
THE LITERARY EMANCIPATION OF A.REGION:

THE CHANGING IMAGE OF THE AMERICAN WEST IN FICTION

By

Francis Edward Hodgins, Jr.

AN ABSTRACT OF.A THESIS

Submitted to the School of Advanced Graduate Studies of

Michigan State University of Agriculture and Applied

Science in partial fulfillment of the requirements

for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Department of English

1957

ApprovedWHZWZZUXu t #415

fi/and F A7):.



i
f



 

Abstract

In our past, no region has had greater impact on the

American mind and mythology than the Far West. The West, so

long a land unknown to most Americans, has been the loveliest

of all our myths, a lure which drew men beyond the next meridian

for centuries. Yet in the hundred years after Lewis and Clark

stretched the map to the Pacific and the West became a force in

Anerican experience, it found no meaningful expression in

American literature.

More than the comon delay between historical experience

and its use in fiction was involved. The West possessed in the

American consciousness a geography of fantasy engendered by desire

rorking in the vacuum of ignorance. Behind early fiction of the

region, as Henry Nash Smith has shown in Virgin 22:95.13 can be

discerned two contrasting images of a land shrouded from the first

in mystery and misconception.

One image, the agrarian, derived from the physiocratic thought

0f the eighteenth century and envisioned an agrarian utopia to be

established beyond the frontier, a vast Garden of the World occu-

Pied by contented freeholders tilling their fruitful acres.

Clustered about this image were virtues that gave it imaginative

fWee: independence, self-subsistence, political stability, wis-

do. drawn from contact with the soil. Historically, this image

f°und issue in the surge of an agricultural population across the

°°nt1nent and reached political fulfillment in the Homestead Act.
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The second image, the image of empire, envisioned a limit-

less and untamed wilderness inhabited by lonely anarchs. Certain

values attached to this image also: escape from society, self-

reliance in a perilous environment, fortune, adventure, and above

all freedom. Translated into economic terms this image found

issue in the reckless exploitation of the fur trade, mining boom,

and early cattle kingdom.

Neither image adequately described reality in the West, but

together they shaped American thinking about the region. Because

literature of the nineteenth century was generally dominated by

the genteel tradition, which did not accord high place to agrarian

values, fiction of the West, in general, followed the empire image.

Cooper was among the first to use the land beyond the fron-

tier extensively in fiction, and the Leatherstocking novels, pre-

vented from adequately exploring the tension between civilization

Ind the wilderness (their major theme) by the intellectual incon-

sistencies involved in joining genteel conventions with the empire

image of the West, established conventions and stereotypes that,

dabused by the dime novelists, became the formula that has charac—

t'firized the ”Western” down to the present.

For fiction to escape this sterile tradition, it would be

netassary to see the West in new perspective. Inadvertent breaks

in the pattern appeared even in the formula-ridden novels of Mayne

Reid, and more clearly in the honest, if elemental, social history

um: Andy Adams tried to transform into fiction. Nevertheless,

at the turn of the century Owen Wister, though he did better things
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elsewhere, reimposed the old artistic and intellectual assump-

tions upon the West in 1133 Virginian. Eugene Rhodes's indiscri-

minate egalitarianism and opposition to formula marked a definite

advance, but the basis of emancipation became unmistakably clear

with Bernard DeVoto's early Western novels. Though in many

respects they fail artistically, they mark the end of the old

images of the West in serious fiction.

Since the 1920's the image of the West in fiction has changed

rapidly. In the pages of Edwin Corle, Harvey Fergusson, Harold

Davis, A. B. Guthrie, Jr., and Walter Van Tilburg Clark American

experience in the West has assumed an importance for literature

it never had before.
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Every sunset which I witness inspires me with

the desire to go to a West as distant and as fair as

that into which the sun goes down. He appears to migrate

westward daily, and tempt us to follow him. He is the

Great Western Pioneer whom the nations follow. We

dream all night of those mountain-ridges in the horizon,

though they may be of vapor only, which were last gilded

by his rays. The island of Atlantis, and the islands

and gardens of the Hesperides, a sort of terrestial para-

dise, appear to have been the Great West of the ancients,

enveloped in mystery and poetry. Who has not seen in

imagination, when looking into the sunset sky, the

gardens of the Hesperides, and the foundation.of all

those fables?

—-Henry David Thoreau
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Introduction

We ever held it certain that going toward

the sunset we would find what we desired.

-Cabesa de Vaca in 1536 after

eight years of wandering in the

wilderness, entirely across the

present states of Mississippi,

Arkansas, Oklahoma, Colorado, New

Mexico, and Arizona, to Culiacan

near the Gulf of California.

In Hopi theology the gods labored and brought forth the

first human life upon the earth through an onifice at the bottom

of the Grand Canyon. The Hopis, a provincial people, understand-

ably placed the universal womb of man in their own land and in

the depths of a natural phenomenon which has since overwhelmed

far less primitive minds. Iet in their way they were right. If

the first Adam did not rise from the murky waters of the raging

Colorado, the Far lest nonetheless created a new species of

American, discernibly different from his follows in the South,

the Iidvest, or New England. The mountains and deserts and great

Plains shaped and changed the men who came to them. From the

But the emigrant here with his two centuries or more of heritage

as an American, hat the land of his desiring was a new land, dif-

ferent from anything he had known. Slowly, inevitably the country

had 1“ “I with him. Upon it he erected new institutions or

altered old ones, adapted to the conditions the land imposed or

“u" “ “apt and suffered for his failures. He changed the

hum" .1 his mind itself to fit a new and waster conception

f

. a. 1"“ mass that is North America and the political structure
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that is the United States.

Per the student of this region and its fiction there are

two fundamental facts. The first is that the West has been a

force almost incalculable in that composite of the past which we

call the American experience. In whatever terms that experience

can be described—in time and in area, in multiplicity of inci-

dent, in complexity of social adjustment, perhaps most of all in

impact on that elusive entity known as the national mind—the

Iest has been i-easurably important. Historians, whose business

it is to measure the i-easurable, have judged that impact by re-

constructing the West as historical actuality. They have explored

the records of a land which from the beginning had been shrouded

in siseoneoptions born of ignorance. Carefully they have dis-

POllod the myths and restored the facts, enriching our comprehen-

sion of our past.

Yet we begin to understand that their books tell only half

the story, perhaps, indeed, the lesser half; that in stripping

“a: nisooncoption to find fact they may have discarded the greater

truth for the herican past. We know now that the misconceptions

Wish attached to the West, though born of ignorance, were engen-

dered by desire. History mat measure a dream. For the West has

"«a the loveliest of all our myths, a force which transcended

1"“ “It lwept the rational before it. It reached deep into

““1““ P'Ichology and tugged at fundamental strings. The fever-

“a“ “3“? on the Songs-on would not have heard of the Garden

.1 “I. n“llex‘ides, but he answered on ancient cry of yearning when
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he traded his physical ills for that deeper malady called Oregon

fever. The Argonaut who toiled wearily toward riches in Califor-

nia how nothing of the seven golden cities of Cibola or the magic

land of nuivira, but he followed a vision that had drawn men be-

yond the next meridian for centuries.

llanifost destiny, continental integrity, the promised land,

fifty-four forty, the big rock candy mountain—they are not the

words to convey a dream. Yet they, or words like them, were pil-

lars of .oke and fire to a nation which agreed with De Vaca

that fulfillment lay where the sun went down. In our past, the

Vest was an image in the mind, the unknown which lay beyond the

great river the Indians called the leschao‘bd, even beyond the

most magic boundary of all, the wide and rolling Missouri. Its

names were a litany and its call a lure. The man whose world

had been defined by the limits of his Kentucky clearing might

soon graze his oxen beside the Grande Rondo, give thanks that

here were the gentle Cayuses after the Dances and the Sioux,

and already in his mind see past the lift of the Blues and Cascades

‘0 the green valley of the 'illamotte. He was hurrah for Oregon,

N the journey began at a town named Independence. The strange

”‘0 "It great distances were part of his consciousness new,

the vast reach of the Platte and the deep scar of the Snake and

overhead a sky as big it frightened the mind. His going answered

‘ ”'1“ ““1 changed a nation forever. He responded to a West

a“ 1‘“ lives a new dimension to the American dream, and he made

it I M '1 the American heritage.
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It was a part of our heritage largely lost to literature,

and that is the second fundamental fact. Our writers knew the

image and felt its power. The force that set ‘l‘horeau's steps

inexorably westward as he turned from his Concord dooryard had

engaged Cooper's mind, intrigued Irving, and would set Whitman

to shouting that "those states tend inward and toward the Western

sea.” In time it would send even Henry James, when he wanted a

second Columbus for the return Journey to Europe, to the coast

of the Pacific for his specimen of the new man that had been

created in America. "I soenow that this has been a story of

the West after all," observed Fitzgerald's Nick Carraway, under-

standing at last that he and his world were born of a dream that

had both its birth and fulfillment in that moment when the first

Dutch sailors saw the green breast of a new world, a dream that

fled before men as they chased it to the Pacific and back, and

left them empty when it died. ”We have always gone west,” said

Robert Penn Iarron's Jack Burden, another man who came to under-

stand that much of America's past was flight toward an crgiastic

future in a new land. But no one ever put it better than that

films and undeluded boy who defined a civilisation while floating

“"‘Ch it on a raft and would reject it at the end to “light out

101' the territory“ and a new beginning for a new humanity.

And fit the Iest itself had no literature. In the century

after Lewis “a Clark carried the sap to its Pacific border, the

"‘1“ “do its inoradicable impact on our thought and mythology,

ht it fang ‘. ...n1.‘fnl expression in our fiction. 'hat:
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cried Owen Iister in 1891, ”was fiction doing, fiction, the only

thing that has always outlived fact?” And thirty years later

Bernard DeVoto wondered why the i—ense energies that catapulted

Americans over the Oregon Trail had found no better novel than

1h; CoveredM and if the best we could hope from the mining

epoch was Bret Harte. He might also have asked if fiction could

do no more with the Hormone than Zane Grey's £212.42. or find

greater significance in the mountain men than appears in the re-

mastic pages of Iayno Boid. Begging I; and Gabrielm

seemed to be literary high water marks for a century of American

experience in the Test, with the remainder given over to Red

Bustline.

From the first the West had fiction in plenty, but it was

fiction that formed a long record of betrayal. In its pages,

America's unknown province became overnight a region already lost

to the meretricious and the infantile. Per experience this

'ostorn fiction substituted puerile fantasy, puppets for human

beings, for-la for art. It created a Best fit only for the minds

01 children. Prom Cooper's Prairie to the Tees esthetos who

looked at neolithic cultures through the beguiling window of

Fri-“11:1:- and spoke with reverence of the Amerind, fiction 1-

m'“ ‘1'“ the West intellectual assumptions that had no relevance

I" h.“ Oxporionce there.

7’” unventions and stereotypes that grew up around the fic-

tiem "tics and imprisoned it nevertheless expressed something

a" “nilgful than literary forsmla. The! d”1'“! ‘ltmul”
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fros America's image of its Vest: fron that conposito of nio-

cenceptiens created by desire working in the vacuun of ignorance.

The dream-world created by this fiction was a child's world, but

the dream upon which it fed expressed the longing of a nation

which looked westward with Thoreau to see the fulfillment of its

fables.

In time history supplanted the dream with fact, dispelled

the uyth with knowledge. This least viewing the Test from a new

perspective and with different assumptions. The old inage had to

give way to new netheds of inquiry, new understanding of the re-

gien and the forces that shaped life there. In literature too

it would be necessary to shatter an image of the Vest, to see the

region from a new perspective and with greater understanding.

The result of this slow onaneipation has been a fiction that

Icnpulously avoids the old formulas and seriously attempts to

webe the century that fiction had lost in the land that lies

b"lend the hundredth noridian. It has produced nature and intol-

liscnt books beside which larte's lining canp stories are tawdry

“'1 infantile, books on the Southwest that nake M §_o;_m_e_s_ _f_e_z_'_

91% soon as thin as a travelogue. From the nountain

'03 at rendezvous in Santa To to the enigrants who followed

ll“as hitman on the upper reaches of the Celunbia, these books

1“" recreated American experience with intelligence and honesty.

n"! have done lore: they have dramatinod the past in order to

"Flore its neaning for the present, have recreated in ingination

u“ Vendor and strangeness that filled the minds of non before the
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unknown. it their best they have given us back, through the magic

pages of fiction, our image of the Vest from a new perspective

and in a context of greater meaning.

These are not great novels, nor has the West produced great

writers. The case is easily lost by overstating it. Partisans

of Iostern fiction, happy when they discover worthwhile material,

rise without effort to hyperbole and uncritical comparisons.

Ialter Clark is not, as has been suggested, a modern Thoreau, nor

can fly; 1r_e_._c_k_ g g; £a_t_ bear comparison with MM. Aside

from the contradictory quality of these evaluations and the inher-

ent disregard of historical context of all such comparisons, they

are obvious nonsense. The Host produced no Hawthorne, Melville,

or James in the past, and it has no Faulkner today. Its writers

have sung in a lower register than that of the angels. It is

nonetheless true that they have received less critical cognizance

than they deserve. If larvey Pergusson and Harold Davis fall

Ihert of that elusive criterion we reserve for greatness, they

have nevertheless written books that merit the serious attention

'1 these who study American literature. To many such students,

”rho” to most, they are not even names.

It is clear new that writers of the Test have been neglected

tud are still neglected in part because of their subject matter.

“0 'estern novel, to literary critics, ranks somewhere below the

“fictive story, perhaps on a level with science fiction. It calls

t' lind Hoffman Birney's collections of horse opera in the back

3‘80- of the How Iork Times Book Review, where ”fast pace" is a
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standard criterion of literary excellence. When a critic intre-

duces his admiration of £13; 9_x_-_-_l_3_o_w_ Incident by denying that it is

a Icstern novel he is no less in the realm of nonsense than are

these who see Melville reborn in Andy Adams. Clark's book makes

use of Iostern history, belief, and behavior; it is as clearly

related to the Test as a region as Faulkner's Iii-£131. _i_n_ £229.12 is

to the South. To say that it is not Western fiction is to assume

that regional materials defeat cemunication beyond the region,

that Light in £552.93 has nothing to say to readers north of the

Ohio River.

The Test has produced something more than horse opera, and

it is literary prefiucialism to ignore that fact. Study of this

fiction suggests that America, spreading out to occupy its conti-

nent, has produced a continental literature, and the Test has

its place in that literature. A new breadth of attention could

help to redress the inevitable distortions that literary history

lakes of the past. If asked to recall the millennial movements

'1 the early decades of the nineteenth century, the literary

scholar will remember New Harmony, Brook Farm, and the Oneida

c"nity. But millennium appeared also as words engraved on golden

Plates, words that fired the greatest colonization movement of our

hllltery. This was the dream that became flesh, the utopia that

“flooded and endured. Socially and historically Hermonism has

bun far more important than .11 the others combined. But no

lemma. 2.11.1.4 the Saints to the .1.p. .r the 'asateh, and

n‘Ieret had to wait almost a century for expression in intelligent
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fiction.

It is the aim of this study to discover why the Iestern

experience had to wait so long for the fiction which would inter-

pret it to herica, a process which involves examining the intel-

lectual and artistic assumptions of those who wrote about the

region. It is clear new that for most of the nineteenth century

the lost, in our intellectual and literary history, was less im—

portant for what it was than for what America—particularly the

taste-thought it was. In this respect the history of Western fic-

tion is a study in emancipation from fantasy and a dead past.

The process also involves selection. Here I have had to

ignore two areas of Iostern fiction which did not, in my opinion,

lead directly to the best that the West would in time produce.

One area is the farm novel, a genre traditionally attached to the

Vest during much of the nineteenth century but not truly charac-

teristic of the region. The other and more important area is the

local color tradition that began in the Test with Harte and Twain

“ll became in time the tradition of 0. Henry's 9;; g_f_’_ 3h;M

“II Alfred Henry Lewis's 'elfville volumes. llark Twain as an

Mist of course does not belong with the others, but his Western

“1* Just as obviously did not engage his full powers. m

14 admirably expresses the spirit of the Iashoo, but neither here

“1' in his other Iostern sketches did I.l'wain find the form that

“‘ld raise his material to the level of literature. Bis work

‘1‘ not load toward the best fiction of the Test we have had.

The selection of a dominant tradition means, indeed, that
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every figure chosen is open to question. Writers like Helen Hunt

Jackson, Gertrude Atherten, John Neihardt, and Mary Austin may

have a rightful place in any attempt to find a pattern in writing

of the Vest. Stewart Edward 'hite was once a chapter in this

study, and so were figures as diverse as Harold Bell Wright,

Yardis Fisher, and Iallaco Stogner. Each of these, for various

reasons, has been abandoned. Those writers that remain seem to

me best to represent an evolving tradition that has produced, at

last, a fictional West that merits serious attention.



Chapter One

The Popular Image of the West: bpire and Agrarianimu

The American West has never been successfully identified as

a geographical region. Topography, natural resources, patterns

of agriculture and industry, aridity and humidity of climate-

all these have been used as standards of definition, but without

convincing results. The latest effort, offered by a leading his-

torian of the Post but no more convincing than the others, relies

upon the familiar criterion of annual rainfall, places the

eastern limit .1 the region at about the ninety-eighth meridian

(traditionally, perhaps, the hundredth meridian has been the

most popular demarcation), and proposes that the dominating and

unifying feature of the region is the desert, something Coronado

felt equally sure of more than three hundred years ago. The

Vest, within this somewhat glib and oversimplified identifica-

tion, is "a region that can be marked often a map, traveled to,

ad seen. Everyone knows when he gets there."1 Despite this

Mourance, the evidence suggests that the West cannot be so

Oasily identified.

Co-entaters on the problem have long recognized one major

ufficulty: the Test is at least partly a state of consciousness.

Thu. llitehell, Nebraska, one historian may say, is clearly not

fl” 'est, but Terrington, 'yoming, a few miles farther up the

‘_

l'alter Prescott Webb, ”The American West, Perpetual Hirage,"

"#22324, ccuv (11.1, 1957), 25.
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Platte, belongs without question to the enchanted region. (”But,"

cries the Cowboy of Crano's ”Blue Hotel“ when he learns that the

Swede is afraid of violence in the West, ”this ain't 'yoming, ner

none of then places. This is Nebrasker.") By this standard San

Francisco has been excluded from the region as too international,

Les Angoles as artificial and unrepresentative, face because its

native culture has been overlaid with an imported art colony, and

eastern Texas has been assigned to the South.

Ihatever the virtues of these individual judgments, recog-

nition that in our past the Test has occupied a place indescribable

in terms of latitude and longitude has led investigators to recon-

struct the region as it has been defined in the American conscious-

ness. Io are aware new that the West possessed a geography born

of dream, that for centuries Americans pictured the land beyond

the settlements in accordance with their own desires. In three

hundred and fifty years no one said it better than Cabona do Vaca,

'30 was sure that the things of his longing lay toward the sunset.

In the beginning the New 'orld as a whole existed in the

hlissful realm of the ”geography of fantasy" (the phrase is

BOl'llard BeVote's), a happy blend of ignorance and rampant imagi-

“I-itn which portrayed the unknown as the fulfillment of a wish.

The on who fumbled at the edges of a continent could not believe

““1 they were to find the ordinary or familiar. hat the maps

“‘14 not show the imagination supplied. And as the frontiers

‘f lettlemont and exploration pushed forward, the geography of

t‘nvasy was steadily extended to the new lands beyond the line
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of advance. The Vest became an American symbol, or rather many

symbols. In our mythology ”it has worn many faces. It has meant

escape, relief, freedom, sanctuary. It has meant opportunity,

the new start, the saving chance. It has meant oblivion. It has

scant manifest destiny, the heroic wayfaring, the birth and ful-

fillment of a race."2 The Waters of Manitou, said Indian legend,

hold both freedom and desire, and for Americans the Waters seemed

to be over just beyond the frontier.

The best and most complete study we have had of the Test

as symbol and myth, Henry lash Smith'smand; reduces these

videly scattered symbols to a pattern which expresses two dominant

inages of the early Test: one of an empire to be exploited, one

of an agrarian Eden to be established.3 Each image embodied

2Bernard DeVoto, ”The West: A Plundered Province,“

r's can (August, 1934), 353. How little was known of

the land to the west is apparent in the fact that it was not un-

co-on in the seventeenth century for the British to grant a

colony all the land from sea to sea. Thus the Second Charter of

Virginia of 1609, after outlining the northern and southern boun-

daries of the colony, goes on to add "and all that Space and

cil'cuit of Land, lying from the Sea Coast of the Precinct afore-

laid, up into the Land, throughout from Sea to Sea, West and

llOrthwest.” From Benry Steele Con-ager (od.), Documents 9;

Winston (New York, 1948), p. 11. Again, in 1731 the

”Valuer of Virginia optimistically co-nissioned one John Howard

‘0 supply maps of the state ”from sea to sea.” See Douglas

Branch, 'estward: Th; Romance 3; .t_h_o_ American Frontier (New

nth, 1930’, p. 52. Official correspondence as late as the

Yolation commonly assumed that Virginia extended to the

Isissippi. See T. P. Abernathy, Iostern Lands $312. American

‘Nlution (New York, 1931), p. 363.

