellar Cast:
The chemistry
between Willie
Nelson and
Johnny Cash is
unmatched.
Seeing them
interact is a
masterclass in
understated
acting.

2. A Unique Genre
Blend: Itis a
Western, a
buddy comedy, a

drama about
aging, and a
musical road trip
all rolled into
one.

. Beautiful

Cinematograph
y: The film
captures the raw,
untamed beauty
of the American
Southwest.

. Respect for the

Genre: It treats
the Western
tradition with
respect while
acknowledging
that the era is
over.

. Great

Dialogue: Burt
Kennedy's script
is sharp, witty,
and full of
memorable lines
that sound like a
cross between a
campfire story
and a saloon
joke.
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Conclusio
n: All
Aboard
for the
Final Ride

In the vast landscape
of American Westerns,
Once Upon A Texas
Train stands as a
loving tribute to a
bygone era and the
larger-than-life

personalities who
shaped it. It is a film
about the sunset years

11

of the frontier,
captured through the
talents of musicians
who were themselves
living legends. By
blending humor, heart,
and a killer soundtrack,
this movie offers a
viewing experience
that is both
entertaining and
reflective. Whether you
are a die-hard Western
fan or a casual viewer
looking for a story with
soul, catching this train
is a journey worth
taking. It is a reminder
that every legend
deserves a final,
glorious ride into the
sunset.



