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I now own on DVD my two favorite movies in
all the world. They are “Gunfight At The OK Cor-
ral” from 1956 and “Soldier Of Fortune” from
1955. Originally, I saw them both first run at the
movies. My Dad, Jack Ahern, like a lot of guys
then and now, had a second job in order to sup-
port his family. And, it was one that he really
liked. He was the assistant manager at a neighbor-
hood motion picture theater. Being “assistant man-
ager” meant that he was the hands-on manager.
Aside from seeing some great films for free – prob-
ably why I’m such a “movie-holic” – I learned a
lot of interesting things which helped form me as a
person. I learned that people with a physical dis-
ability could do
quite a lot and
deserved respect;
“Irene,” the
cashier who sat in
a booth out front
of the theater had
a missing leg, this
back in the day
when women
always wore skirts.
She was pretty,
pleasant and effi-
cient. A guy with a
little too much
sauce in him
mouthed off at her
once and that was
the only time I
ever saw my Dad
deck somebody.
Jack Ahern was
fast with his hands.

I learned that there weren’t just police men, but
there were police women. “Betty,” the youth offi-
cer, carried a .32 revolver in her purse, .38s like
the guys carried deemed too recoil intensive for
women. Betty worked in plain clothes, if I remem-
ber correctly. She was competent and attractive.
Betty was the cop Dad called after he’d spotted a
gun on a kid coming into the theater and relieved
him of it. Before Betty came for the kid and the
gun, my Dad – much to my mother’s consternation
– showed me a real handgun up close for the first
time in my life, swung out the cylinder and
showed me a real cartridge, too. I asked if I could
have the cartridge and he said, “No.”

Everything I learned there wasn’t always pos-
itive. Somebody in the place used a racially
derogatory term for the balcony. I remember the
term to this day, but have never used it nor ever
would. I got to see the interior of a projection
booth and the bit with the nickel somehow or
another being placed so that when a reel was

almost out and needed to be switched, the nick-
el would fall to the floor and make a noise, thus
alerting the projectionist. I learned, too, that
because movies were on multiple reels, if a the-
ater owner were so inclined, those reels could
be shuffled between two theaters by means of
staggered starting times and fast transportation.
In his way, my Dad was the Pony Express, some-
times. The people who produced and released
the movies, of course, didn’t care for this prac-
tice, because they didn’t get revenue off the
second theater. 

“Gunfight At The OK Corral” taught me a lot
about friendship and started me on a lifelong pur-
suit of books and articles and movies dealing with
Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday. In those days, I

never thought I’d
be living in Doc’s
home state of
Georgia, have seen
the site of his fami-
ly home downstate
in Valdosta or visit-
ed Tombstone
twice. 

“Soldier Of For-
tune” was based
on a book by
Ernest K. Gann, the
screenplay written
– and masterfully
so – by Gann as
well. Through one
of the men
involved with the
original Detonics
in Seattle, a friend
of Gann, I got the

chance to have a
pleasant telephone conversation with him – and I
got an autographed copy of the book. That movie
hooked me on motion picture soundtracks, some-
thing of which I have a modest and rather eclectic
collection. Hollywood legend Dimitri Tiomkin
scored “Gunfight At The OK Corral” and Hugo
Friedhofer created one of the most beautiful film
scores ever composed for “Soldier Of Fortune.” 

A lot of free popcorn – Dad would take a huge
brown box and fill it up – and a lot of life altering
memories. And that was a good many years before
Sharon and I would go to the movies to neck. Talk
about memories!

Both movies, of course, aside from being
great drama, are good gun movies. “OK Corral”
has a lot of shooting and one of the screen’s best
staged (and least accurate) historic shootouts.
Westerns were just getting going on TV when
Frankie Lane was singing the Dimitri Tiomkin-
Ned Washington main theme. And, Colt Single
Action Army revolvers of every description imag-
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