8(Cambridge, lash, 1060), p. 12. mth identifies the

“he as mercantile and agrarian. Since the adjective mercan-

Lilg does not suggest all the attitudes that I wish to in_clu-de

this i-ge of the Test, I have chosen the term empire as more

"ltriptive. Smith concentrates on the agrarian image as the
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attitudes, ideas, and political, economic, and social values

which were important in the American character during the

eighteenth century and mob of the nineteenth. Certainly these

two images did not encompass all views of the West during these

years, but the evidence left by records of exploration, trave-

lers' reports, emigrant and expansionist propaganda, guide books,

and Boston fiction suggests that they included the major ideas

America held of its unknown hinterland.

The empire and agrarian images of the West rested first of

all on opposing attitudes toward the lend itself, attitudes that

test back to the first records we have. Do Vaca, the wanderer,

saw the land as something to travel over and get behind him. Do

Soto'o chroniclers, in their turn, were. equally unimpressed with

the possibilities for settlement. Corenade's annalist, Casta‘noda,

I”rover, by nature a settler, looked at the land for its agricul-

tusl potential.‘ Ono attitude led naturally to visions of riches,

flier, and exploitation in the West; the other, in the course of

“he, found expression in the dream of an agrarian utopia.

As successive Vests moved across the continent, the empire

“1‘ agrarian images of the wilderness battled for supremacy in

“10 American mind. The empire image was attached to the land he-

hind the agricultural frontier, the place where wealth was to be

‘Sl by the speculator, the trapper, the fur trader, the prospecter,

¥

‘Ore important for history. The empire image, I believe, is the

‘Ore important for the development of Western fiction.

‘Bernard DeVoto, The Course 3; Empire (Boston, 1952), p. 49.
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the minor, the cattle baron. Clustered about it and altering from

time to time were a number of non-commercial values: escape from

the bonds of society, self-reliance in a hostile environment,

courage, skill, physical prowess, adventure, and above all free-

dom. Extended to its full ramifications, the empire image does

much to identify the impact of the unexplored wilderness upon the

American mind. Economically, it found issue in the most prolonged

and reckless exploitation of a region which the country has ever

known. Culturally, it gave as symbols of America and the American

which still boar emotional impact.

The agrarian image, deriving from the concept of agrarianism

in eighteenth century political and economic thought, was attached

to the land behind the frontier and envisioned a vast realm of

contented freoholdors tilling their fruitful acres. This image

“so carried certain virutes as part of its imaginative force:

1Illependonce, self-subsistence, political stability, and a funda-

IOmtal wisdom and honesty which the farmer drew from his relation-

Ohip to the soil. Historically, this image found issue in the

l'Gutless surge of an agricultural population across the continent,

We the Oregon Trail an emigrant road to destiny, and reached

P'litical fulfillment in the Homestead Act.

Separately or together, the empire and agrarian images

“Nested American thinking about the West for a very long time.

uIllerlying then both was that theory of history which proposed

“lat the focus of civilization moved inexorably westward, an idea

‘lready old when the philosopher George Berkeley gave it its
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most famous poetic expression. His verses are a paean of praise

for a civilization rising snow from the ashes of the old to be

born again on far western shores:

There shall be sung another golden age,

The rise of empire and of arts

The good and great inspiring epic rage

The wisest heads and noblest hearts.

Not such as Europe breeds in her decay,

Such as she bred when fresh and young,

Then heavenly flame did animate her clay

By future poets shall be sung.

Iestward the course of empire takes its way

The four first Acts already past,

A fifth shall close the Drama with the day;

Time's noblest offspring is the last.5

The theme was flattering to rising American nationalism, and

Preneam and Brackenridge used it again in their exuberant poem

for a Princeton Co-encement in 1711, ”The Rising Glory of

America," celebrating in turn the themes of agrarianism, commerce,

science, and religion in the new world.

The image of a new Greece rising from the wilderness was

too pervasive to belong exclusively to poets, however, and after

the settlement of the Atlantic coast it was easily transferred

*0 the unknown land to the west. An early seeker for a Northwest

Passage, Jonathan Carver, came back from the Great Lakes area

71th his own view of the movement of history in 1768:

To what power or authority this new world will become

dependent, after it has arisen from its present

_‘

5"Verses on the Prospect of Planting Arts and Looming in

America,” The 'orks of George Berkeley, ed. Alexander Campbell

Fraser (ox:".r'd",'19"o177 1v, ace.
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uncultivated state, time alone can discover. But

as the seat of empire, from time i-emorial has

been gradually progressive toward the West, there

is no doubt but that at some future period mighty

kingdoms will emerge from the wilderness and

stately palaces and solemn temples, with gilded

spires reaching the skies, supplant the Indian

huts, whose only decorations are the barbarous

trophies of their vanquished enemies.6

It is a co-onplace of historiography that the idea of

marching empire held peculiar significance for America and dif-

ferentiated our culture from all others. Observes De Tocqueville:

In Europe people talk a great deal about the wilds

of America, but the Americans themselves never

think about them....Their eyes are fixed upon another

sight: the American people views its own march

across these wilds, draining swamps, turning the

course of rivers, peopling solitudes, and subduing

nature. This magnificent image...may be said to

haunt every one of them...and to be always flit-

ting before his mind.7

”The American," as Halter Iebb puts it, "thinks of the frontier

as lyingm and not at the edge of a country. It is not a

line to step at, but on £33 inviting entrance."8 The idea made

vestward advance to the Pacific an imaginative necessity, the ex-

Pleratiom and settlement of the unknown lands and the extension

6Travels Thom & Interior Parts 3_f_ North America g

_th_eIears 1166, 1161, 1168 zLendon, 1118), pp. vii-viii. Carver,

“Ptain of a company of provincial troops during the French and

1“ion 'ar, went west afterwards to explore the new territory

him. had acquired end developed imperial visions worthy of an

“Frer. Like so many visionaries in the Test, he was luckloss

1‘ implementing his grandiose plans. Per a resumd of his career,

“0 lilo ll. guaife, ”Jonathan Carver and the Carver Grant,“

WVallg Historical Review, v11 (June, 1920), 3-25.

7neeeorsg _1:_-_ America (New Iork, 1954), 11, 18.

EGreat Prentier (Boston, 1962), p. 8.
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of sovereignity of the political organism to the borders of the

continent 'an embodiment of the continental consciousness."9

Thus the. official explorers, Lewis and Clark, Long, Pike,

Prdment, as well as unofficial pathfinders like the Ashleys, Jed

Smith, Pitspatrick, and Bridger were, in the popular mind, not

only serving political or economic or scientific ends; on the

level of the imagination they were enacting American destiny,

meeting the logical requirements of geography by pushing out the

map until it met the borders of the continent. 'hen expansion

and annexation encountered active resistance in the Hexican War,

the poetic ideas of westward marching empire and continental in-

tegrity oould be invoked as splendid incantatiens. American

expansion was, after all, manifest destiny. "To love,” wrote

hitman in the Brookln $13,

to indulge in thoughts of the future extent and power

of this Republic—because with its increase is the

increase of human happiness and liberty.--Therefore

hope we that the United States will keep a fast

grip on California. What has miserable, inefficient

lexice-dwith her superstition, her burlesque upon

freedom, her actual tyranny by the few over the

many—what has she to do with the great mission of

peopling the How 'orld with a noble race? Be it

ours, to achieve that mission: 1° '

9DeVeto, The Course gm p. 344.

10
Editorial for July 1, 1846, reprinted in _T_h_e_ Gatherigg

Egghrces 31v.“ mtnen, eds. Cleveland Rodgers and John

“leek (New York, 1'92'9' ), 1, 246-47. Ihitman phrased his expan-

‘huit sympathies always as articles of faith, aphasining

“‘h’ We rather than their rational qualities. ”To claim

these lands,” he wrote six months later, "...by a law superior

Wellnents and dry diplomatic rules." _Th_g_ Gatherng ;f_ _t_h_g_

% I, 262. The same sort of higher law informs Thomas
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hericans apeed that the focus of human destiny lay to

the west, but they sharply disapeed about the premise of the

land that lay beyond the frontier.

One image of the Vest, the empire image, had its origins

in the expansionist t-per of the sixteenth and seventeenth con-

turies. The Spanish explorers who came first to the region

brought with them the ready-made myths of Quivira and the seven

golden cities of Cibola, and they listened eagerly to Indian

stories of El Dorado, the fabulous golden men. For Coronado,

”just over the hill—the very next hill—might lie Cathay. Or,

if not that fabulous .piro of the Grand nan, some other land

of equal opulence, such as India."11 French belief in Canadian

riches visualised gold and precious stones to be gathered from

the pound by the enterprising in the wilderness and gave the

French language a new synonym for the fraudulent and neretricieus

in the phrase, "Voilh um Diamant de Canada! '12

__.

Hart Boston's Senate speeches of a few years earlier on Oregon

and on John Charles Frdmont's first expedition. See, for instance,

Llama Ioars' View (New York, 1331), 11, 468-82. Benton, probably

trile most famous expansionist of the period, was one of the best

informed men in the country on the subject of the West—certainly

the best informed in high office. Through his own prestige and

“10 willing instrument of his son-in-law, Frdmont, he did more

anyone else to focus national attention on the region.

BOllten and 'hitman's sentiments were pervasive enough to be echoed

5! Ion actually on the scene. "The old Saxon blood must stride

“10 continent...and erect the altar of civil and religious free-

“- on the plains .r the Californias,” wrote J. 1'. Farnham of his

1travels through the Test in the 1840's, in 1h; Early Days .e_f_

_Ctlifornia (Philadelphia, 1330), p. 313.

11mu 1. Hellman, 31.51, 0.1, and 9.1. (Garden City, 1954),

1" 3. The i-ediate impetus behind Coronado's search for Quivira

he apparently De Yaca's strange appearance from the wilderness
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These were the visions of exploiters, not settlers. This

view—and it runs through the history of the American West

throughout mob of the nineteenth century—made the region a re-

mantic land of fortune. _It was peopled not by farmers but by

daring men who reamed fearlessly beyond the limits of civilization

in a perilous realm filled with Indians and danger. At the center

of this image man stood alone against the wilderness. It was the

11111 Test of romance—the free trapper on his lonely mountain

streams, the minor striking it rich, the cowboy riding down a

stampede or swi-ing the Cimarron. This West meant opportunity,

escape, adventure, and freedom. The empire image envisioned a

wilderness that would never be tamed, a glorious playground and

the scene of exciting treasure hunts.

The British, desiring to maintain in America a mercantile

economy which would apply raw materials and consume British

Ianufacturos, clung to the image of a wilderness empire by trying

to restrict the restless settlers to the seaboard and to reserve

the Ohio Valley—the Test of the mid-eighteenth century—to the

hr trade. The famous Proclamation of 1163 enjoined Americans

‘1'- settling on “any lands beyond the heads or sources of any

——_.

‘t Culiaean in 1636, although there is diapeement over whether

”0 Vacs told of seeing gold himself or merely repeated tales told

him by Indians. See, for instance, John Bartlet Brebner, .'l_'_l_1_e_ _E_x_-

11333 2; North America (How York, 1933), pp. 10-73, Dorothy Anne

l"adore, _T_h£. Prairieg and £11; Making _o_f_ Middle America: Four 221;-

My; 9; Descriflion “(Ed-1r Rapids, Im,‘ '19'26), . 4, and Joan

noscola, The Conguistaders, trans. Malcolm Barnes New York, 1961),

PP- 318-19.

uBrebnor, The galorers, p. 132.
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of the rivers which fall into the Atlantic Ocean from the west

or northwest";18 and the Quebec Act of 1114, in turn, nullified

tho 'ostern claims of the colonies and thwarted the plans of the

American land cempenies.l4 Iot such acts did not contain west-

ward expansion. Instead, they angered both the speculators and

the frontiersmen who wanted new lands opened to settlement.”

hipants continued to move west, and when independence was

declared, flocked to the new land in unprecedented numbers, "not

for political freedom, but for private gain."16 In the war set-

tlement the co-issiomors got the land to the Mississippi, and

horica had its Iostern empire at last.

'hen the United States turned its attention to its Iostern

lead problems, the result was Jefferson's plan of 1184 and,

finally, the Northwest Ordinance of 1181. The Ordinance reversed

the former British policy, opened the Test to settlement, and

dictated that the new lands would be states, not territories.

The Post, them, would become an intepal part of the political

Orgaui-, not a region reserved to the fur trade empire."

¥

13Ce-ager, (ed.) Documents, p. 40.

l""Ce-agor, pp. 14-16. For an excellent discussion of pro-

levelution speculation in Iestern lands, see Bay Allen Billington,

www.1r York, 1949), pp. 132-153.

15This point has been made many times. See, for instance,

B. Hafon and Carl Coke Sister, 12.23252 A__m_g_r_i_9_a_._ (New fork,

1941 , pp. 191 11.; and Frederick 1.. Paxon, when the I.» g; con.

(In York, 1939), pp. 92 ff.

l‘Abernathy, Iestorn Lands, p. 361.

1‘ll'or discussion of this point see Harold Underwood Faulkner,

WWW(low rork, 1924), pp. 191-299.
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The Iorth'emt Ordinance, however, did nothing to destroy

hopes of empire in “the Host, for it was to prove an area rich as

no other in the country in possibilities for quick and easy for-

tune. Mere i-odiately, for Americans at the end of the eighteenth

century, it was known to have rich stores of furs. Even more on-

trancing to those with visions of empire, beyond the West lay the

Pacific and the fabulous Orient. That was needed-«hat had been

needed since Colubus—was a waterway across the continent.

Belief in a Northwest Passage, a central myth in the early

Ipiro image, had from the first been founded on deductive logic

that would have done credit to mediaeval schoolmon. The Spanish

called it the Straits of Anion and Coronado had it in mind, among

other things, as he marched to Cibola and auivira. More than two

eateries later it was still a current issue. Jonathan Carver

Published, with the record of his travels, a map which shows the

'liver of the Test” flowing into the Pacific, with headwaters

vuoh virtually interlock with those of the niooonri.18 a. pre-

JOcts that there are "four peat rivers that take their rise

“thin a few leagues of each other, nearly about the center of

ms peat continent; via. The liver Bourbon, which empties itself

ht. Hudson's [_o_i_cJ Bay: the Voters of the Saint Lawrence: the

Itssissippi, and the River Oregon, or the River of the 'est [the

—‘

18"A New Map of North America, From the Latest Discoveries,

“18," Travels, frontispieco.
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Columbia], thtt fella into the Pacific at the straits of

Anni‘lo'l9

For Carver, and for many others who sought the Passage,

its existence would be proof that America was indeed unique,

the very promised land toward which man had been moving for con-

turies. The four natural waterways flowing north, south, east,

and west, dividing the country into approximately equal sec--

tions, would be part of a divine plan for men's earthly utopia.

The Passage myth satisfied the eighteenth century desire for gee-

graphical sy-etry and struck a responsive note in the hearts of

men deeply aware of herioa as the Hdenic land of fresh beginning.

Jefferson was enough a man of his time to give credit to

the idea. Acting as a ee-itteemau for the American Philosophical

Society, he wrote to the explorer Andrd Michaux: "It would seem

t7 the latest maps as if a river called Oregon, interlocked with

the Missouri for a considerable distance, and entered the

l’tcifio not far southward of Hootka Sound."20 He was still hoping

—~

19m p. ix. DoVeto provides a convenient ou-ary of

eighteenth century attempts to find the Passage in 1h; 2.9.5.2.... 3;

mg, pp. 218 ff. Brebner discusses earlier attempts in detail;

see 11; mlorers, pp. 182-236. .

20
1h; Iriti s 3_f_ Thomas Jefferson, ed. Paul Leicester Ford

(‘0' York, 1894), VI, 169. Jefferson, because of republican poli-

ttcal sentiments, was firmly on the side of the aparian image of

the Best, but his instructions to Michaux and his confidential

“Inge to Compose on the Lewis and Clark expedition strike the

‘Ote of empire; see Th; Iritiggs, 111, 194-201. ”His immediate

tttitudo toward the Far West,“ Smith has indicated, “was in some

I‘Ospects like that of the British authorities toward the Ohio

v«11.: before the Revolution: he thought of it as an area to be

"copied by fur traders rather than farmers." Virgin Land____, Po 15-



rm}

3’: 'h
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for a water point. to the sea when he sent Lewis and Clark off

into the wilderness, but the myth of a thoroughfare to the Orient

was merging into a more substantial form of empire by this time.

The United States was ready to take its place in the race for the

fare and territory of the For Best.

Alexander Mackemsie had traveled to the Pacific for the

Berth Host Company of Montreal in 1193, the first white men to

cross the continent north of Mexico since Caboza do Vaca, and the

company fur traders followed hard upon his heels.21 But Mackenzie's

route involved a long land portage and was not feasible for trans-

porting furs and trading goods. Montreal, moreover, was a long

way from the new Canadian fur trade of the Northwest. So the

Bowie and Clark expedition had in view a carriage route for the

hrs of the Horthwest, the maritime trade in sea otter and goods

for the Orient, and the establishment of a claim to the basin of

tho Columbia.” Canadian explorations had demonstrated that there

“I no water passage west from Hudson Bay. The last hope for a

l"'thwest Passage was the Missouri, so Jefferson instructed Lewis

‘0 upioro it with that in nind.”

____

”air.- M. Chittonden, gig, Amorioom r_u_r; Trade _o_f_ 9;; 22'.

'49; (New York, 1902), I, 89 ff. Chittenden's massive history is

still standard for the trade, although Harrison Clifford Dale's

1'3; Lsh_lel-&ith glorations and Eli-_a_ Discoven of _a_ Central

904133.; Eng—Dunn, 1399-1329_(’c1ew.1.nd, 1919T¢iwe."."“nore

“ttiled account of certain figures, and DeVote's Across _t_h_o_ Hide

“$.33; (Boston, 1941) provides a broader social history of the

2"Bernard DeVeto (ed.), The Journals -o_f_ Lewis and Clark

(Dunn, 1953), pp. xxv ff.
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The Lewis N Clark expedition proved to be one of America's

most successful essaym in empire in the West. On the return trip

the explorers, while still on the upper reaches of the Missouri

near the mouth of the Yellowstone, not the first two trappers to

fellow in their wake. The era of the mountain man had begun.

He had a short and gaudy history. Chittenden dates America's par-

ticipation in the trade from the return of Lewis and Clark in 1806

to 1843, when Jim Bridger, mountain man turned emigrant guide,

established a trading post on a tributary of the Green River for

the express purpose of selling goods and services to the emigrant

trains. The trade soon trapped out the beaver, encountered

changing tastes in hats, and gave way to the migration of agricul-

ture. Tet while it lasted it was as exploitative as any advocate

of 'estern empire could ask, spreading quickly west and south from

the upper Missouri and north and west from Taes until it covered

th. 'Olto

—___

“Li... writigs, 111, 194-99. The expedition destroyed the

Pu...“—motion, at last, for all but the most idle dreamers. Com-

l“Vial interests accepted the fact immediately. See, for instance,

v.tO's remarks on Astor's reaction in The Journals, p. xlix. Yet

"'11 without the Passage the idea that Oregon was the key to the

“it remained a factor in Oregon fever. Frdnent was still

"iting of it in those terms in his Report_of _t_h_e Eplerigg m-

“.4; to the hop}: Mountains in the Iear 1842_andto Oregon g

.Colitorni.in _1______s43-44"""'("w."s'h'in¢ton, 9.9.,1945')T'pp. 216-11.

2"'Meriwothor Lewis and Iilliam Clark, Lo___w_i__s and _C____lark Journals

“at York, 1994), III, 945-49. They continuedto meettraders .11 "

'ay down the Missouri, eleven parties in all. Following Jeffer-

““s instructions, they did their best to prepare for America's

Mieipation in the trade. Thus we see Clark outlining a good

“to for a post on the Yellowstone and promising the Cheyennes that

rigens will soon be among them; see Lewis _an_c_l_____Clark Journals, III,

, 991.

2532'. American For Trade, 1, 2, 261-69.
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It. “g wt“: 71.10:“, adventurous, and endlessly exciting.

The trapper. themselves were anarchic nomads who lived and worked

hundreds of milol beyond the borders of civilization among such

dangers as the Best could scarcely imagine. In the wealth it

promised, in the qualities it demanded of its participants, in

the excitement it offered to the imagination—the fur trade was

the first full expression of the empire image of the West for

America.

Others soon followed. The Mexican War, however repellent

it might have been to many Americans, brought new visions of gold

and glory to the image of the West, this time to be won in the

Balls of Montezuma. Frontiernen flocked to the Army of the West

and made it a collection of rugged indiv'idualists.26 Trappers

left Bent's Fort on the Santa Fe Trail to mix in the fight.27

Holstein men carried destiny forward as guides for Kearny and

Boniphan or, even more exciting to the American imagination, in

the opulent land of California helped the most flamboyant of all

“risen conquistaders, John Charles Fr‘mont, put the Western

bOl'lor of the United States where the geographers of destiny had

E

“Burns a. wi1non, Out _._r_ the West (New York, 1933), p. 51.

271min n. Garrard, 'ah-to-Iah _a_; _t_h_e_ r... Trail, ed. Bo1ph

P“ Bteller (Glendale, Calif., 1938), p. 26. Garrard, a schoolboy

he left Vestport within a few months of Francis Parkman's

llnun-tune in 1349, went with the annual caravan of Bent, St.

"an and Company to Bent's Fort. Then news reached the Fort that

he Bent, governor ofllew Mexico, had been scalped at Toes

1‘ t Mexican uprising, an expedition left to join in the war to

0 south. Gerrard's book is a classic record of this enterprising

“ll wild affair.
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always known it ““1111 be-at the Pacific.28

The nap had scarcely been stretched to the edge of the con-

tinent before a man named Marshall found yellow metal in a mill-

raco and opened a whole new world to the imagination. The race

for empire was on in earnest. "Man, grown superman, could ever-

1..p time itself at the stroke of a pick,"29 .nd the enpire image

found its expression, for a time, in gold fever. As one San

Franciscan remembered it,

Piles of gold rose up before me at every step; castles

of marble, dazzling the eye with their rich appliances;

thousuds of slaves bowing to my book and call; myriads

of fair virgins contending with each other for my

love—mere among the fancies of my fevered imagination.

The Bothschilds...and Asters appeared to me but poor

people.”

The restless, shifting groups gathered from all over the

world at the lawless ”diggings" and gave a new dimension to the

dream of riches in the West. By the time of the Pike's Peak dis-

“VOI'y in 1869 the gold rush was an American habit. Before a

then...“ dollars' worth of metal was out of the pound the trails

Vere thronged by emigrants with visions of riches as bright as

—.__

“Bro-out had had Kit Carson—and sometimes Tom Fit2patrick

,“ Yell—as a guide on his earlier expeditions. Carson was with

“1' tgain in May, 1346, when he marched back into California to

“hi-1t. the uprising that led to the Bear Flag Republic. Mean-

mh, the Senator from Missouri was laboring mightily—and

“king Gavilan Peak sound like the Alamo—to convince Congress

“i the country that only his sen-in-law stood between the tree--

fi‘rous British and California. See Benton, Thirty Years' View,

’ 388-95.

!& Chronicle _o_f_ America Series New Haven, 1921 , 60.

30Branch, 'eetward, pp. 429-30.

29
hereon Hough, The Pass a; the Frontier, Vol. XXVI of
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those which had lured Coronado. Incalculable wealth could be

wrested from the earth. "Gold exists throughout all this region,"

said the guide book. "It can be found anywhere....In fact, there

is no end of the precious metal. Nature herself would seem to

have turned into a most successful alchemist in converting the

very sands of the streams into gold.";31 "Immense gold discoveries!"

trumpeted the headlines. "Pike's Peak a Glorious Reality£"32

The other forms of empire in the West are equally familiar.

Samuel Colt had made his unique gift to Western history in the

late 1830's (although the revolver was out of production from 1842

to 1847), and at last the Westerner had the proper weapon to fight

the mounted Plains Indians.33 After the Civil ~War, Congress dropped

its policy of making treaties with the Indians as if each tribe

were a sovereign nation, and concentrated them on reservations:34

The means were at hand for a new kind of empire, with its focus

on the interior West. Encourage the hunters to kill off the buf-

“10: General Philip Sheridan urged the Texas legislature:

They are destroying the Indians' commissary....Send

them powder and lead, and, for the sake of a lasting

peace, let them kill, skin, and sell until they have

exterminated the buffalo. Then your prairies will be

covered with cattle and the cowboy, who follows the

hunter as a second forerunner of civilization.:35

\_

31Wilson, Out 23: the West, p. 246.

32Branch, Westward, p. 490.

33Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains (Boston, 1931),

pp. 167 if e

34LBillington, Westward Expansion, pp. 655-63.

3 .
5w113on, Out 23; the West, p. 57.



 

 

19

The shaggy herds, “lick had excited visitors to the West since

Cabosa de Vacs, 1011 to feed railroad construction crews or to

apply the tanneries ef the East, fell to the rifles of William

Cody and a thousand others. The cattle empire spread out over

the vast area from the Rio Grande to Canada, from central Kansas

to the Rockies. The era of the cowboy, the cattle baron, and the

lawless trail town had come.

Impoverishod Civil lar veterans were entranced with stories

of Colonel Richard King, who had reached Texas with a horse, a

saddle, and ten dollars. A few years later, they were told, a

hundred miles separated his front door from his yard gate.36

“Promoters went to Europe selling range rights (there was no such

“ling, of course), carrying maps and lithographs rivalling those

01 the town-boomers on the agricultural frontier.”31 The race

for fortune meant overstocking and the and of the cattle boom in

"10 devastating winter of 1886-87, but the are left to the American

1"to of the Test the apparently imperi shablo symbols of the cow-

”: the rustler, and the gunman.

In economics, the empire image of the Test aimed at the

”War of a continent; it left behind a boom-and-bust psychology

a“ the region has never entirely escaped. From the beginning

ml Vest was characterised by dream and delusion, grandiose hope

“a bitter disappointment. It was a land with its eye on the

\—

8“Eaton and Rister, Iostern America, p. 575.

a?

p «5 ”mm ”1*, mass; .-_1. :22.m (New York, 1941),
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future, but it was needless of any consequences the future might

bring. It producti innumerable symbols: the violent boom town

and the silent ghost tewn; the Iashoe .diggings as we have them in

m_I_t, or Virflnia City after the Cemstock was gone, re-

ducod from thirty-five thousand citizens to thirty-five hundred;38

the violence of a tiny railhead town in Kansas that managed a

.rdor a day for ninety-three days running; the impermanence of

life in Benton, 'yoming, which picked up its twenty-three saloons

and five dance halls and moved on, leaving no trace upon the

earth; the grotesque splendor of Sandy Bewers' mansion outside

of Reno, with windowglass and furniture from France and doors

has on hinges of solid silver.40 It possessed the measureless

htpo of James Pattie, mountain man, who won and lost a dosen for-

tunes, returned penmiloss to Cincinnati and dictated a book which

laralistically admonished young men to stay home,41 and who then,

0‘ course, went Test again on the book's proceeds to seek his for-

tune. It was all the dreams sun-ed up in the Northwest Passage: and

‘11 the visions expressed by Jonathan Carver when he saw spires

flung to the skies “in the wilderness and felt in touch with destiny.

It m a land where tomorrow was bound to be, in the popular phrase,

”Muel- tham the ComatockJ'

\

”vile“, Out _o_f_ the went, 1). 219.

39Dick, Vggms, pp. 884-86.

“vileen, Out _e_g_ the soot, p. 225. welter Van Tilburg Clark

‘IOs the Bowers' mansion, by then a roadhouse, as a symbol of past

$325" 1‘ “‘- '°-t n. a». 2m 2!. leather 2.9.0.; (Germ city.

41
Lb; Personal Narrative of James 0. Pattie ;f_ Kentucky, ed.

Meeting rlint (Chicago, 19305, p. 415.
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It was, besides, a Vast where all was new. Here Frémont

stood in the Great Basin and know how Balboa felt when he saw

the Pacific.42 It was a land so imprisoned in adventure and re-

mance that so groat an American historian as Francis Parkman could

ride through it and ignore the history that was everywhere about

him because he wanted to see Ogallala Sioux in war paint. It _

promised freedom such as man had never known. From the mountain

man with his lawkon to the gunman with his two Colts, the empire

Vest was the place of exciting anarchs, men who answered to a

bare minimum of societal forms or none at all, men who stood alone

and carved out destiny. In it the social institutions of centuries

could be dispensed with. Justice could be swift and sure, vigi-

lante justice, with the formality of a trial coming, as Josiah

“Ice sadly noted, after the bodies were swinging from the cotton-

“Ods.” It seemed to be a land where all things were in their

t11'mt beginnings.

Though its exploits and promises were endlessly exciting,

th. empire Iest did not point the dominant direction of American

.xpmmsion. The true advance to the Pacific was not the rush of

‘1‘. fur banter and placer minor but the movement of agriculture

N settlement. As Henry Nash Smith points out: ”The forces

mch were to control the future did not originate in the

\

4’2A.llan Nevins, Primont, Pathmarker 3_f_ the West (New York,

1955), p. 140.

“California (New York, 1948), p. 293.
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picturesque Wild Test beyond. the frontier, but in the domesticated

sort that lay behind it."44 The agrarian image, with Jefferson

and Crbvecoeur as the principal early spokesmen of its assumptions,

gave an imaginative force to the idea of the West that persisted

for almost a century.

Jefferson's celebration of the farmer rested on his firm

belief that the husbmdman was the rock which anchored the repub-

lic. The political level, in turn, had behind it an agrarian

ethic and metaphysic. "Those who labour in the earth,” he wrote,

are the chosen people of God, if ever he had a

chosen people; whose breasts he has made his pe-

culiar deposit for substantial and genuine virtue.

It is the focus in.which he keeps alive that sacred

fire, which otherwise might escape from the face

of the earth. Corruption of morals in the mass of

cultivators is a phaenomenon of which no age nor

nation has furnished an example.46

Then combined with the freehold concept of land tenure and

the political principles of the Declaration, Jefferson's views

59came an agrarian doctrine. "During the eighteenth century,"

'11. study states,

poets, politicians, and economists created in America

a complex of ideas which has been called the ”Jeffer-

sonian myth." This myth apotheosised virtues like

simplicity and purity which had been traditional

among chupions of the rural life since the days of

Hesiod, and it dictated social choices consistent

with these virtues, such as preferring the country

to the city, the farmer to the capitalist or day

laborer, and democracy to aristocracy.4

“Virgil; Land, 1). 123.

“The writigr, III, 268.

46Chester 3. Eisinger, "The Freehold Concept in Eighteenth

Ccatyry American Letters,” William and ll_a_xz Mrterlz, IV (January,

1941 , 42.
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It was obviously a philosophy appropriate to a land-hungry

people. As lands of unimagined i-ensity and fertility were

opened up by agriculture's movement west, the sturdy yeoman society

of independent freoholdors became a symbol of agrarian aspirations

and the Test became the promised land where the ideal came into

being. ”The Rising Glory of America“ had sung the agrarian

hopes for a new Eden:

Paradise anew

Shall flourish, by no second Adam lost,

He tempting serpent to allure the soul

Prom native innocence. A Canaan here,

Another Canaan shall excel the old.47

The agrarian way of life was idealised into an idyll, and the

'eat was its garden, the now Canaan.

'ith each surge of westward movement a now cos-unity

came into being. Those conunities devoted them-

selves not to marching onward but to cultivating

the earth. They plowed the virgin land and put in

crops, and the great Interior Valley was transformed

into a garden: for the imagination, The Garden of

the 'orld. The image of this vast and constantly

growing agricultural society in the interior of

the continent became one of the dominant symbols of

nineteenth century American society—a collective

representation...that defined the promise of

horican life.48

The image of a Garden of the World in the West quickly be-

eko pervasive. Travolors' reports helped it along with tales

.t ever more fertile lands to the west. Wrote Timothy Plint of

“a prairies at the junction of the Missouri and Mississippi,

W

all}; Poems _o_f_ Phili 3.2.9.1229 ed. Fred 1.. Pattee

lPI'inoeton, 1902’, I, 82.

48srith, Virgin bend, p. 123.
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”It is not necessary to be very young or very romantic, in order

to have dreams steal over the mind, of spending an Arcadian life

in these remote plains, which just begin to be vexed with the

plow, far removed from the haunts of wealth and fashion, in the

midst of rustic plenty, and of this beautiful nature."9

Missionaries, explorers, expansionists, believers in mani-

fest destiny all contributed to the westward fever and the garden

notion. As always in a land governed by the geography of fanta-

sy, some of them had never been there. One of the best known

propagandists of westward agricultural expansion was Hall J.

Kelley, a Boston schoolmaster. The publication of the Lewis and

Clark journals in 1814 fired his imagination and made him an ex-

pmmsionist for life. In 1829, well before agricultural emigration

to the Pacific was underway, he gathered a small group of kindred

.Pirits andfounded the American Society for Encouraging the Set-

tlement of the Oregon Territory to publish pamphlets, write

50

Public letters, and issue a steady barrage of propaganda for Oregon.

In 1830 Kelley and his group published a panphlet, "A Geo-

u‘mphical Sketch of that Part of North America Called Oregon,"

\

G 4'okecolloctions of 3.2194133; _I_e_a_1;_s_, ed. C. Hartley

rattan {Mew York, 19357, pp. 119-20,

“trod wilbrr Powell, Hall 1. none; _o_n_ Oregon (Princeton,

1932), pp. vii-n1. Holley finally saw the land of his desire on

"I ill-fated journey by way of Mexico and California in 1832-33,

“riving penniloss in Oregon in 1834 after many mishaps. He was

“You aid and comfort, like so many other American wayfarors, by

the good Dr. John McLaughlin, Hudson's Bay Company factor at

Yallcouver. He returned to Boston by ship in 1836, took up his

Prepagamda work, and died in poverty without seeing the promised

I“ We
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which makes Oregon another Eden that might rival the first}51 The

following year, as General Agent of his American Society, he

issued "A General Circular to All Persons of Good Character The

Tish to Mgrate to the Oregon Territory”-as delightful a bit of

wish-fulfillment as the geography of fantasy ever produced. In

it Holley outlined the route the settlement group would travel-

roughly the Oregon Trail—in terms which would have amazed the

emigrant who had just struggled through the desert cut-off from

Pacific Springs to the valley of the Bear and was looking ahead

from Port Hall to two murderous fordings of the Snake.52 Included

in this dream image were detailed plans for towns and cities, com-

Plete to the last village square—all, of course, in a land Kelley

M never seen. Oregon was the promised land in the Host where

‘11 ono's dreams might come true.

The efforts of Kelley and other expansionists had their

-11est. Nathaniel Iyoth listened to Kelley and went West, to be-

°.-e an able mountain man and in 1832 to load a pack train to

"lla Ialla and down the Columbia to Port Vancouver. With him

“D one John Hall, a New Hampshire schoolteacher, who became the

t1t‘mt Oregon settler from the States.63 Reports came back from

“.miomarios and trappors and propagandists and plain visionaries

.1 manifest destiny and were eagerly devoured, for they fed

\

51lloroll, pp. 3-67.

52Powell, pp. 85-86.

”sill-om Out 2!. the wort, p. 64.
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American desire. Farmers read them in Massachusetts and Missouri

and on the banks of the Sangamon, and came on to the West. Above

all, they were told, was the oasiness of living there. Just as

Flint had told them of an agricultural paradise beyond the Ohio,

now reporters evoked similar images of the land farther west.

Fri-oat told them about Oregon and California, held up

visions of agricultural settlement in the Great Basin, and filled

his books with a mine of accurate information. Other reporters

were less restrained. A reputable government surveyor in Oregon

became so entranced with his Eden-like image of the Garden of the

'erld that he added a full eight thousand feet to the height of

Mt. Hood.“ Ono missionary who went by sea to Oregon in 1839 tried

‘30 be temperate and wrote of Oregon, "It does not 'flow with

honoy,‘ like the land of Canaan; but in some places it literally

tlows with milk. '65

Perhaps the most flamboyant of all the promoters of emigra-

tion was Lausford I. Hastings. A young Ohio lawyer with his eye

‘lways on the main chance, Hastings wont to Oregon in 1842. Having

1! mind bigger things than practicing law in an agricultural set-

tlement, he moved on to California the next year.56 There he

Planned some qthical towns and set out to promote emigration to

 

64
A. N. Armstrong, Orog_o_n fid- Iashiggton (Chicago, 1857),

Do 38o

65Reverend Gustavus Hines, Oreggn: _I___ts Histon, Conditions

_a_n_d Pros ects (Auburn, 1851), p. 346.

66Lansford I. Hastings, The biggants' Guide to Orenn____and

California 'ith Historical Notoand Bibliography byCharles Henry

Carey (Princeton, 1932), pp. ix-xii.



 

 

_
r
‘

27

California, with a view to splitting it off from Mexico and, im-

aidentally, making Lansford Hastings the president of an indepen-

dent republic. He wrote a visionary book, The higrauts' Guide

t_o_ Oregon and California, and took it Best to he published. The

higants' Guido gives a passing bow to the fertility of the

'illametto Valley, but Oregon comes off a poor second to California,

where, among other things, oats grow eight feet high.“ Of

California in general be trumpeted:

There is no country in the known world, possessing

a soil so fertile and productive, with such varied

and inexhaustible resources, and a climate of such

mildness, uniformity and salubrity; nor is there a

country...which is so eminently calculated, by

nature herself, in all respects, to promote the un-

bounded happiness and prosperity, of civilized and

enlightened man. 8

To steer emigrants to California, Hastings painted the Oregon

“.11 beyond Fort Hall as one long horror, and preyed upon the

‘Oniro for a trail directly west from Fort Bridger to the Humboldt

sink by outlining a route through the Wasatch Mountains and past

“O south end of Great Salt Lake, through country he had never

..On.“ It was the geography of fantasy, the Northwest Passage

W Hall Kelley's version of the Oregon Trail all over again. It

‘ma-oorod the horror party in the Sierra Nevada, victims of a

h

5«Hastings, p. 87.

“Hastings , p. 133.

“Hastings , pp. 137-38.
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literary fallacy, people who believed that a man must know be-

cause he had written a book.60

Ithe agrarian image of the West grew steadily. Edwin Bryant,

whose book is one of the few classics of the emigration, heard 
constant tales of the richness of the land to the west as he

waited in Independence in the spring of 1846 for the prairies to

dry. California land was so rich and the clinate so good, he was

told, that a man couldn't die there. One oldster of two-hundred

and fifty got tired of life and moved out of the state in order

to die. He managed it all right, but friends brought hin back to

California for burial, and when they put his body in that luxuri-

61 Truly, even if in the
 

tnt soil he arose again as a young man.

form of humor, it was the land of Eden before the Fall. So,

.nd other sources, were Texas and New Mexico.62 All the West,in

( t‘ct, was the Garden of the World: "The Land _o_f_ Proniso and tho

&of our time, is the region which, colluencing on the slope

.3 the Llleghenies, broadens grandly over the vast prairies and

“duty rivers, ever quoonly lakes and lofty nountains, until the

.‘II and flow of the Pacific tide kisses the golden shores of E1

1’.a-ando."°a The image of the garden in the West, peopled by

V

”Bernard DeVoto, The Year .2 Decision: 1846 (Boston, 1943),

D. on. —_ "'_—

“uun Bryant, that I. s... _1; mum-u. (New York, 1849),

111:. 15-11.

“zJohn C. Van Tramp, Prairie and Roch Mountain Adventures:

LN 14:. _1; the 'ost (c.1ubu"".,' '1'ss'E)',' pp. 124 ff.

“C. I. Dana, l'ho Garden 31 the Vorld, quoted in Dorothy Anne

‘ More, The Prairie and the Making oi Middle America: Pour Cen-

\ hug. g'fiaer'i'gt'un '(‘cmr Rapids, 1..., 1926 , p. 206.
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self-subsistent, independent freeholders who adhered to the poli-

tical principles of the Declaration and drew their natural good-

ness from their closeness to the soil, had become the official

doctrine of the agricultural advance.

Nevertheless, the agrarian image had to overcome lingering

topposition. Supporters of westward expansion like Thomas Hart

Benton had to be converted from empire to agrarianism.“ More

than that, the garden theme had to overcome an opposing belief,

the myth of the Great American Desert. Coronado had stressed the

aridity of the West, but Zebulon Pike's journal in 1810 covering

his expedition across theplains to the upper Rio Grande was the

1'first warning Americans had of a desert in the region.65 Travelers

like Farnham, Gregg, and Parkman helped the notion along,66 and it

spread rapidly. Journals seriously advanced the idea that civili-

ztil-‘t'ion could not penetrate beyond central Kansas and Nebraska.67

For the first half of the nineteenth century and in some quarters

\

“Smith, Virgin Land, p. 32.

L' 65The Southwestern Expedition _o_f_ Zebulon 111. Pike, ed. Milo

‘. Quaife—TChicago, 1925), pp. 34-37, 43, 77. Lewis and Clark,

because they kept to the river valleys, made only casual mention

°f arid lands.

66Thomas J. Farnham, Travels i_1_1_ the Great Western Prairies,

“Q Anahuac _a_n_d_ Rocky Mountains, Vol. mm of Early western

raven, ed. Reuben Gold Thwaites (Cleveland, 1904-1907), 109 ff.;

Josiah Gregg, Commerce 9}; the Prairies: g_1_‘_, The Journals gig

%F3 Trader, ”Vol. III of Early Western Travels ed. Thwaites,

285 ff.; Francis Parkman, 1% Oregon Trail (Boston, 1883), p. 61

9" passim. See also C. F. Hoffman, Wild Scenes _i__n_ the Forest

mndon, 1839), pp. 127-31.

67Ralph G. Morris, "The Notion of a Great American Desert

East of the Rockies," Mississippj Valley Historical Review, x111

(September, 1920), 196.
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much longer there existed in the public mind a Great American

Desert stretching from central Kansas to the Rockies.68

‘l'he treeless, arid lands of the Great Plains were new to the

Anerican experience. New tools and techniques were required to

settle the plains, new methods of fencing, new means of drawing

water from the earth. Plainscraft had to take the place of wood-

craft. But the garden image, having behind it fifteen hundred

miles of successful agricultural advance, would not be denied.

Railroads with land grants in the areas covered by the desert

myth organized land companies and propaganda campaigns.69 Specu-

lators and real estate promoters joined in. Propaganda became so

strong that one traveler, writing in the late 1870's, felt con-

strained to preface his record with a statement that there were,

after all, arid lands in the Vest."

In support of the agrarian image, various notions arose to

the effect that man's activities would increase the natural rain-

fall on the Great Plains. Some believed that electricity from

the new telegraph wires would elicit a cosmic response from nature

and increase rainfall, others that trees planted by homesteaders

would somehow make the arid lands humid. The imaginative need in-

a solution, for a means of extending the garden image to the new

lands, was so great that any scheme could find supporters. A

 

“was, The Great Plains, pp. 152 ff.

“Branch, Iostward, p. 657.

"’J. u. Beadle, 'ootorn wild. and the Men Who Bedoen Them

(Cincinnati, 1882), p. iii.
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director of the United States Geological Survey was an advocate

of the "trees" doctrine and reputable scientists gave all the

theories serious oonsideratien.‘u

The convincing myth appeared, however, in the fascinating

doctrine that cultivation increases rainfall. Josiah Gregg gave

an early and typical view of it. Why may we not suppose,” he

wrote, ”that the genial influences of civilisationwthat extensive

cultivation of the earth—might contribute to the multiplication

of showers?”2 newspapers, exploiting the post-Civil Var Vestern

fever, carried the idea last. A salesman for railroad lands pro-

moted it in articles that were publion in scientific journals.

A speculative town builder in Nebraska reduced the doctrine to the

slogan ”Iain Follows the Plow" and wrote a book proving his point

from every conceivable source, including Genesis.73 The notion

served to bring settlement onto the Great Plains in the vet years

after the Civil War, before the techniques and tools of dry farning

had been evolved, to be driven off again, of course, in times of

drouth. It served to keep alive the image of an agrarian utopia.

The dream of a society of Jeffersonian, physiocratic yeonen

reached its political fulfillment in the Homestead Act of 1862.

 

"Henry Mash smith in ”Rain Follows the Plow: The Notion

of Increased Rainfall for the Great Plains, 1844-1880,” Huntington

Libra: garter-ll, 1 (February, 1941), 169—93, covers all these

fancies and recounts the history of the doctrine in detail.

“Co-erce 2; the Prairies, 257.
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Smith, Huntington Librgz mrterlz, 1, 186-90.
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It was the enactment by law of the agrarian utopia. The political

cupaigning behind the act "showed that the Republicans meant to

capture the myth of the garden and the symbol of the hardy yeoman,

and thus to co-and the ingination of Northwestern farmers.”4

Said an early historian of the public land system, "The homestead

act stands as the concentrated wisdom of legislation for settle-

ment of the public lands. It protects the Government, it fills

the States with homes, it builds up conunitios, and lessons the

chances of social and civil disorder by giving ownership of the

soil, in small tracts, to the occupants thereof.”5 It was the

agrarian answer to the industrial revolution, a hope to establish

by statute a simpler, happier version of life in the Vest.76

The act was almost a complete failure. It did not drain

off surplus labor from industry, it did not settle the West, it

did not offer a saving chance to the depressed poor, it did not

step speculation or land monopolisation." The Homestead Act

failed because anachronistieally it tried to preserve a simple

past in the face of the industrial revolution. Moreover, it did

 

“saith, Virgn Land, 1). 168.

"th.... Donaldson, the Public Domain (Washington, D.C.,
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not meet the conditions of life in a land that could not, by its

nature, be a region of one hundred and sixty acre farms.78

The final function of the agrarian image of the West was to

perpetuate those virtues which made up its imaginative force—

diroct democracy, hardy independence, and self-reliance—into an

era of railroad monopolies, farm machinery trusts, and agricul-

tural dependence on world markets. Their persistence as ideals

sharpened the clash between traditional concepts of liberty,

equality, and individuali- and the new economics, a clash that

sent Midwestern and Vestern farmers into cooperative political

novements in search of economic justice and taught America at last

the nonsense of the ideal of a subsistence agriculture in an in-

dustrial an."9 To measure this conflict is to measure the inade-

quacy of the agrarian image as a description of reality in the

Vest.

Io know now that neither the agrarian nor the empire image

of herica's enchanted province was broad enough to encompass the

direction of America) experience in the West. Nevertheless, they

governed the nation's thinking about its best, dominated the popu-

lar understanding of Western heroes, and condemned fiction of the

lost to mediocrity or worse than mediocrity throughout the nine-

teenth century.
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Due largely to the conventions of the genteel tradition,

there were few attempts to use in literature the agrarian image

of a society of contented freoholdors, but, Smith has found, these

few serve as instructive failures.80 Eventually this fiction took

its place in the farm literature of the late nineteenth century.

Crbvecoeur's agrarian dream was confronted with the kind of

reality Hamlin Garland found on the Middle Border. And in time

Garland's cry that the happy farmer in his green fields was a

lie became Frank Norris's assertion that the octopus with iron

tentacles was the only truth. 'hatever the agricultural West might

be in literature henceforth, it would be free of the old agrarian

image. The Farmers' Alliance, corporate finance, and industrialized

agriculture had killed it.

But the empire image, which characterized major phases of

the lestern experience from the fur trade through the cattle king-

den and the westering experience itself, had a different history.

The genteel tradition, though soornful of the small farmer, found

a way to bring within its pattern of values the adventurers who

roamed the wilderness. A Western fiction emerged that clamped upon

the region intellectual and artistic assumptions that had no

relevance to human experience there. An incense part of the

American past was lost in the banality of what we call Western."

 

80 Hash Smith, ”The Western Farmer in Imaginative Litera-

tare, 1818-1891,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review, mvx (De-

cember, 1949), 419-90. See also David Donald and Frederick A.

Palmer, “Toward a Western Literature, 1820-1860,” Mississippi _V_a_l_-

.131. Historical Review, mv (December, 1948), 413-28. For an

ostinte of the destination of the old agrarian themes in fiction

see Joseph E. Baker, "Western Man against Nature,“ College English,

1v (October, 1942), 19-26.
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lestering was a national aspiration. It went deep into

the heriean past, expressed a hunger that reached beyond the

rational level of experience. "I have often perplexed myself to

divine the various motives that give impulse to this migration,"

81 who saw his romance-land being trans-said Francis Parkman,

formed and had little sympathy with settlers. Sometimes the

emigrants themselves were perplexed. Moses Austin, inveterate

pioneer moving west in 1796 toward the Oregon of his time, won-

dered about his companions. "Can any thing," he asked, "be more

Absurd than the Conduct of man, here is hundreds Travelling hun-

dreds of Miles, they Knew not what for Her Whither, except its to

Kentucky, passing land almost as good and easy obtained, the Pro-

priotors of which would gladly give on any terms, but it would

not do, its not Kentucky, not the Promis'd land, its not the

goodly inheratonco, the Land of Milk and Honey. ~82 And Edwin

Bryant, good man and true, stood in the lonely prairie night and

watched the three major events of human life, a birth, a marriage,

a death, compressed into a single hour in the wilderness, and won-

dared too what it was that drew men and women from the familiar

securities in a perilous journey to a land they knew not «.83

Perhaps another traveler who stood upon a hill above the Platte

and looked westward said it all in one sentence: ”That way lay

 

811h. Oroggn Trail, p. 8.

82Quoted in Branch, Westward, p. 182.
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adventure and novel scenes; that way I was mightily drawn. ”84

History can tell us now of the manner of their going and

the world they built there. The perspective of time and the

collected facts can give us an inkling of the imaginative force

of the dream they held, the dream that Mrs. Farnham stitched

into her train's flag with the motto ”Oregon or the Grave," or

that Tamsen Donner packed with her books that would give polite

young ladies a seminary education in the wilds of the West—and

were abandoned instead on the Great Salt Desert. History can tell

‘us the facts, but literature, whose mission it is to impose form

upon human experience, found nothing of meaning in the West for

almost a century after Lewis and Clark walked into the sunset.

”A new intellectual system,” Smith wrote at the end ofm

Land; ”was requisite before the Host could be adequately dealt

with in literature or its social development fully understood."85

The growth of that intellectual system is a study in the emanci-

pation of a region in fiction.

 

8“Beadle, Western 'ilds, p. 24.

86Do 230.



Chapter Two

The Popular Here in Legend and Folklore

As symbols of America's westward march a new race of heroes

arose in the Chat, demigods who inhabited the mountains and rivers

beyond the fringes of society. The concepts which had shaped

American thinking about the Test, and which had produced antithe-

tical images of the lands beyond and behind the frontier, shaped

those men as well.

The‘westorm hero of legend and folklore was controlled by

either the agrarian or the empire image of the West, often by a

mixture of both. The concept of agrariaaism involved belief in

tho westward progression of civilisation, law and order, and the

fee simple realm of industrious freoholdors. The concept of

empire, on the contrary, suggested untamed nature beyond civilisan

tion, freedom, and the exploitative empire of strong men. It

followed that heroic figures must be found to symbolize these

values.

numerioans agreed that the lands beyond the frontier were

tho habitat of demigods, of lonohy heroes who existed outside the

. pale of ordinary society. Tet they strongly disagreed on the

roles these men were performing for history and the motives that

sent than there. Agrarianism.saw them as stalwart forerunners

of civilisation, dedicated explorers who found the trails, charted

the lakes and rivers, and opened the virgin lands in the cause of

advancing settlement. Tbt the gentility which was the official
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code of upperclass Americans throughout much of the country's ex-

pansion period had nothing in its scheme of values to suggest an

exalted place for the farmer or the man who furthered agricultural

advancement. The Western hero, to be brought into this value

system, had to be viewed in another light.

Francis Parkman's position indicates the manner in which

the Wild West here could be forced into high place in a system

of genteel values. Parkman was uninterested in manifest destiny

in its agricultural sense (he was able to manage a good deal more

enthusiasm for the American Fur Company's empire in the Laramie

region, finding it more fitting to his view of Western destiny),

and he had no sympathy with agrarian i-igrants. To this consum-

mate product of upperelass urbm culture they were a tedious,

ill-bred people.l Tot Parkman's guide, the French-Canadian squaw

man Henry Chatillon, was altogether another matter. ”The

prairies,” wrote the historian, "had been his school; he could

neither read nor write, but he had a natural refinement and deli-

cacy of mind, such as is rare even in women. His manly face was

a mirror of uprightness, simplicity and kindness of heart....He

was a proof of what unaided nature will sometimes do."2 Within

the value-pattern of gontility the Western here come to symbolize

the exciting freedom of man unfettered by the conventions of

society, uncorrupted by civilisation, relying on natural wisdom

 

lPrancis Parkman, _Th_e_ Oregon Trail (Boston, 1883), pp. 123-27.

2The Oregon Trail, pp. 12-18.
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and roaming a limitless natural environment. Henry Chatillon

was one with the buffalo hunts and savage trappers and Sioux war

parties that excited Parkman as no wave of emigrants ever could.

The guide's sense of morality and justice were the natural products

of a natural life. He was, in short, when seen in his romantic

setting through the eyes of gentility, one of nature's noblemen.

Primitivism became one of the key facets of the empire image of

the West.

The biographical fortunes of Daniel Boone, one of the ear-

liest Westerners to achieve heroic proportions, fully illustrate

those Opposing views of the Western hero suggested by the empire

and agrarian images. .A key question to each biographer was why

Boone left the North Carolina settlements for the Kentucky wilder-

ness. Each answered the question according to his own predilec-

tions, and the results of their efforts were two mutually exclu-

sive views of the frontier hero, a pattern which characterized

popular Western heroes for a long time.

John Filson, the biographer to whom Boone dictated his sup-

posed autobiography in 1784, held that Boone was a leader of

agricultural progress, that his westward passage was intended to

drive back the savage hordes and establish an agrarian civiliza-

tion in the wilderness. Boone explains, through Filson, that one

must resign himself to the will of Providence and "in time the

mysterious will of Heaven is unfolded, and we behold our conduct,
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from whatever motives excited, operating to answer the important

designs of heaven. Thus we behold Kentucke, lately an howling

wilderness, the habitation of savages and wild beasts, become a

fruitful field...the habitation of civilization."3 Having satis-

fied the literary conventions of his time by attributing to

Boone learned allusions to the ruins of Persepolis and Palmyra

(Boone was illiterate), Pilson goes on to portray his here as a

sacrificial figure in the cause of agrarian progress. ”Many dark

and sleepless nights,” Boone proclaims, ”have I been a campanion

for owls, separated from the cheerful society of men, scorched by

the summer's sun and pinched by the winter's cold-—an instrument

ordained to settle the wilderness."4

This is the Daniel Boone of the agrarian image, a heavenlyb

appointed figuro in the westward march of American agricultural

civilisation, a hero of destiny who opened up the wilderness to

the settlement of stalwart freoholdors.

lot so at all, said other biographers. Boone was not a

harbinger of advancing civilisation, but was rather a natural

nobleman who fled before its encroachment. He was, in point of

fact, a philosopher of primitivism.

"Boone,” said a.mid-ninoteenth century biography,

deliberately chose the peace of solitude rather than

to mingle in the wild wranglings and disputings

of the society around him. He found in the forest

and in the chase, scenes and adventures that talked

with him, in a language unsullied by the wretched-

ness of duplicity, and fraud, and petty scheming....

:atmekemndetheatdventures 91 Col. Daniel Boone (Louis-

ville, 1934), p. 49.

lKentucke, pp. 80-81.
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There seemed to be too much of form, and not

enough of the distinct and plain equities of

just judgment, about it all.‘5

Iithin ten years mother biographer reversed the image once more

and Boone was again ”an instrument in the hands of Providence for

accomplishing great purposes."6

The confusion did not abate with later studies. Edward 8.

Ellis, the dime novelist, wrote a biography which clearly made

Boone the emissary who brought civilization to the wilderness,

with Providence taking a rather obvious hand in his selection.7

But another treatment republished at about the same time disagreed

completely. Boone, presented here as having all the polish of

any gentleman in Cooper, “pitched his tent among the barren bills

as a security against the intrusion of ether-men, who, being

swayed by a love of wealth, would naturally seek their homes in

the rich level prairies."8 Biographies of our own century, writ-

ten after the passing of the agrarian image of the West, tend to

discount the prophet of progress theme. Their tone may be indi-

cated by a quotation from one of them: "When Daniel Boone under-

took to open up a road between the border settlements and the

 

5'illiam B. Bogart Daniel Boone, and the Hunters 91

Kentnfl (New York, 1856 , pp. 39-40.

a('Secil B. Hartley, Life _o_f_ Daniel Boone (Philadelphia,

1865), p. 332.

1

The Life and Times 2'; Colonel Daniel Boone, Hunter,

was, 31m (Philadelphia, 1884'S, ' . 68.

8a. 11. Jones, um Vestern Scenes (Philadelphia, 1875),

p. 16. First published in 1849.
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interior of Kentucky, it was impossible for him to foresee the

important place this rugged highway was to hold in the history

of the territorial expansion of the American people."9

Timothy Plint's biography of Boone, one of the most widely

read books about a Western figure in the first half of the nine-

teenth century,10 is perhaps the best example of confusion over

Boone's character and motives. At one point in Flint's text

Boone is delighted that ”the rich and boundless valleys of the

great wost-the garden of the earth-and the paradise of hunters,

had been won from the dominion of the savage tribes, and opened

as an asylum for the oppressed, the enterprising, and the free

of every land.'ll Yet, when Boone persuades his North Carolina

neighbors to follow bimxinto Kentucky, Flint has him present an

eloquent contrast between the evils of civilization and the vir-

tues of pristine nature. The wilderness, Boone proclaims, would

breed children ”whose breasts were not steeled by ambition, nor

hardened by avarice; in whom the beautiful influences of the in-

dulgences of none but natural desires and pure affections would

not be deadened by the selfishness, vanity, and fear of ridicule,

that are the harvest of what is called civilized 355.cultivated

12
life.“ Torn between two conflicting images of the Best and its

 

9n. Addi ton Bruce, Daniel Boone and the Wilderness Road

(1m York, 1918 , p. 101. "" " ' ' " '

“Henry Hash Smith, Virgin Land (Cambridge, Mass., l950),p.55.

11The Life and Adventures of Daniel Boone,the“Pirst Settler

01mMtugky (Cincinnati, 1868;, pp.226-27.

“1.1:. and Adventures, 1). 41.
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heroes, Plint could not decide whether Boone was a prophet of

progress or a philosopher of primitivism.

Treatments of other figures in legend and folklore con-

tinued the practice of dividing the western here into two, each

concretizing the values of one of the two dominant images of the

region. Sometimes, as in Davy Crockett's case, a hero became a

myth within his own time, a myth from which could be forged many

different images. Indeed, the Crockett myth dominated the man;

for a hero of such cosmic and comic proportions death in a blaze

of glory at the Alamo was the only fit end.

lost of the legends attached to Crockett celebrate the

frontier virtues of strength, marksmanship, and shrewdness—-exag-

geratod, through the devices of the tall tale and frontier boast,

into the realm of the comic. lb was a lattorday Prometheus in an

age when gods could be demigods on1y.13 This is the Crockett who

has come down to us through legend, embodying the skills and vir-

tues of men.whe were conquering a continent, a product of the

crude mythology of a nation bent on empire.

lot there were other Crecketts. Indeed, Walter Blair finds

six separable identities, six popular images created by frontier

conditions, politically'motivated journalism, and the hero's own

strange career. The pro-Jackson newspapers before Creckett's

 

18The story of Crockett unfreezing the earth's axis and car-

rying the sunrise to the people has been told many times. Con-

vonient references are Richard Dorson, ed., Dag: Crockett, American

Cbmic Legend (New York, 1939), p. 16; and Constance Bourke,

American Humor (Garden City, New Turk, 1953), pp. 55-56.
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defection from the party, as well as the anti-Jackson papers after

it, made him a westernined version of Poor Richard, a man without

formal education who drew his wisdom from his intimate relationship

with the nature of the wilderness Beat.“ This 1. the Crockett of

the 1884 autobiography issued by the Whigs. The melodrama of the

hero's death and the legendary character and great currency of

the later almanacs decreed, however, that the figure who personi—

fied the conquering frontier and spread-eagle rhetoric should pre-

vail for our time, to be reincarnated in the popular song of

recent years.

historians reconstructing the past have found two very dif-

ferent versions of Crockett within his own time, reflecting the

prevailing American i-ges of the Best. In one view he was a

restless, unsocial migrant who fled to the West before the advan-

oing fringes of society, a man who, when his Whig politics disaf-

fectod his constituents, could tell Tennessee to go to hell—he

was going to Texas.:[5 Bo was thus a fugitive from society, a man

of nature, bleed brother to all the natural noblemen from Cooper's

Bnppe to Iister's Virginian. Natural nobility and gargantuan

physical prowess characterised this Crockett of the empire image

of the Best. But in the agrarian image he was a far-seeing

 

Mvo1tor Blair, "Six Davy Crocketts,” Southwest Review, m

(July, 1940), 454-58. The other Crocketts that 31.n- finds are:

the tentucky hunter, the Alamo here, the backwoods buffeon who

was sometimes also vicious, and the restless migrant.

15Iledy C. Boatright, Pol___k_m_on the American Frontier

(New Ierk, 1949), p. 166.
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legislator, the prophet of progress who died at the Alamo in the

cause of horican expansion, pushing out America's frontiers and

preparing the way for agricultural settlement.16

The mountain-man hero who arose from the development of the

Becky Mountain fur trade posed new problems for the dominant

American images of the Best. Operating hundreds of miles beyond

the frontier and in a region that had no immediately apparent

agricultural potential, he was not so easily brought within the

claims of civilisation and progress as Boone and Crockett had

been.

Clearly, of course, he was in the best tradition of the

empire image, a fugitive from society, a noble anarch roaming

his wilderness domain to wrest an empire by his own unaided

strength from a dangerous and exciting environment. Touching

civilisation only when he appeared at June rendezvous to trade

his furs, returning then to his lonely mountain lakes and streams

for another year, the free trapper belonged entirely to the wil-

derness. To civilised travelers like Garrard, Parkman, Parnhom,

and Primont who met the mountain man in his habitat, he was end-

lessly romantic, endlessly exciting. To be brought within the

value-patterns of civilisation, however, he had to be assigned

certain admirable characteristics. Consequently, a cultured

writer like Hrs. Frances Puller Victor made a natural nobleman

of trapper Joe Book." J. T. Parnhom's description of a trapper

 

l'aBlair, Southwest Review, XIV, 459.

"The River .o_f_ the nu (Columbus, 1950), passim.
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he met in California in the 1840's serves as an index of this at-

titude. Bis man was, Parnham writes, "a stout, sturdy backwoods-

man, of a stamp which exists only on the frontiers of the American

states—men with the blood of the ancient Normans and Saxons in

their veins—with hearts as large as their bodies, beating nothing

but kindness till injustice shows its fangs, and then, lion-like,

striking for vengeance. This trait of natural character had been

fostered in Graham by the life he had led."18

To Parnham and fire. Victor and many others the beaver trap-

per, dressed in buckskin and moccasins, his long hair tied in a

queue, armed with rifle and knife and mounted on a horse, was the

cavalier of the wilderness, the romance of the past reincarnated

in new form. Just as important, he was free as other Americans

had only dreamed of being. As he came back to the American public

in the pages of Priment and Pattie and Bryant and Van Tramp and

Boston and a hundred others, he became a symbol of freedom, re-

mance, adventure, and fortune. Per the genteel, in addition, he

could easily be shaped into a philosopher of primitivism. Alto-

gothor, the mountain man was a ready-made figure for the empire

image of the Test.

It was somewhat more difficult, however, to bring him into

society and make him a prophet of progress. Certainly he was the

forerunner of America's agricultural advance, since be explored

new lands and made them known. Though there was little evidence

 

18The Early Days g_f_ California (Philadelphia, 1860), p. 61.
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that 111' advance of agrarian destiny was intentional, the agrarian

image of the Vent was strong enough to require little evidence.

Those nountain men who became popular heroes in their own time

thus served both images of the Best with almost equal facility.

like Pink, though not properly a mountain man as he has

survived in our folklore, was a case in point. Before he became

a trapper in the mountain wilds he had been a keelboatman. The

keelboats carried settlers down the Ohio and up and down the

Iississippi, and so, we are told, Pink was one of those ”mighty

men who, because of their craft and their strength, became heroes

of the stalwart mevers and settlers of the old West.”19 So he

was a giant among those men who moved a nation frontierward by

‘water, a paragon with a central role in destiny. A.few pages

later in the same study, however, we learn that, like Boone, "be

shifted as the frontier advanced, resenting the invasions of the

settlers who followed him.'20 Far from advancing agrarian preg-

ress, it seems, he fled before it.

The Pink who has survived in the recreations of present-day

folklorists is the Pink of empire, the man outside society, the

king among men who respected no laws.21 It is the hero who were

the red feather that designated the champion of all rivermen, who

was top dog in Natchez-under-the-hill in the days when that unlovely

19wanton- Blair and Franklin J. Meine, Mike Fink (New rork,

1933), p. v.

2oliike Pink, p. xi.

21waiter Blair, Tall r31. America (New York, 1944), pp. 34-65.
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an «I ”‘P‘r‘blo to the later Deadwood of Dakota or the Dodge

City 0! mn'o Like Crockett, Fink became one of those half-gods

who «slatted the physical West, and as in earlier heroes, the

strong man of empire survived in our folklore.

Jim Bridger, unlike Fink, was a true mountain man. His

career had all the ingredients necessary to make him in the popu-

lar mind both a figure of empire and a hero of the agrarian ad-

vance. He was generally considered the ablest hunter, mountaineer,

and guide of the West. By 1830, at twenty-six, he was a partner

in the new Rocky Mountain Fur Company, and had achieved his measure

of empire. Later he wandered all over the wilderness West, in

the best tradition of the lonely anarchs of the mountains. He

has been treated even in our own century in thoroughly primitive

terms.22 Obviously he was a hero of the empire image.

But in 1843 Bridger established his post on Black's Fork of

the Green River for the purpose of serving agrarian emigrants to

California and Oregon, and acted as a guide for emigrant trains

and official exploratory expeditions.‘I23 This, of course, made

him an apostle of progress. A recent biography begins by describ-

ing him as one of those men

noted for their valor, daring and fearless skill

in guiding emigrant trains and military or exploring

 

22See hereon Bough's treatment of Bridger in The Covered

Igon (New York, 1922).

23Binnie. H. Chittenden, The American Fur Trade 3; the Far

Int (New York, 1902) I, 257-59; J. Cecil Alter, James Bridger

ISalt Lake City, 1925 , p. xv.



49

019°91‘10“! across the trackless prairie and barren

90““: through snow-capped mountain fastnesses on

W "7 toward the setting sun. Many became famous

for bringing to bay the savage hordes who sought to

push back the tide of civilization from their donein.24

uOld Gabe“ was both the man of empire and the apostle of agrarian

progress, depending upon which image of the West governed one's

viewpoint.

Even more instructive of the dual role played by heroes of

the fur empire is the case of Kit Carson. Through Frémont's re-

ports Carson became the most famed of all mountain men, the prime

symbol of the exciting anarchs of the West. In Frémont's pages

it is the Carson of,‘p,hysic‘al prowess that we see, the superb

25 And
horseman, expert marksman, and intrepid Indian fighter.

an army lieutenant whom Carson served as guide described the

scout as ”one of Dane Nature's gentlemen“ in the best Leatherstec-

king tradition.2° A study made of Carson as he appeared in

books finds that the nobleman of nature image (usually the view

of early biographers) existed side by side with the other facet

of the empire-man, the two-gun Carson, the ”Indian fighter, the

daredevil horseman of the plains and mountains, the slayer of

grissly bears, the ancestor of hundreds of gunmen in the Beadle

 

24Louis 0. Bonig, James Bridger (Kansas City, 1951), p. l.

zbfieport _o_f_ the gluing hpgdition _t_o_ the aocgz Mountains

in the Year 1842 and 2 Ore on and California _i_1_l_ the Years 1843-

'44 (Iashington, D.C., 1845 , p. 263 g_t_ passim.

26John C. Van Tramp, Prairie and Rocky Mountain Adventures:

9;, Life g; the West (Colu‘hn'.",""l"8os), p. 173. ' """
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dine novels .‘21

Carson‘was clearly the proper hero for the empire image.

he was th. sun-god of the plains and mountains, and, for those

who list View the Western here within the moral values of gen-

tility, a man of astonishing natural moral elevation. But the

agrarian image mist also make him a pioneer of progress.28 Thus

the biographers presented a Carson who acted from altruistic

motives in the agrarian cause.29 Carson, after all, served as

emigrant guide and as a distinguished officer in the war that

extended America's borders and opened vast new lands to settlement.

He was, then, an instrument of progress, designated by Providence

to further America's destiny.

The Carson who survived; however, is the sublimely isolated

anarch, the perfect man of action who controlled his own destiny.

he was the man for whom thought and action were perfectly united,

as they were in the single sentence he often used to describe a

skirmish: “Concluded to charge them, done so."30 The shift is

apparent in later treatments of the mountain man, both fictional

and nonfictional. Stanley Vestal's biography, probably the best

recent study, presents Carson as a happy warrior, makes no attempt

 

2"Henry Nash Smith, "Kit Carson in Books," Southwest Review,

mIII (wintor, 1943), 174. ""'""'""'"

“saith, Vii-En Land, p. 84.

29Stanley Vestal, Kit Carson (Boston, 1928), p. viii.

“Vestal, p. 104.
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to hide those aspects of his character which would not find favor

'within the code of gentility, and does not suggest that the war-

rior thought of himmelf as an instrument for agrarian progress.

Carson, like Boone and Pink and Crockett, survived as the strong

man.

The reasons behind this change in attitude are important

for Western fiction. The gradual decline of the genteel tradition

removed the necessity of assigning characteristics to the here

that would fit the value-pattern of gentility. Changing views of

nature in.tho late nineteenth century, deriving from Darwin and

those who followed him, made it seem less and less likely that

nature would foster values in men comparable to the best that

civilisation could produce. Primitivism of the sort that went

into fashioning the lostern here could not long survive in a

Darwinian'world.

Ileanwhile, the agrarian image of a land of happy and inde-

pendent freeholdors in the Iest fell before other forces. The

Populist movement made it obvious that the farmer, far from

glorying in subsistence agriculture, was a restless and unhappy

victim of railroads and machinery corporations and that he wanted

a better place in the industrial economic system of his time.

It was no longer reasonable to see the Western hero as a providen-

tial instrument designed to establish a new agricultural Eden.

‘Iith these things in.mind, the hero of the cattle industry

must be seen as a complete anachronism. The cowboy has been by

far the most ubiquitous of our Iestern heroes. Be is the symbol
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which mention of the West most often evokes in the American mind,

as well as an important image of our culture exported to the

world at large. A cafe in Bone, once visited by Keats and Leopardi

and Bark Twain, proudly displays a photograph of Buffalo Bill

complete with ten-gallon Stetaonfil American movies have carried

our singing horseman all over the world.

Like his predecessors, the hero of the cattle trade become

two separable heroes. As developed through the years in dime

novels and Western thrillers, he became the gunman. The ever-

simplified moral values which first characterized him faded in

repetition until he became morally indistinguishable from his

opponents in the two-gun sagas. To the American imagination the

gunman was one last extension of that strain of rugged individual-

ism that, in the popular mind, always characterized man in the

Wild West. Like the mountain man before him, he was the epitome

of self-reliance, standing ”out on the lonely prairie, dependent

32 He has survived in our folklore as aon neither man nor God.”

last nostalgic breath from that happy past when a man stood

squarely alone and relied on his own resources in meeting destiny.

The other hero of the range kingdom was something else alto-

gether. Owen Iister plucked him from the mire of the dying dime

 

”Horace Gregory, ”Guns of the Roaring West,” Avon Book 3;

Iodern Writig Be. _2_ (Neonrk, 1954), p. 218.

320mm 3. Davis, ”Ten-Gallon Hero,” American mrtorlz, v1

(Sn-er, 1954), 121. See also Eugene Cunningham, Triggernometg:

_A_ 9.11.5; _o_f_ Gunfighters (Caldwell, Idaho, 1952), p. 1.
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novel and created a thorough historical anachronism. His Virginian,

the "cowboy without cows" as Frank Dobie calls him,33 was the roving

bachelor nomad of Andy Adams and Charlie Siringo made respectable.

Be was also the direct lineal descendant of Leatherstocking, the

nobleman of nature in a new role and a late day-long after the

view of nature which had fostered primitivism was dead. The Vir-

ginian and Lin McLean and their thousands of successors set stan-

dards of courage, morality, religion, and humor that appealed to

a nostalgic desire for an earlier, simpler life. Unlike the gun-

man, this cowboy here was deeply, naturally moral, capable of no

greater evil than boyish pranks. Bis relationship with women was

never more than that of rescuing here; his horse was his "link

with the cavalier and the plumod knight.“34 The rescue accomplished,

he satisfied adolescent standards of the relationship between the

sexes by smiling grandly on the adoring lady and riding away, to

return at the appropriate moment of peril in next week's episode.

,As the natural nobleman and the strong man the cowboy here

was a survival of the empire image of the west. Yet the agrarian

image has had its way with him as well. Patrons of Western films

and pulps can be reasonably certain that the here will side with

the good little homesteaders against the big bad cattle barons.

It was only one of the anomalies of the cowboy here's situation

that he supported the tide of civilisation which would destroy him

 

33Guido 33_Ldfe and Literature g£_the Southwest (Dallas,
 

1952), p. 124.

“Davis, American mrterlz, v1, 121.
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and his function. This version of the hero gradually became cen-

fined to the least sophisticated of Hollywood's efforts, but the

gunslinger, the tall man in the saddle, has dominated fiction

about the Best down to the present.

It was not a fruitful domination, nor did it lead to signi-

ficant use of the we.t in literature. Helentlessly stereotyped

in ten thousand pieces of bad fiction the Western hero emerged \

finally and irrevocably as the symbol of an adolescent worship

of the strong man. The empire image, asserting that the barriers

to man's self-realisation were only physical, denied any complexity

to man's relations with himself and with society. It said, in

effect, that man's significance lay in his external activities

35 and reduced those activitiesrather than in his internal drama,

to the level of melodrama. It sublimated human problems into

horseplay and the tall tale, into the confident assertion that no

such problems existed. It led to ridiculously over—simplified

moral values and oxternalized good and evil into physical factors.

The sunsgod was its proper hero, and his light clothing and white

horse were his identification. Literary expression was left, as

Howard lhmford Jones has pointed out, to Bill James on one level,

Zane Grey on another, and the pulp thriller on a third.36 In the

American experience, it seemed, the West belonged irretrievably to

Saturday afternoon horse opera and an occasional visit to the circus.

 

35Lucy'H'asard, The Frontier ig_American Literature (New York,

1927), p. 96.

3aforeward to Buzz Crockett American Comic Legend, ed.

Richard Dorson (New‘York, 1939), p. xi.
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Chapter Three

The Literary and Sub-Literary Wild West:

Cooper, Irving, and the Dime Novel

James Fenimmre Cooper was the first American writer to use

the land beyond the frontier extensively in fiction. The values

implicit in the empire image of the West, the values which formed

this version of the Western hero in legend and folklore, appear

in the major theme and central character of the Leatherstocking

Tales. The Tales, in turn, reinforced old myths (such as the

Great American Desert) and provided a pattern of ideas and conven-

tions which were imitated in writing about the West for a long

time to come.

The Iest about which Cooper wrote was the land beyond the

frontier, the vast and almost unknown domain beyond the fringes

of society. Ihen the agricultural frontier appears in his pages

it is the ill-bred, exploitative society of $22_Pioneers. Ishmael

Bush and his seven loutish sons are Cooper's version of the

agrarian emigrant.1 The West in which Natty Bumppo roams and per-

fomms his valorous deeds is the wilderness land of adventure, the

untamed nature of the empire image, not the cultivated nature of

the agrarian dream. It is a region of romance and improbable

exploits, of savage Indians and hairbreadth escapes. It has

nothing in common with the tedious and unremantic life of frontier

agriculture.

 

1The Prairie (New York, 1867), p. 17.
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Natty Bumppo, the unifying element and major character of

the Leatherstocking novels, is the most famous natural nobleman

in American literature and the lineal ancestor of most of those

who followed. Cooper has himself given us an adequate statement

of his intentions in creating the character of Bumppo.

In the moral point of view it was the intention to

illustrate the effect of seed scattered by the way-

side. To use his own language, his "gifts," were

”white gifts,” and he was not disposed to bring on

them discredit. 0n the other hand, removed from

nearly all the temptations of civilized life, placed

in the best associations of that which is deemed

savage, and favorably disposed by nature to improve

such advantages, it appeared to the writer that his

hero was a fit subject to represent the better

qualities of both conditions, without pushing either

to extremes....The imagination has no great task in.

portraying to itself a being removed from the every-

day inducements to err, which abound in civilized

life, while he retains the best and simplest of his

early impressions; who sees God in the forest; hears

lim.in the winds; bows to Ban in the firmament that

o'ercanopies all; submits to his sway in a humble

belief of his justice and mercy; in a word, a being

who finds the impress of the Deity in all the works

of nature, without any of the blots produced by the

expedients, and passion, and mistakes of men.2

Leatherstooking's natural virtues are the product of a

natural religion, of a life lived apart from the sins of the

settlements. Since he had Christian training before going to

live with the Delawaros, he is never allowed to become a thorough

pagan, but his Christianity has little to do with creed. He has

only contempt for Calvinistic haggling about covenants and arti-

cles, quickly overcaming such niceties with his direct access to

 

2The Deerslazer (New York, 1897), pp. v-vi.
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God's truth as it is found in the wilderness.3 He cannot believe

that true religion could exist in the settlements. "It seems to

me," he remarks,

that the people who live in such places must be

always thinkin' of their own inds, and of universal

decay..., the decay that follows waste and violence

....Forts and churches almost always go together,

and yet they're downright contradictions....No, no

-give me the strong places of the wilderness, which

is the trees, and the churches, too, which are arbors

raised by the hand of natur'.4

When urged, as an old man, to leave his prairie wandering and re-

turn to honor and riches in the settlements he replies,

Settlements, boy! It is long sin' I took my leave

of the waste and wickedness of the settlements and

the villages. If I live in a clearing here, it is

one of the Lord's making, and I have no hard thoughts

on the matter; but never again shall I be seen run-

ning wilfully into the danger of immoralities.5

He himself is the innocent product of unspoiled nature,

a fair example of what a just-minded and pure man

might be, while untampted by*unruly or ambitious

desires, and let to follow the bias of his feelings,

amid the solitary grandeur and enobling influences

of a sublime nature; neither led aside by the in-

ducements which influence all to do evil amid the

incentives of civilisation, nor forgetful of the

Almighty Being.“

‘Ie are often reminded that he owes something to his early training,

that his ”nature” and "gifts" are those of white men, and that for

 

3The Last 2£Dthe lbhicans (New York, Grosset and Dunlap,

n.d.), pp. 139-40.

4The Doerslazer, p. 269.

5The Prairie, p. 605.

“In Pathfinder,()lew York, 1897), p. 140.
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him to become as his red companions would be a violation of

natural law. He may condone scalping for his Delaware and Pawnee

friends, but it would be unnatural for a white. Yet, as with

his nebulous Christianity, Leatherstocking's ”gifts" from white

society are far less important to him than the characteristics

he has absorbed from wilderness life. Nature's nobleman, it is

apparent, requires a slight tincture of white civilization in

order not to become a savage, but Cooper's emphasis is always

on.the virtues that have come to Natty through nature.

Bumppo's primitivimm, however, goes beyond natural religion

to an indictment of all civilization. A.refugee from society, he

has no use for its advantages. His illiteracy itself is a matter

of pride. fily oddication," he says grandly, ”has been altogether

in the woods; the only book I read, or care about reading, is the

one which God has opened afore all his creator's in the noble

forests, broad lakes, rolling rivers....This book I can read, and

I find it full of wisdom and knowledge.”7 A.noblo anarch roaming

the wilderness, he does not require the companionship of the

settlements. “I have been a solitary man much of my time,” he

tells us in old age, ”if he can be called solitary, who has lived

for seventy years in the very bosom of natur', and where he could

at any instant open his heart to God without having to strip it

of the cares and wickednesses of the settlements."8

 

7The Deerslaler, p. 482.

8The Prairie, p. 342.
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He is clearly subversive of society. He even detests the

surveying instruments which lead civilization on its destructive

path.9 as hates society's laws as an infringement of natural

freedom, and as an old man flees to the West before the sound of

settlers' axes. .As he explains to a Teton chief on the prairie,

I passed the spring, summer, and autumn of life

among the trees. The winter of my days had come,

and found no where I loved to be, in the quiet—-

qy, and in the honesty of the woods....I slept

happily where my eyes could look up through the

branches of the pines and beeches, to the very

dwelling of the Good Spirit of my people....But

the axes of the choppers awoke me....I came here

to escape the wasteful temper of my people.10

The Leatherstocking novels themselves, though in somewhat

confused fashion, support this opposition between goodness in

nature and corruption in society. In The Deerslayer, for instance,

the mother of Judith and Hetty flutter, who had fallen into sin in

society, found true repentance only in the wilderness. Her daugh-

ter Judith, in turn, has followed the same course in her visits

to the settlements and army garrisons. Her contacts with society

have made her forget her God and how to pray: it is because of

her social contamination that Doerslayer, the natural man, cannot

love her. The younger daughter, Betty, by far the truest Christian

in the novel, despises the settlements, for ”they are full of

wickedness and heart-burnings, while God dwells unoffended in these

1
hillsi"1 Since letty is supposed to be feeble-minded-though

 

9The Doerslayer, p. 222.

10The Prairie, p. 292.

11The Doerslayer, pp. 887-88.
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certainly one of the most improbable imbeciles in literature-

Cooper's primitivism is extended to imply that irrationality (like

Leatherstocking's illiteracy) is an aid rather than a hindrance

to the apprehension of fundamental and immutable truths.

This relationship between society and nature, between man-

made law and natural freedom, between the complex appearance of

the civilised world and the simple reality of the wilderness-

those constitute the major theme of the Leatherstocking Tales as

a whole. The novels are to be read, Bey Harvey Pearce has said,

as essentially the story of Natty Bumppo-as the

bean ideal of the frontiersmen-in the context of

the frontier, with what was for Cooper and his

follows a tension of civilization and non-civilization.

Bumppo is the superman in a milieu in which such could

develop. But even the frontiersmen in all his perfec-

tion-and this was Cooper's major insight—~could not

last; he was to be swept over by the very civilization for

which he had cleared the way and to which in some respects

he was superior.

Cooper believed too deeply in civilization to side ultimately with

Natty, but he could feel that the inevitable march of progress

crushed something very admirable in the American experience.

The Leatherstocking novels do not, however, adequately ex-

plore this theme of tension between civilization and non-civilization.

It is a constant in the tales, but it is nowhere artistically reap

lined. Cooper's attempts to explore dramatically the implications

of his material split squarely on the rock of gentility.

Iriting within the genteel tradition, within the conventions

of the love story having for its hero and heroine people of accep-

table class status, Cooper reacted to his material in the same

I5"The Leatherstocking Tales Be-examined,” South Atlantic

mun-1;, nm (October, 1941), 521.
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'way as did Mrs. Victor and Francis Parkman and many others who

wrote of the West from the viewpoint of the East. To attach sig-

nificanco to the frontier experience and the wilderness west within

the values of gentility, the writer had somehow "to prove his un-

lettered natives had an innate and unaccountable moral virtue ac-

ceptable as a substitute for culture."13

Cooper's major character creation, his natural nobleman,

had to be brought into harmony with characters and conventions

derived from polite society; Leatherstocking must play his role

within a framework.which included class status and civilized man-

ners. Cooper could not simply write an adventure tale of hunters

and Indians performing exploits in the wilderness. The results

of bringing the wilderness here into relationship with refined

society are artistically and intellectually ludicrous. If he is

to be given a significant place in such a framework, he must be

transformed in accordance with genteel conventions-this is the

case with several of Cooper's wilderness heroes. Natty himself,

who is not so transformed, remains a noble anarch outside society,

deferring to the proper social standards of a civilization that

he is everywhere indicting, or serving to further the tide of

westward progress that is engulfing him and destroying his way

of life.

Bumppo cannot, for example, with his illiteracy, homely

dialect, and natural simplicity, possess the refinement necessary

 

13Henry'N'ash Smith, ”The Southwest: An Introduction,"

Saturday Review, m (May 16, 1942), o.
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to become a genteel hero in the accepted sense. He may serve as

guide and protector for the cultivated young ladies who people

the novels, but he can never marry one of them. He must constantly

pay respect to the social structure of a civilization which, as

he well knows, is sweeping over him and destroying his place in

the world. As Hawkeyo, for instance, he places himself to the

rear of those genteel beings he is protecting "with a deference

to the superior rank of his companions, that no similarity in the

state of their present fortunes could induce him to forget."14

Thus the man who stands outside all class structure, the subverter

of society who draws his gifts and virtues from nature and nature's

God, must be made to support the polite conventions of class sta-

tus. The novel based on genteel values could not have it otherwise.

Ihon Leatherstocking falls in love and momentarily, under

the influence of a father who wants him to marry his daughter,

considers himself the girl's equal, the result is instructive.

label Dunhom, Leatherstocking's intended, is the daughter of a

British sergeant at a frontier army garrison on Lake Ontario.

Since this is obviously not an adequate heritage for a genteel

heroine, we discover that label, reared in the settlements by the

widow of a field officer, has been provided by her with all the

necessary refinements. Ilabel's conversational use of literary

references which her father and Leatherstocking do not understand

indicates her cultural superiority, and with such evidence as

 

1“The Last 2£_the Mohicans, p. 360.
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this before him, Leatherstocking realizes in a moment of anguish

that their marriage would be an "unnatural" alliance, that he is

too ”wild” for her.15 Nature's nobleman, Cooper concludes, must

be found wanting for lack of genteel attributes.

Ibo, then, may be the proper hero to match with this genteel

heroine? For nine-tenths of the novel Jasper Western appears to

be as complete a product of the frontier as Leatherstocking him-

self. Hearod on the shores of Lake Ontario, he has never seen

the settlements. Selected for his intimate acquaintance with his

native region, he serves as civilian master of a small cutter that

plies the lake for the army garrison. However, he does not speak

in dialect, always a good clue in a Cooper novel. More than

this, he suddenlyb-and quite unaccountably-turns out to be a

"scholar" who speaks French (another good clue in Cooper), and it

develops that he and label road the some books.16 Though Mabel,

as a sorgoant's daughter, may not disregard class lines and

marry the officer who has proposed to her, there can be no such

objection to Jasper. And since it is unthinkable that his modest

occupation could suit his new role of genteel hero, Jasper must

leave his beloved lake, a possibility which had horrified everyone

a few pages earlier as being against his very nature.17 To solve

the problem, he becomes a successful merchant in New fork, thus

 

15The Pathfinder, p. 489.

16The Pathfinder, p. 488.

17The Pathfinder, p. 475.
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acquiring the requisite social rank for his new literary status.

The case of Paul Hover in.!hg_Prairie is similar. When he

wins Ellen bade, another young lady who has risen above her social

class by reason of superior training, he must give up his lowly

occupation of bee hunter. The efforts of his wife and others

of superior rank, we are told, "succeeded, in the process of time,

in working a great and beneficial change in his character. He

soon became a landholder, then a prosperous cultivator of the

soil, and shortly after a town-officer."18 It is evident that

if a wilderness hero is to be elevated into a genteel love match

he must be transformed through a male equivalent of the ladies'

seminary into something other than a simple wilderness hero. in

even more direct, though timedworn method of bringing about the

miraculous transformation is to shroud a genteel hero of irre-

proachablo ancestry in a lowly disguise. Thus Oliver Effingham

poses as the most unlikely half-brood in all of literature—dwith,

of course, the unexplained ability to speak French.19

These were the eonvontions of gentility which hindered Cooper

from a full and artistic realization of the potentialities of his

material. Three successive chapters of zhg.Pioneers, for example,

represent dramatically the despoliation of the natural resources

of the land by frontier society. Trees are wantonly slashed for

their sap or felled for no good reason. Passenger pigeons are

 

18The Prairie, p. 518.

19The Pioneers (New Terk, 1897), p. 226.
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slaughtered wholesale until the ground is covered with their

broken bodies. The lakes are recklessly seined of their fish,

most of which will simply rot. Clearly this is an exploitative

civilization, hoodless of the consequences of raping the land.

Leatherstocking, as always, stands in stalwart opposition

to these "wasty'wajst'20 Judge Temple, a prime representative

of gentility in the novel, himself has misgivings about such

wholesale destruction.21 Ihat, then, of those who join enthusi-

astically in the senseless waste? The most one can say is that

they lack both Loatherstocking's natural goodness and the judge's

cultural heritage. They are led by Richard Jones, a pretentious

fool who betrays his lack of gentility by boasting too much of

his bloodlines, and who displqys lack of natural wisdom by his

townsman's ignorance of the wilderness.

The civilization of this novel is newly established in the

forest. It is a transitional society, one in which, in terms of

the novel itself, men have lost the natural virtues which complete

reliance on nature gives, and have not yet attained the stable

class structure which permits intelligent social direction by a

cultivated elite. In the world of Cooper's novels this stage of

civilization is but one step removed from the domain of men like

Ishmael Bush, who

had passed the'whole of a life of more than fifty

years on the skirts of society. He boasted that

 

onhe.Pionoors, p. 261.

lehe Pioneers, p. 232 33.23ssim.
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he had never dwelt where he might not safely

fell every tree he could view from his own

threshold; that the law had rarely been known

to enter his clearing, and that his ears had

never willingly admitted the sound of a church

bell.22

The frontier society of Thg.Pioneers is coming to hear the church

bell in the forests, to impose law on lawlessness. It is a world

caught in tension between social organization and anarchy. This

is the basic theme in the novel, but it is not explored on any

adequate level. It is also a good and important theme, one whose

ramifications and implications would bear developing. This par-

ticular stage of frontier society, perceived by few at the time

and treated in fiction by none, might have received at Cooper's

hands-had he not been bound by genteel conventions-—an intelli-

gent and camprehensive treatment.

Judge Temple very consciously sees himself as the emissary

of civilization in the wilderness. He must imprison the naturally

good man, Leatherstocking, to uphold the laws of that civiliza-

tion, but his support of society does not extend to halting the

‘wasteful depredations of his tenants and townsmen who are destroy-

ing the naturally good man's existence, even though it is his own

lands they are despoiling. Leatherstocking, lacking the attributes

of gentility which could confer upon him a significant role in

connection with society and make him a worthy opponent of the

judge's world, remains a simple, undoserving victim. He may rail

 

22The Prairie, p. 89.
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at the civilization Judge Temple is bringing to the wilderness,

but Cooper cannot allow this indictment to extend to the genteel

values which Temple represents. After playing out his assigned

role of saving fainting maidens from wild beasts and forest fires,

and serving as the instrument to bring "Mr. Oliver" out of disguise

and into a proper’marriago, Leatherstocking fades once again into

the wilderness.

Cooper feels compelled, however, to make a last, ludicrous

attempt to give his natural nobleman a societal function, to bring

' him into relationship to these social values which Judge Temple

and his friends represent. At the end of the novel civilization

has robbed the old hunter of his means of livelihood, its courts

and laws have imprisoned and shamed him, its meddling in his simple

life has driven him from.his home of forty years. Yet as he sets

out in desperation for the virgin lands to the west in his old

age, Cooper remarks of him, ”He had gone far towards the setting

sun,-—the foremost in that band of pioneers who are opening the

way for the march of the nation across the continent."23 Poor old

Natty must be shown, at last, as an emissary of progress, a pie-

neer hero in America's westward march. The agrarian dream of ci-

vilising-the lost must be given its meager due.

The nature of Cooper's artistic failure determined the nature

of his legacy to fiction about the Test. He imposed the framework

of the genteel novel on Western materials, and writers who followed

 

28The Pioneers, p. 477.
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continued to employ many of the same conventions. Cooper's

tremendous popularity and reputation made it extremely difficult

for his successors to break through the restrictive pattern within

which he had straitjacketed fiction of the West. Those literary

traditions which prevented him from realizing the dramatic impli-

cations of his basic theme of conflict between society and nature

continued to plague Western fiction, and continued to guarantee

its literary insignificance. The Leatherstocking Tales, in

failing to explore their thematic implications, became adventure

stories, full of scalping Indians and the terrors of the bowling

wilderness. This was their contribution to literature of the

lost, a pattern of disguised heroes and savage Indians and peri—

lous escapes that was to be endlessly exploited by the inferior

writers who followed.

Cooper's major contribution, however, was to the creation

of the western literary hero. In the words of one historian of

American frontier literature, Leatherstocking symbolized three

hero-types in one; "a nobleman of nature, a refugee from civili-

zation, a conqueror of the continent."24 Each of these hero-

motifs had a long history in subsequent literature about the

lost. Noblemen of nature have persisted in Vestern fiction well

into our own century. But as in the case of the Western hero of

legend and folklore, the refugee-frmm-civilization and the

conqueror-of-the-continent motifs proved more popular and

 

24Lucy Hazard, The Frontier iqumerican Literutugg_(New York,

1921), p. 139.



69

enduring. In the pages of the writers who followed Cooper this

here evolved quite naturally into the simple strong man, the

sun-god hero. Natty Bumppo might with justification call himself

the literary ancestor of Western heroes as diverse as Deadwood

Perceiving in the frontier the conflict between freedom in

untamed nature and the restrictions of advancing civilization,

Cooper made it the dominant theme of his Hestern fiction. He

did not find a suitable artistic form for the portrayal of this

theme, perhaps prevented as he was by an emotional attachment to

one half of his perception and an intellectual comitment to the

other—less speculatively, prevented by the conventions of the

artistic tradition within which he worked. Washington Irving‘s

work on the West, confined in a framework made up of many of the

some conventions, also fails to achieve the self-consistency that

could have given it true literary significance, but for different

reasons. Irving's assumptions about his material were different

from Cooper's, deriving from the opposite image of the West, but

they were equally limiting and unfruitful assumptions for handling

Iestorn material in a literary art form.

Irving's three works on the West, of course, are not fiction,

and thus not subject to formal analysis in the same sense as are

Cooper's novels. Yet the assumptions and conventions which under-

lie ; Tour 2 the Prairies, Astoria, and Captain Bonneville are
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nearly as important for American literature as those of the

Leatherstocking Tales, illustrating as they do another Eastern

literary attitude toward the west. Analysis of Irving's western

books indicates that his assumptions also presented an artistic

dead end to the writer who would impose form on Western materials.

Like Cooper, Irving wrote of the lands beyond the frontier,

and like Cooper he viewed his material from the lofty standpoint

of the genteel last. In revising the Robert Stuart manuscript

for use in his history of Astoria, for instance, he was always

careful to correct Stuart's lax, democratic habit of assigning

the title of "Ir.” to gentleman and commoner alike. Irving

pointedly reserved this mark of respect for the well—born among

his characters.26 In the catalogue of sins with which he charges

the French fur merchant at his lonely post, the disregard of class

status cameo high.26 .Also, of course, well aware of the delicate

sensibilities of his genteel audience, Irving edited his source

material to eliminate too graphic descriptions of crude life in

the west that might give offenso.21

Tet in treating the contrasting values suggested by the

empire and agrarian images of the West, in depicting the opposi-

tion.of nature and society, freedom.and law, primitivism and

 

2Blenneth A. Spaulding, "A.Note on.Astoria: Irving's Use

of the Robert Stuart Manuscript,” American Literature, XXII (Hay,

1950), 156. . ' "'""'

“sunny.“ Irving, Astoria (New York, 1395), I, 9.

a‘ISpaulding, American Literature, XIII, 150-53.
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civilization that seemed inherent in the frontier, Irving, unlike

Cooper, clearly aligned his views with the doctrine of progress

and civilization. He did not find the empire west full of nature's

nobleman, nor life in the wilderness conducive to morality; in-

stead, ho felt, "the existence of a savage in these parts seems

little better than a prolonged and all-besetting death. It is,

in fact, a caricature of the boasted romance of feudal times;

chivalry in its native and uncultured state, and knight-errantry

28 The whites who live permanently in the wilderness,"I! “lie.

far from learning virtues from.uncontaminated nature, share this

life that is nasty, brutish, and short. "Having passed their

early youth in the wilderness," he writes of the free trappers,

separated almost entirely from.civilized man, and

in frequent intercourse with the Indians, they

relapse, with a facility common to human nature,

into the habitudes of savage life...they look back

with repugnance on the restraints of civilization.

Host of them intemmarry‘with the natives, and...

have often a plurality of wives. wanderers of

the wilderness...they lead a precarious and um?

settled oxistonce.39

Though Irving ultimately supported the doctrine of civiliza-

tion, the empire image of man roaming strong and free in the wil-

derness was too prevalent in American thought for him to disregard

altogether. He was capable, at odd moments, of praising the

total independence of the trapper, or of dropping a casual phrase

of admiration for the noble savage. He speaks at times of the

 

”Astoria, 1, 268.

”Astoria, I, 164.
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trappers as ”these strange and fearless wanderers of the wilder-

ness'ao or "cavaliers of the mountains.”31 Indians, on occasion,

can be ”red warriors of the wilderness, unsophisticated children

33 Butof nature,'32 an Osage boy, a ”native-born gentleman."

these are the exceptions in Irving's work. More characteristic

are the sentiments found in his description of an Osage Agency

on the Verdigris, a place inhabited by ”a sprinkling of trappers,

hunters, half-breeds, creoles, negroes of every hue; and all that

other rabble rout of nondoscript beings that keep about the fron-

tiers, betweon civilized and savage life, as those equivocal birds,

the bats, hover about the confines of light and darkness."34

'hen they are understood within the context of Irving's work,

the comparisons of civilization to light, and of savage life to

darkness, are not accidental.

As in Cooper, the conflict between civilization and untamed

nature is a major theme in Irving's Hestorn writing. But in his

conviction that civilization is a vast improvement of man's lot,

Irvtng portrays a different sort of wilderness from that found in

the Leatherstocking Tales. Pierre Boatte, the French-Osage guide

 

”Astoria, I, 244.

31Captain Bonneville (New York, 1895), I, 95.

“appear. Bonneville, I, 24.

331 Tour 2 the Prairies in The Crayon Miscellany (New York,

1895), I, 46.

3‘; Tour, p. 16.
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and hunter whom Irving engaged for his tour of the prairies, might

have been a perfect parallel to Parkman's Henry Chatillon.

Irving, however, does not find his son of the wilderness a

”proof of what unaided nature may sometimes do," but rather a

sullen, ill-bred, unattractive demi-savage.35 When a party of

Bonneville's trappers burns an Indian for horsestealing, Irving

blames their nomadic, lawless life beyond society, for ”much are

the savage cruelties that white men learn to practice, who mingle

in savage life."36

Belief in the desirability of advancing civilization, in

the necessity of eradicating the cruelty and barbarian of anarchic

existence in the wilderness-—this is the controlling theme of all

three of Irving's western books. His idealization of Astor is a

commonplace of literary history. A.man of 'persevering industry,

rigid economy, and strict integrity...an aspiring spirit that al-

ways looked upwards; a genius bold, fertile and expansive; a saga-

city quick to grasp and convert every circumstance to its advan-

tage,”37 Astor, for Irving, was a commercial titan and financial

genius. But it is important to note that in Irving's eyes he was

also the amissary of civilization. His grandiose plan to capture

the fur trade of the Northwest, to establish a line of posts the

length of the Hussouri and the Columbia, and to initiate profitable

 

35; Tour, pp. 17-19.

3OCaptain Bonneville, I, 224.

37Astoria, I, 24.
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commerce with the Orient was, to Irving, exciting and praiseworthy

in itself. Yet it had a higher meaning, for Astor

was not actuated by mere motives of individual profit.

He'was already wealthy beyond the ordinary desires of

men, but he now aspired to that honorable fame which

is awarded to men of similar scope of mind, who by

their great commercial enterprise have enriched na-

tions, peopled wildernesses, and extended the bounds

of empire. He considered his projected establishment

at the mouth of the Columbia as the emporium to an

immense commerce; as a colony that would form the

genm of a wide civilization; that would, in fact,

carry the American population across the Rocky Moun-

tains and spread it along the shores of the Pacific.38

For Irving, as Lucy Hazard has pointed out, the real hero of the

frontier epic was not the trapper or the Indian fighter, but the

promoter or financial genius who stood behind them, establishing

and developing civilization.39

Irving's vision of an American civilization marching swiftly

and inevitably across the unorganized, empty spaces beyond the

Mississippi colored other phases of his view of the West. The

unsettled prairies over which he journeyed promised not the wilder-

ness of empire but the fertility of agriculture, answered "literal-

ly to the land of promise, 'a land flowing with milk and honey.'“40

as hoped to see agriculture draw the Indians from their nomadic

existence.“ As he saw them within the context of advancing society,

the seekers for precious metals and the fur trade had been

 

asutoria, I, 40.

391.12.:W3.9.gm Literature. pp. 124-25.

4°; Tour, 1). 52.

41; Tour, pe 202.
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the pioneers and precursors of civilization.

Without pausing on the borders, they have

penetrated at once, in defiance of difficulties

and dangers, to the heart of the savage countries;

laying open the hidden secrets of the wilderness;

leading the way to remote regions of beauty and

fertility that might have remained unexplored for

ages, and beckoning after them the slow and

pausing steps of agriculture and civilization.42

Irving shared the belief of his time in a Great American

Desert, and it disturbed him, since "it is to be feared that a

great part of it will form a lawless interval between the abodes

of civilized man, like the wastes of the ocean or the deserts of

Arabia; and, like them, be subject to the depredations of the

marauder."43 Such a region, he was afraid, would become the per-

manent habitat of "adventurers and desperadoes of every class and

country, yearly ejected from the bosom of society into the wilder-

ness.”

He deeply regretted that the war of 1812 and Madison's

wavering attitude had allowed Astoria and the Columbia region to

slip from.American possession into the greedy grasp of the Hudson's

Bay Company, for, "in our hands, besides the roving bands of trap-

pers and traders, the country would have been explored and settled

by industrious husbandmen; and the fertile valleys bordering the

rivers, and shut up among its mountains, would have been made to

pour forth their agricultural treasures to contribute to the general

 

4gistoria, I, 2.

4°Asteria, I, 313.

44Astoria, I, 314.
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wealth."45 He read Bonneville's description of the Grande Ronde,

so far beyond the fringes of society, and foresaw farms in this

beautiful and fertile valley.46 He envisioned a commercial and

agrarian empire rising in California.47

Irving carried his civilization like a shield into the wil-

derness, interpreting what he saw in terms of its familiar symbols.

The lofty forests, instead of symbolizing solitude or freedom,

reminded him of a Gothic cathedral, for "indeed there is a grandeur

and solemnity in our spacious forests of the West, that awaken in

me the same feeling I have experienced in those vast and venerable

piles, and the sound of the wind sweeping through them supplies

occasionally the deep breathings of the organ."48 It required

”but little stretch of fancy" to imagine that buffalo feeding

near a grove in the prairie distance were "so many cattle grazing

on the edge of a common, and that the grove might shelter some

lonely farm-house."49 He fretted moralistically about the effect

of the wilderness on himself as a civilized.man. "Man," he wrote,

"is naturally an animal of prey; and however changed by civiliza-

tion, will readily lapse into his instinct for destruction. I

found my ravenous and sanguinary propensities daily growing stronger

upon the prairies."50

 

“um-1., n, 356.

“Captain Bonneville, II, 5.

"Canals Bonneville, II, 105.

48; 'l'eur, p. 39.

49A Tour, p. 223.

5°; ’l‘our, p. 104.
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It is this firm substratum of belief in civilization which

lends the specious air to Irving's praise of the wilderness and

man in a state of nature. Almost as a.matter of literary conven-

tion he must make a "real old Leatherstocking" of the hunter

Ryan.51 The old man's moral superiority is demonstrated by his

refusal to lure door by bloating like a fawn ("It is a rascally

trick,“ he says, for all the world like Natty Bumppo, "to take

advantage of a mother's love for her young."),52 but this is a

matter of dropping a casual phrase or two, and Irving develops

no natural noblemen.

He pays conventional homage to the idea of nomadic freedom,

writing of an Osage boy’who was ready to leave his home for a

long journey without preparation:

Such is the glorious independence of man in a savage

state. This youth with his rifle, his blanket, and

his horse, was ready at a.mmment's warning to rove

the world; he carried all his worldly effects with

him, and in the absence of artificial wants possessed

the great secret of personal freedom. We of society

are slawos, not so much to others as to ourselves;

our superfluities are the chains that bind us, im-

peding every movement of our bodies, and thwarting

every impulse of our souls. Such, at least, were

my speculations at the time.53

There must always in Irving's mdnd be this final qualifica-

tion, the recognition that these are only pleasant sentiments for

the man of civilization. as may charmingly describe "the exulting

feelings of the worthy captain, at finding himself at the head of

 

51; four, p. 170.

525 four, p. 210

53; Tour, p. 30.



78

a stout band of hunters, trappers, and woodmen; fairly launched

on the broad prairies, with his face to the boundless west”; or

he may trumpet that ”the tamest inhabitant of cities, the veriest

spoiled child of civilization, feels his heart dilate and his

pulse best high, on finding himself on horseback in the glorious

‘wilderness”54-but these are the indulgences of a literary man.

'Iithin the context of his books, each buttressed front and rear

‘with the doctrine of progress and studded with civilized moral

precepts, they can be only romantic inconsistencies, the conven-

tional tributes from the literary study to the emotions and desires

of another world.

Belief in himself as a civilized man, quite unlike the semi-

savages around him, made Irving an observer rather than a partici-

pant in his own tour of wilderness life. There is always the de-

tachment of the spectator in his relation of incidents. "It was

‘with a sensation half serious, half comic," he writes of fording

a river in a bullboat, ”that I found.myse1f thus afloat, on the

skin of a buffalo, in the midst of a wild river, surrounded by

‘wilderness, and towed along by a half savage, whooping and yelling

like a devil incarnate."55 ‘Under the spur of excitement he may

join in.a buffalo hunt, but once the chase is over and the animal

is killed, he must reproach himself for this lapse into barbarism.56

 

64Captain Bonneville, I, 18.

“_a_ Tour, p. 78.

56A Tour, pp. 226-27.
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He is careful, likewise, in writing about the exploits of others,

to point out that the higher products of culture—those deserving

the respectful "Mr."-—do not indulge in the wild orgies and

roustabout games of the trappers and common rout, but hold them-

selves under such restraints as become civilized gentlemen.‘57

The agrarian imge of the West, the vision of civilization

spreading and transforming the wilderness into a replica of the

ordered Bast, thus determined the nature and scope of Irving's

writing on the region. From such a viewpoint the wilderness

West could be regarded only as a transient phase of civilization,

a moment in developent toward a higher end. The West was merely

the land of Becoming; the East was the land of Being, the highest

point of American development and therefore the true place of

significance in the American experience. When the writer with

such a conviction turned from his proper field in older, more

highly developed societies to this new lend, he was indulging

his penchant for romance, for sentiments and scenes and incidents

romantically attractive in themselves but without real meaning.

Irving, unlike Cooper, did not feel that something valuable was

being crushed by society's westward march, nor was he caught in

irresolution between civilization and nature. The significance

of the West, to him, lay solely in its yieldingto new ways, to

the values and forms of the East. Meanwhile, its wild and uncouth

life was no more than material suitable for nostalgic romance.

 

”Captain Bonneville, I, 228-29.
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Like Owen'Vister later, Irving wrote the epitaph of a romantic

era, immertalizing a passing age, capturing in print the flavor

of a vanishing epoch. Viewing his framework of civilization

supplanting barbarous nature, carefully surrounded by the moral

judgments of ordered society, we should expect from Irving the

romance of the wild, the bizarre, and the picturesque-and that,

in full measure, is what we get.

With the passing of the fur trade, he felt,

the gay free trapper and his steed, decked out in

wild array, and tinkling with bells and trinketry;

the savage war chief, plumed and painted; the

trader's cavalaade, winding through defiles or

over naked plains, with the stealthy‘war party

lurking on its trail; the buffalo chase, the hunting

camp, the mad carouse in the midst of danger, the

night attack, the stampado, the fierce skirmish

among rocks and cliffs,-all this romance of savage

life, which.yet exists among the mountains, will

then exist but in frontier story,.and seem like the

fiction of chivalry or fairy tale.58

This is the burden of Irving's West. "Painters," he remarks,

"are fond of representing banditti at their rude and picturesque

carousols; but here were groups still more rude and picturesque;

and it needed but a sudden onset of Blackfeet, and a quick tran-

sition fromna fantastic revel to a furious melee, to have rendered

this picture of a trapper's life complete.”59 Irving's books

provide this romantic picture, complete even to numerous skirmishes

‘with the dreaded Pied Noir. It is not by chance that he is so

fond of describing encampments as they appear by firelight, the

 

58Captain Bonneville, II, 224-25.

5°Captain Bonneville, II, 88.
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romantic flickering that gives the cluster of tents and hunters

"a savage appearance" or an appearance "singularly wild."6o

These scenes, and the words ”rude," "wild," and "picturesque,"

abound in his descriptions.

Having sketched his version of the mountain man as a wild

nomad, he remarks, ”such is the mountaineer, the hardy trapper

of the West; and such...is the wild, Robin Hood kind of life,

‘with all its strange and motley populace, now existing in full

vigor in the Rocky Mountains."61 In this portrait the fur trapper

has little to do with trapping furs. .Although Irving professed

to be writing a history of the trade in Astoria, be eliminated

pedestrian, factual material bearing on the trade from Stuart's

manuscript, and so revised his sources as "to change a serious

report into a tale of adventure."62 Thus, he blandly omits

description of Bonneville's entire winter trapping campaign in

order to tell of an exciting buffalo hunt on the way to rendezvous.63

He describes trappers at rendezvous again and again ("what feast-

ing, what reveling, what boasting, what bragging, what ranting and

roaring, racing and gambling, and squabbling and fighting"),64

but he has virtually nothing to say of the less romantic aspects

of a trappor's life. From Irving's civilized viewpoint the world

of the west could only be romantic, and it was romance, rather

than fidelity to his material, that he sought for his books.

 

5°; Tour, pp. 125, 144.

”Captain Bonneville, I, 13-14.

62Spaulding, American Literature, XIII, 153.
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Irving's doctrine of civilization, then, served him no better

in handling the lands beyond the frontier than the tension between

civilization and nature operating in the frame of gentility served

Cooper. In Irving's view the west could only be the land of ex-

citing cxpleits and improbable romance, of things picturesque, a

land as meaningless indeed to the American experience as "the fic-

tion of chivalry or the fairy tale." He was an earlier counter-

part of the modern vacationing Neerorker taking snapshots of

Navajos; he wanted his scenes to be as quaintly romantic as possi-

ble, but he knew they had nothing to do with life at home.

It is this inability to find an intellectual framework for

his material, a meeting place for his values and subject, that

leaves Irving's books filled with intellectual inconsistencies

and with no organizational principle beyond simple chronology.

This is the reason also, as one critic has shrewdly noted, that

Irving was unable to raise the stories he heard round the camp-

fire to the level of folk tales.65 This land of little past and,

for him, of a future totally different from that past, did not

offer the stable values and cultural framework necessary to his

usual mode. so legends could be written here that extended out-

side themselves to illuminate a cultural heritage. Since they

 

63Captain Bonneville, 1, 200-201.

64Captain Bonneville, II, 201.

66Leonard B. Beach, "washington Irving," Universitngg

Kansas City Review, XIV (Summer, 1948), 265.
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cannot be given cultural significance, Irving's anecdotes and

their heroes remain unintegrated into any whole, and meaningless

in isolation-as impossible to harmonize with the societal values

within which he wrote so was Cooper’s Leatherstocking figure.

The west, in such an intellectual system, could attain sig-

nificanceoonly as it became indistinguishable from the parent

East. Its own history, traditions, and culture could have nothing

important to say to America. Its use in literature, for those

writers who accepted the traditions Irving laid down, must partake

of the never-never land of meaningless romance.

The legacy left to the literature of the West in the pages

of Cooper and Irving-the furious skirmishes with Mingoes and

Blackfeet, the perilous escapes, the heroes in disguise, the res-

cues of genteel young ladies, the terrors, perils, and exciting

escapades of the wilderness, all the wild, the bizarre, and the

picturesque-found their proper, sub-literary level in the nine-

teenth century publishing phenomenon which we identify under the

generic term "Dime Novel." writers looking for a profitable for-

mmla that might be endlessly repeated with slight variations found

what they sought in these traditions.

Cheap, paper-covered fiction had appeared sporadically for

more than thirty years before Irwin Beadle began his 2123_Novels

series in 1860 with the republication of Mrs. Ann 8. Stephens'

laleska; The Indian Wife of the White Hunter.66 But the

6sAlbert Johannse The House of Beadle Adams and

s?Ho_ Wigglfi31.D_i_m_e and Nick—_o_l Novel rman, “Elai—one, , 3,3

 

.12.
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distinctive, salmon-colored paperbacks issued by the Beadles

were the first to be published in a continuous series at a fixed

price of ten cents. They found a mass market that no one had

known existed and stimulated other publishers to issue their own

dime series. The genre of the Dime Novel came into being with

the appearance of the Beadle product.

The new fictional medium quickly gained an audience of

sensational size by nineteenth century standards, with the

Beadles' sales between 1860 and 1865 approaching five million

copios.61 Hrs. Stephens' thriller "was followed by more than

three hundred tales in the original series, and in due course by

thousands of similar titles in more than thirty distinct series

issued over a period of three decades."68 The Dime Novel became

a cultural force in American life.

Intended as they were for a mass audience, the novels

sought "the lowest common denominator: themes that were found

to be popular, attitudes that met with the most general approval,

became stereotyped.”69 The editor in charge of the Beadle stable

of writers, Orville J. Victor, a sort of human seismograph of

American desires in popular fiction, laid down the plot formulas

and established the rules of possibility, morality, and action

for the genre. The early efforts were intensely moral, in a

 

6”’Henry'llash Smith, "The western Hero in the Dime Novel,"

Southwest Review, 111111 (Summer, 1948), 276.

“Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land (Cambridge, Mass., 1950),

p. 90o

69llerle Curti, ”Dime Novels and the American Tradition,"

Islam ml (sun-er, 1937), 761.
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simplesminded fashion. No drinking or gambling was allowed, and

all female characters were ladies as pure as any Cooper heroine.

Said Victor of his fictional wares, "All were clean and instruc-

tive.""o

“The writers on Victor's staff," says one historian, "com-

posed at great speed and in unbelievable volume; many of them

could turn out a thousand words an hour for twelve hours at a

71 Edward 8. Ellis, one of the most prolific and suc-stretch.”

cessful of the Beadle writers, wrote widely for practically every

other papular medium of his time as well. In addition, apparently

as a casual sideline, he managed to turn out fifty large volumes

of history, a volume on arithmetic, and one on physiology!72

"Fiction produced in these circumstances," writes Henry Nash Smith,

"virtually takes on the character of automatic writing..., an ob-

jectified.mass dream, like the moving pictures or the soap operas

that are the present-day equivalent of the Beadle stories.”3

The Dime Novels portrayed a level of character, of morality,

courage, honor, and action, that found a response in the popular

mind. They offered Americans an image of America and themselves

that met widelybfelt needs.

 

70Charles M. Harvay, "The Dime Novel in American Life,"

Atlantic Monthly, 0 (July, 1907), 42.

“Smith, Southwest Beviev, 111111, 277.

”Jonennoon, The House g_f_ Beadle and Adams, 11, 193-97.

738outhwost Review, XIXIII, 277.
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A.very pronounced part of this image of America was an image

of the American Host. .A check of the plot synopses provided by

.Albert Johannsen in his formidable history of the Beadles' publish-

ing activities indicates that, of the first two hundred novels

issued by this organ, covering a period of ten years, ninety were

directly concerned with the'West.74 Since the others were widely

distributed among subjects ranging from the American Revolution

to piracy on the high seas, with a generous sprinkling of straight

romance and tales of mistaken identity, the West was dispropor-

tionately popular from the first. .A later series, American 22135,

probably a Beadle issue but published only under an agent's name,

leaned even more strongly to‘Westerns.

The preference of dime novelists for western materials is

easily explained. The west was a natural for such fiction. All

its history and its treatment in literature suggested the very

things which cheap fiction sought-scenes that were romantic and a

picturesque, animals that were properly ferocious, heroes that h

were pure and uncomplicated, deeds that were heroic and sensa-

tional, and, of course, devilish, villainous Indians.

Cooper's Leatherstocking provided an obvious hero for these

imitative writers. Smith has found that, “of seventy-nine Dime

Novels selected as a sample of those dealing with the Nest between

1860 and 1893, forty contain one or more hunters or trappers whose

age, costume, and general functions entitle them to be considered

“the House g_f_ Beadle and Adams, 11, 81-93.

75Johannsen, The House 2£.Beadle and Adams, II, 127 ff.
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lineal descendants of the great original."76 Victor himself

testified that the Leatherstocking series was a primary source

of material for his writers.77

Cooper's legacy was not, however, an unmixed blessing, for

'with it the dime novelists inherited the values of gentility.

Characters in the early Dime Novels were no less aware of class

status than they had been in Cooper. The novel still demanded

a genteel hero and heroine and a proper love match. The problem

of bringing the noble son of the wilderness into organic relation-

ship with such refinement remained; marrying him to a genteel

heroine would still have been the equivalent of miscegenation.

The resolutions of the problem worked out by practitioners within

the loose standards of this sub-literary genre, of course, could

not be artistically satisfactory.

Edward S. Ellis indicated one popular solution in his first

effort for the Beadles, mam, 23.32112. Captives 9; 1133 21:23-

tigg, published in 1860, which became the most successful of all

the Beadle products, eventually selling six hundred thousand

copies. Seth, it develops, is really Eugene Morton in disguise,

and the rough clothes and low-level diction are only a mask for

his true self."8 This, of course, was scarcely a new way out of

the difficulty, for Cooper's Oliver Effingham had already posed

 

76Sonthvest Review, XXXIII, 279.

77Benry Nash Smith, Virgin Land, p. 92.

78Hervey, Atlantic Monthly, 0, 39-40.
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as the son of a Delaware.

.A slightly more inventive solution consisted in doubling

the Leatherstocking figure, giving the old scout a younger and

more genteel companion who is thereby more eligible for the ro-

mantic leadl.79 As in Cooper, language could be a means of

demonstrating a level of gentility not easily ascribable to birth

and environment, for "both the sons and daughters of parents who

speak a pronounced dialect are themselves free of dialect if they

are involved in a love affair."80 Since Cooper had employed the

devices of language and disguise, and at least the suggestion

for doubling the Leatherstocking figure had been present in the

Natty Bumppo-Jasper Nestern relationship in The Pathfinder, it

is evident that the dime novelists managed little in the way of

a fresh approach to the problem.

The solution of the status problem came, finally, in the .

denial of its existence. The appearance of Edward L. Wheeler's

Deadwood Dick toward 1880 marked a significant change. Dick was

not an upper-class hero, but he was eligible for romantic attach-

ments. In fact, his world was full of beautiful ladies who

81
desired him. He was immensely popular as a character. He ran

through thirty-three numbers of the Half-Dime Librggz, and when

Iheeler finally killed him off for the last time, popular demand

 

79Smith, Southwest Bevie_v, mm, 282.

8"Smith, Southwest Review, mm, 281.

81saith, Virgin Land, p. 100.
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forced the publishers to continue the series with Deadwood Dick,

Jr., who lasted for ninety-seven numbers.82 Dick, embodying "all

the skills, functions, graces, and successes that had ever fallen

to the lot of any'western character,"83 answered to a different

image Americans held of themselves. He attained status not

through genteel birth, but by self-improvement; he answered to

the image that Merle Curti finds central in the Dime Novel, the

ideal of the self-made man.84 Democratic individualism had suc-

cessfully stormed the walls of gentility.

Later Vestern heroes followed similar patterns of develop-

ment in cheap fiction. Dime novelists had a precedent in treating

the scout, the buffalo hunter, the Indian. The cowboy, however,

was something new on their literary horizon. "Not until Buffalo

Bill brought his famous Wild West show to New York in 1883,"

writes one literary historian, "and 'Colonel' Prentiss Ingraham

began to immertalize the dashing scout, did the exploitation of

the cowboy begin. Cody probably had a greater effect upon the

American imagination than any other showman."85 The cowboy came

into the Dime Novel, and his treatment recapitulated the lot of

all previous western heroes.

 

ezJohannsen, The House of Beadle and Adams, I, 5—6.

83mm, Virgin Land, pp. 101-02.

“1.14 Review, nu, 163.

85'arren French, "The Cowboy and the Dime Novel," The

‘Universitz_of Texas Studies in Egglish, III (1951), 221.“
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Three writers, all on the Beadle and Adams staff, indicated

the various possibilities. One, Captain Frederick Whittaker, a

firm advocate of civilisation, made the cowboy a repulsive rever-

sion to the primitive, a dirty, uncouth barbarian very reminiscent

of Irving's trappers and half-breeds. The cowboy must, Whittaker

felt, he civilized by Easterners and brought into society.86

William G. Patten, on the other hand, depicted a "moral superman,"

the noble primitivist of the Leatherstocking pattern.who still

thunders across the screen at Saturday matinees.87 But the

literary future (as distinguished from the Hollywood scenarios)

belonged to Ingraham, who cast Cody and his troupe in figures of

mammoth size. This Buffalo Bill appeared in more than a hundred

of the Beadle novels, and these were endlessly reprinted in other

series.88 As in legend and folklore, the cowboy hero who survived

‘was the simple strong man, the happy warrior.

The heroine of the Dime Novel had no better fortune than

her male counterpart. Beginning as the delicate damsel that

Cooper had left, she followed a similar evolution. To bring

her into the lusty action she could be disguised as a hard-riding,

sharpshooting Indian girl who is really white and was kidnapped

from genteel parents in childhood; or she could be disguised as

aman.89 At this point she was on her way to becoming the

 

safrench, 228.

87
French, 222.

88Johannsen, The House g£_Beadlo and Adams, I, 6.

89
Henry'Nash Smith, "The Dime Novel Heroine," Southwest

Review, mIv (Spring, 1949), 182. For an estimate ofhthe' "
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ferocious Amazon of the later Beadle novels, who might or might

not be redeemed for polite society by being sent to a ladies'

seminary. By the time of Wheeler's Hurricane Nell and Calamity

Jane she "was distinguished from the hero solely by the physical

fact of her sex."90 The fit mate for the two—gun man was obvious-

ly the two-gun woman.

There was little further development of the western hero

in the Dime Novel. Exploit could only be piled on exploit, each

a bit more sensational than the last. An amusing, often repeated,

and probably apocryphal story tells of Carson, as an old man,

being shown an illustration for a Beadle novel in which he "was

depicted as slaying seven Indians with one hand, while he clasped

a fainting maiden with the other.“ .According to the story, "be

adjusted his spectacles, studied the illustration a long time and

finally said, 'That there may have happened, but I ain't got no

recollection of it."‘91 Yet such relatively simple exploits were

soon out of fashion. Where "Carson had been represented as

slaying his hundreds of Indians, the Dime Novel hero slew his

thousands, with one hand tied behind him. ~92

The over-simplified moral code of the genre, unable to fit

such abundant violence into any ethical scheme, broke down

 

horoino's character in earlier Dime Novels see Mary Noel, Villains

Galoroz. The non-.1 _o_f_ the Popular Weekly (New York, 1954), pp.157 ff.

90smith, Virgin Land, p. 119.

91Johannsen, The House g£_Bead1e and Adams, I, 5.

92smith, Virgin Land, p. 193.
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completely. Deadwood Dick, who had been a bandit, represents the

stage of development at which hero and villain were morally indis—

tinguishable. At this point ”the Western here had become a

self-reliant two-gun.man who behaved in almost exactly the same

fashion whether he were outlaw or peace officer. Eventually he

was transformed into a detective and ceased in any significant

sense to be‘Western."93 Dick was the progenitor of the amoral

agent of vengeance who stands outside society and acts without

reference to society's notion of right and wrong; he was equally

the father of a thousand fictional gunmen in Street and Smith

stories on the one hand, and Spillane's Mike Hammer on the other.

There was another problem confronting the Dime Novel, that

of depicting the hero according to the canons of progress and

civilization. Buffalo Bill, as a literary character, was in many

ways similar to Deadwood Dick, hard-riding, sharpshooting, and a

master of all the manly arts. Yet the agrarian image of the

West, the doctrine of civilization, demanded an emissary of civi-

lization. So, like Boone and Crockett and Carson, Cody "was to

be interpreted as a pioneer of civilization and a standard bearer

of progress.'94 His fictional exploiters portrayed this image

of him so relentlessly that Cody himself took it up and used to

say, in his old age, ”I stood between savagery and civilization

 

98Smith, Virgin Land, p. 119.

“st-1th, Virgin Land, pp. 106—07.
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most all my early days."95 The other and less exciting image of

the West had to have its due; the agrarian image established a

fictional precedent for the gunslinging hero who fights valiantly

in the cause of grateful homesteaders in Hollywood scenarios.

The Dime Novel, strangely enough, performed certain services

for the West in literature. It broke through the canons of gen-

tility which had choked Western material into the pattern of

Cooper's primitivism. It did a great deal to bring the West,

even though a highly colored west full of vigilantes and despera-

doos, into the American consciousness.

Partisans of the earlier Dime Novels are fond of ascribing

their degeneration (a questionable word in this instance) to

sharp publishing practices that required writers to find over

more sensational material and drove then finally to lower the moral

tone of their books.96 Literary theory, however, suggests that

such deterioration was inevitable. Like Western legend and folk—

lore, tho Dime Novel asserted that man's significance lay in his

external activities, in action alone rather than action combined

with moral and rational judgment. Evil, too, must be an external,

physical thing, outlaws and Indians to be overcome ”by the sheer 1

force of rugged individualism and courageous exploits."97 .A

literature based on such values could develop only by exaggerating

 

9""s-uith, Virgin Land, p. 107.

“Horny, Atlantic Monthly, 0, 40.

97Curti, Yale Review, xva, 764.
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its own formulas, creating bigger and better evils (more Indians)

to be vanquished by over more sensational actions (faster-

shooting heroes). Eventually, under the stress of increased vio-

lence, such an over-simplified view of good and evil broke down

completely, with thrilling action alone remaining the necessary

ingredient.

Legend and folklore left us a last, romantic image of man

in the west, standing alone in his strength, master of his destiny

through physical prowess. The Dime Novels, of the past and of

our own time, are his proper burial place.



Chapter Four

The Intellectual Image of the West: Turner‘s Frontier

For fiftybodd years historians have waged academic contro-

versy over the import of a brief paper presented to the American

Historical Association in 1893. Not the least important purpose

served by all the reasoned arguments for and against the paper's

doctrine has been that of demonstrating the pervasiveness of its

central ideas. Frederick Jackson Turner's doctrine of the fron-

tier was a sharp divergence from a theory of history which had

generally assumed that the American past was to be interpreted in

terms of the slavery question. For historians, Turner's theory

had to be mastered and used to open further investigations or it

had to be disproved. It could not be ignored.

Both support and dissent resulted in further dissemination

of Turner's concepts. The student of Western history encounters

versions of his ideas in nearly every volume. The most important

full-length study of Western fiction to date is an acknowledged

attempt to transfer his historical theory to the field of litera-

ture.1 The reader who came fresh to Turner's work would feel the

shock of recognition on every page, for his ideas long ago became

the clich‘s and cemmonplaces of the classroom. The significance

Turner found in the frontier became the basis of an intellectual

 

1Luc Hazard, The Frontier ig'American Literature (New

Tork, 1927 .
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image of the Nest that has persisted, despite all the flaws later

commentators have found in his reasoning, right down to our own

time.

Turner's doctrine found such ready acceptance not, as some

historians would have it,2 because his ideas were so new, but

precisely because they were so old. He caught up an ancient and

revered agrarian tradition that went back in American thought at

least to Jefferson and Crbvecoeur and enshrined it lovingly in

his pages. He gathered up the scattered pieces of the agrarian

image of the West, found it to be the key to the American experi-

ence, thereby raising it to respectable intellectual status, and

wrote its epitaph. Such a deep evocation of a simpler and more

glorious Past, so strong a tug at old feelings and half—forgotten

aspirations, could not help but find a wide response in the

American mind. Turner reincarnated the agrarian dream and made

it the dominant intellectual image of the West.

Historians who discuss Turner quite naturally concern them-

selves with questions of fact and interpretation. The student

of literature, however, may be allowed a different approach.

Turner's concept of the frontier amounted to an interpretation

of American life in terms of a principle, a philosophy of history.

In this philosophy he gave the crucial role to the American West,

and the pervasivenoss of his ideas made them a fundamental

 

gArory Craven, "Frederick Jackson Turner and the Frontier

Approach," University 2;; Kansas City Review, XVIII (Autumn, 1951),
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influence in shaping the views of other thinking men about the

region. Artists felt their impact. Novels were written that

transform Turner's intellectual concepts into aesthetic terms

and recreate the West in terms of the frontier doctrine. Turner's

work is remarkably amenable to such treatment because it is re-

markably of a piece. No matter what the subject, his basis of

interpretation is always the same. The student of literature,

then, is justified in treating his work just as he would treat

any other intellectual system-for its self-consistency and its

potentialities and limitations in interpreting American life ar-

tistically. .Aftor the questions of fact and opinion are answered,

the question for literature remains-—did Turner's ideas form a

way of looking at the west that could serve literature?

The central tenet of Turner's historical theory was that

the American nationality and environment were shaped by the pull

of the lost. As a young historian he studied a now famous census

report and noted that until 1880 ”the country had a frontier of

settlement, but at present the unsettled area has been so broken

into by isolated bodies of settlement that there can hardly be

said to be a frontier line."3 With this as a base he reasoned

that ”the existence of an area of free land, its continuous reces-

sion, and the advance of American settlement westward, explain

4
American development.” .All that followed in his later books and

 

3Tb. Frontier _i_g American Histen (New fork, 1947), p. 1.

4The Frontier, p. l.
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essays derived from this central proposition. He employed it as

a basis of interpreting all American history and, by implication,

the history of Europe as well.

Yet for the genesis of his insight we must go further back.

Other historians read census reports also, and attached no parti-

cular significance to vanishing frontiers. Turner, however, al-

ready had a view'of history which predisposed him for his theory.

In 1891 he wrote an essay for the Wisconsin Journal g£.Education

to introduce the study of history into university extension

courses. In it he stated the theory of social evolution which

underlay his frontier doctrine. ”In the past of the European

world," he wrote, "peoples have grown from families into states,

from peasantry into the complexity of city life, from animism in-

to monotheism, from mythology into philosophy."5 America is the

perfect place to study history, then, for the exodus from the old

world to the new brought a recapitulation of the developmental

stages of the past: ”Louis XIV dovastatos the Palatinate, and

soon.hundrods of its inhabitants are bowing down the forest of

Pennsylvania."6 Once the immigrants arrive social development

begins all over again in the forest, to be repeated each time the

frontier moved westward. The very land itself held the record

of society's stages. ”The student of aboriginal conditions,”

Turner wrote the following year, ”learns also that the buffalo

 

) 6The Ehrlz‘Iritiggs 2£.Frederick Jackson Turner (Madison,

1938 , pe 56o

“1;; m1; writiggo, p. 63.
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trail became the Indian trail, that these lines were followed by

the white hunter and trader, that the trails widened into roads,

the roads into turnpikes, and these in turn were transformed into

railroads.'7 Francis walker's census reports brought Turner to

his insight ”because the rebellious Johns Hopkins student had

been developing a theory of social evolution: a theory of econo-

mic and social progress, by gradual, uninterrupted gtgggg'up to

an ever-living present."8

In Turner's later essays the idea of stages of civilization

became a fixture. Colonial settlement for the historian is like

the mountain for the geologist,

bringing to light primitive stratifications....The

United States lies like a huge page in the history

of society. Line by line as we read this continental

page from West to East we find the record of social

evolution. It begins with the Indian and the hunter;

it goes on to tell of the disintegration of savagery

by the entrance of the trader, the pathfinder of civi-

lization; we read the annals of the pastoral stage in

ranch life; the exploitation of the soil by the

raising of unrotated crops of corn and wheat in

sparsely settled farming communities; the intensive

culture of the denser farm.sett1ements; and finally

the manufacturing organization with city and factory

system.9

In one of his most dramatic passages he counsels the reader,

Stand at Cumberland Gap and watch the procession of

civilization, marching single-file—-the buffalo fol-

lowing the trail to the salt springs, the Indian,

the fur trader and hunter, the cattle-raiser, the

 

1ThoEarll'I'ritgggs, p. 76.

8George I. Pierson, "Recent Studies of Turner and the

Frontier Doctrine,” Iississippi Valley Historical Review, IIXIV

(December, 1947), 455.

9The Frontier, p. 11.
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pioneer fanmer-and the frontier has passed by.

Stand at South Pass in the Rockies a century later

and see the same procession with wider intervals

between.

The idea of social evolution from simple to complex and

from west to east would seem to suggest that the west was to

Turner, as it was to Irving, merely a land of Becoming, only a

replica of an earlier East. But this was not the case. western

environment was itself a conditioning factor. As soon as set-

tlement crossed the Alleghenies a barrier to communication sepa-

rated the two sections. "Beyond the mountains new conditions,

new problems, aroused new ambitions and new social ideals."11

To the older sections the frontier was always ”the Wrong side

of the Hedge."12 By the middle of the eighteenth century, for

instance, there were two distinct New Englands in environment

and values, one coastal and one Western.13 Constant conflict over

financial policies pointed up the differences, for the west was

always a debtor area and the East a creditor.14

Other differences wont even deeper. The Atlantic Coast,

in the eighteenth century, had close ties with its English heri-

tage. But immigrants from.cther European countries flowed to

the West, and there, ”in the crucible of the frontier the

 

10The Frontier, p. 12.

11The Frontier, p. 166.

12The Frontier, p. 65.

18The Frontier, pp. 78-79.

14The Frontier, pp. 110, 248-49.
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immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and fused into a mixed

race, English in neither nationality nor characteristics."15 By

the middle of the century,

a new society had been established, differing in

essentials from the colonial society of the coast.

It was a democratic, self-sufficing, primitive

agricultural society, in which individualism was

more pronounced than the community life of the

lowlands. The indented servant and the slave were

not a normal part of its labor system.16

A.pattern of conflict emerged, a "familiar struggle of west

against East, of democracy against privileged classes."17 The

Test would not slavishly reproduce the East:

From the beginning it was clear that the lands

beyond the.Alleghonies furnished an opportunity

and an incentive to develop American society on

independent and unconventional lines. The ”men'

of the Western waters” broke with the old order

of things, subordinated social restraint to the

freedom of the individual, won their title to the

rich lands which they entered by hard fighting

against the Indians, hotly challenged the right

of the East to rule them, demanded their own

states, and would not be refused, spoke with

contempt of the old social order of ranks and

classes in the lands between the Alleghenies

and the Atlantic, and proclaimed the ideal of

democracy for the vast country which they had

entered. 8

The importance of the Host, however, lay not in its sectional

differentiation from the East, but in the fact that it was a force

that controlled the entire national development. For Turner,

 

15The Frontier, p. 23.

16The Frontier, p. 107.

"The Frontier, p. 121.

18The Frontier, p. 183.
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to the frontier the American intellect owes its

striking characteristics. That coarseness and

strength combined with acuteness and inquisitive—

ness; that practical, inventive turn of mind,

quick to find cxpedients; that masterful grasp

of material things, lacking in the artistic but

powerful to effect great ends; that restless

nervous energy; that dominant individualism,

working for good and for evil, and withal that

buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom

-these are traits of the frontier, or traits

called out elsewhere by the existence of the

frontier.19

With its demand for internal trade, the West turned

America's economic eye from the Old World "and diminished that

colonial dependence on Europe in industrial matters shown by

the maritime and staple-raising sections."2O Its sturdy ideals

of freedom and equality were the deciding factor in securing

such fundamental American principles as religious freedom and

liberalized suffrage provisions.21 'With its mobility of popu-

lation it worked mightily to break down sectionalism and promote

nationalism: "It was this nationalizing tendency of the west

that transformed the democracy of Jefferson into the national re-

publicanism of Monroe and the democracy of Andrew Jackson.”22

Out of the Fest, Turner was fond of remarking, came those leaders

—-Jefferson, Jackson, and above all Lincoln-dwho pointed the way

for America.23

 

1°11. Frontier, p. 37.

20The Frontier, p. 108.

2111. Frontier, p. 121.

22The Frontier, p. 29.

23The Frontier, pp. 250—55.
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In all these things the West profoundly influenced the

East. "But," Turner wrote,

the most tmportant effect of the frontier has been the

promotion of democracy both here and in Europe. As

has been indicated, the frontier is productive of in-

dividualism. Complex society is precipitated by the

wilderness into a kind of primitive organization based

on the family. The tendency is anti-social. It pro-

duces antipathy to control....The frontier individual-

ism has from the beginning promoted democracy.24

The West exerted its democratic influence in a number of

ways. The early Ohio Valley, for instance, "was a naturally

radical society. It was moreover a rural section not of the

planter or merchant type, but characterized by the small farmer,

building his log cabin in the wilderness, raising a small crop

and a few animals for family use."25 Such squatters "forced the

passage of preamption laws and these laws in their turn led to

homestead agitation. There has been no single element more in-

fluential in shaping American democracy and its ideals than

this land po1ioy."23

.As a safety valve the West was always a democratic economic

influence on the East. The Mississippi valley put ”pressure upon

the older sections by the competition of its cheap lands, its

abundant harvests, and its drainage of the labor supply. .All of

these things meant an upward lift for the Eastern wage earner."27

 

24The Frontier, p. 30. Turner had come to this belief be-

fore 1892. Soe The Early Writiggs, p. 83.

25The Frontier, p. 165.

261a. Frontier, p. 170.

27The Frontier, p. 193.
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Free lands ”promoted equality among the western settlers, and

reacted as a check on the aristocratic influences of the East.

‘Where everybody could have a farm, almost for taking it, economic

equality easily resulted, and this involved political equality."28

"The wilderness,” Turner wrote, "ever opened a gate of escape to

the poor, the discontented, and the oppressed. If social condi-

tions tended to crystallize in the east, beyond the Alleghenies

there was froedom."29

American democracy came from this free environment rather

than from documents: "Not the constitution, but free land and

an abundance of natural resources open to a fit people, made the

democratic type of society in America for three centuries while

it occupied its empire.”3o And when the Union was endangered by

undemocratic forces, the democracy of the West preserved it:

.Tho rail-splitter himself became the nation's President

in that fierce time of struggle, and armies of the

‘woodsmen and pioneer farmers recruited in the Old

Northwest made free the Father of waters, marched

through Georgia, and helped to force the struggle to

a conclusion at Appomattox. The free pioneer democ-

racy struck down the slave-holding aristocracy on

its march to the West.31

Free land in the West, however, promoted democracy for America

on an even deeper level. Turner, it was said earlier, held a

 

28The Frontier, p. 212.

29111.. g_f_ the New West 1819-1829, Vol. 14, American Nation

Series (New York, 19065, p. 68.

30The Frontier, p. 293.

31
The Frontier, p. 257.
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theory of social evolution by stages. Within such a scheme,

America's march westward into the wilderness meant that society

was reborn again on each new frontier. Man's social organization

and culture must continually meet the test of a primitive environ-

ment, slough off inherited conventions, and take form again in

relationship to nature. Thus,

American development has exhibited not merely

advance along a single line, but a return to

primitive conditions on a continually advancing

frontier line, and a new development for that

area. American social development has been con-

tinually beginning over again on the frontier.

This perennial rebirth, this fluidity of American

life, this expansion westward with its new oppor—

tunitios, its continuous touch with the simpli-

city of primitive society, furnishes the forces

dominating American character.32

lhon the pioneer is first thrown into the woods he reverts

undesirably early stage of development:

The wilderness is too strong for the colonist....

It strips off the garments of civilization and

arrays him in the hunting shirt and the moccasin

....Boforo long he has gone to planting Indian

corn and plowing with a sharp stick; he shouts

the war cry and takes the scalp in orthodox Indian

fashion. In short, at the frontier the environ-

ment is at first too strong for the man. He must

accept the conditions which it furnishes, or

perish, so he fits himself into the Indian clear-

ings and follows the Indian trails.33

This was not a stage of civilization which Turner admired, but

it was soon followed by something better:

 

32Tho Frontier, pp. 2-3.

33The Frontier, p. 4.
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Dirt and squalor were too frequently found in the

squatter's cabin and education and the refine-

ments of life were denied to him. Often shiftless

and indolent,...he was fender of hunting than of

settled agricultural life....The backwoodsman of

this type represented the outer edge of the ad-

vance of civilization. Where settlement was

closer, cooperative activity possible, and little

villages, with the mill and the retail stores,

existed, conditions of life were ameliorated, and

a better type of pioneer was found.34

It was this small-farmer stage of American development that

Turner admired, the stage that had given the American character

its most desirable traits and American society its best ideals.

It was also the stage that another advocate of agrarian life,

Crlveceeur, had admired long before. Crivecoeur also defined

society in relationship to environment: "Men are like plants,

the goodness and flavour of the fruit proceeds from the peculiar

soil and exposition in'which they grow.”35 Ihat men are depends

on the nature of their employ-mat. He too had no use for the no-

madic backwoods-en who inhabited that extreme frontier which

Turner called the ”meeting point between savagery and civiliza-

tion."36 ‘lrote Crevecoour, “so who would wish to see America

in its proper light, and have a true idea of its feeble begin-

nings, must visit our extended line of frontiers where the last

settlers dwell," for there "men appear to be no better than car-

87
nivorous animals of superior rank." Just as Turner looked back

 

a‘Bise of the New'West, p. 88.

afibottors from _a_n_ American Farmer (New York, 1924), p. 56.

36The Frontier, p. 3.

3
7Letters, p. 59.
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to the amelioration of this condition, Crhvecoeur looked forward

to that process of time that “will change in a few years that

hitherto barbarous country into a fine fertile, well-regulated

district."38 For Turner as for Jefferson, those who labored in

the earth were God's chosen people. He noted approvingly that

Jefferson conceived of agriculture as the proper economic basis

for political democracy.

This agrarian image of America's westward progress strongly

colored Turner's version of the West. Not for him was the romance

of the empire image of the West. Any notion of untamed nature

producing a noble savage would be unthinkable in his pages. In-

deed, there is nowhere in his work any suggestionthat the

Indians were anything more than nomadic savages who must be dis-

Pluced by settled agriculture. Anything that preceded the agri-

c“lieural frontier was only a prelude. The vaunted courours _d_e_

m and fur traders, far from being figures of romance, are

‘Gl‘o 1y "messengers between civilization and savagery"39 in such

‘ .chome. The mining and cattle frontiers are likewise important

"‘17 as they prepared the way for agriculture. Nor is it insig-

niti cant that though Turner wrote constantly about the "West" it

i. always the Old Northwest territory he is talking about. He

I"efignizod that the vast tracts of unclaimed government land of

hi. time, the mountain and arid regions lying beyond the prairies,

\

38htt0t., po 60o

39The Frontier, p. 104.
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would require a very different type of agricultural settlement,

”the application of capital and combined effort."4o They would

not call forth the traditional pioneer spirit of the individual

settler of modest means, and he was not interested in them.

The central place in his affections and in his historical scheme

fell to the small, independent landholder of agrarian tradition.

Yet by Turner's time the agrarian tradition had to contend

with new forces. Crevocoeur had perceived three stages of

American development, a pioneer period of frontier savagery, a

splendid physiocratic society of small independent farmers, and

the consolidation of society into an urban life that was over-

refined and out of touch with the soil.41 As a believer in

agrarian values he liked only the middle stage. To Turner, coming

a century later, the East was not only that part of America most

removed from the primitive renewal of the frontier; it had also

come to represent the tremendous concentration of power that

accompanied an industrialized economy. The new monster coming

out of the East threatened the very existence of the traditional

agrarian ideals of equality, liberty, and individualism. The

necessity of reconciling the old ideals with the new industrial

forces became the major message of his later essays.

America had been safe as long as it had the means of pri-

mitive renewal:

 

4°rh. Frontier, pp. 244-45.

41Letters, pp. 60-87.‘
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The west, at bottom, is a form of society rather

than an area. It is the term applied to the re—

gion whose social conditions result from the appli-

cation of older institutions to the transforming

influences of free land. By this application a

new environment is suddenly entered, freedom of

opportunity is opened, the cake of custom is bro-

ken, and new activities, new lines of growth,

new institutions and new ideals, are brought into

existence. The wilderness disappears, the "West"

proper passes on to a new frontier, and in the

former area, a new society has emerged from its

contact with the backwoods. Gradually this so-

ciety loses its primitive conditions, and assimi-

lates itself to the type of the older social con-

ditions of the East; but it bears within it on-

during and distinguishing survivals of its frontier

experience. Decade after decade, west after West,

this rebirth of American society has gone on, has

left its traces behind it, and has reacted on the

East. The history of our political institutions,

our democracy, is not a history of imitation, of simple

borrowing; it is a history of the evolution and adap-

tation of organs in response to changed environment,

a history of the origin of new political species.42

The traditional American values could be depended upon to

renew themselves in the forest so long as there was a forest.

But new conditions had changed:

The early society of the Middle west was not a complex,

highly differentiated and organized society. Almost

every family was a self-sufficing unit, and liberty

and equality flourished...as perhaps never before in

history. American democracy came from the forest,

and its destiny drove it to material conquests; but

the materialism of the pioneer was not the dull con-

tented materialism of an old and fixed society. Both

native settler and European immigrant saw in this free

and competitive movement of the frontier the chance

to break the bondage of social rank, and to rise to a

higher plane of existence....Little by little nature

pressed into her mold the plastic pioneer life. The

Middle Vest, yesterday a pioneer province, is today

the field of industrial resources and systematization....

From this society, seated amidst a wealth of material

 

‘2rh. Frontier, pp. 205-06.
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advantages, and breeding individualism, energetic com—

petition, inventiveness, and spaciousness of design,

came the triumph of the strongest. The captains of

industry arose and seized on nature's gifts. Strug-

gling with one another, increasing the scope of their

ambitions as the largeness of the resources and the

extent of the fields of activity revealed themselves,

they were forced to accept the natural conditions of

a province vast in area but simple in structure.

Competition grew into consolidation. 0n the Pittsburgh

border of the Middle west the completion of the pro-

cess is most clearly soon. On the prairies of Kansas

stands the Populist, a survival of the pioneer,

strivingato adjust present conditions to the old

ideals.

The farming frontier and the traditions it gave America

Ihawe run into new opposition: ”In the arid Vest these pioneers

have halted and have turned to perceive an altered nation and

changed social ideals. They see the sharp contrast between their

‘traditional idea of America as the land of opportunity, the land

of the self-made man, free from class distinctions and the power

of wealth, and the existing America, so unlike the earlier

ideal."44 The bitter unrest arising from this conflict is behind

Populism, which "is a manifestation of.the old pioneer ideals of

'the native American, with the added element of increasing readi-

ness to utilize the national government to effect its ends."45

In.the face of the new forces,

the defenses of the pioneer democrat began to shift

from free land to legislation, from the ideal of

individualism to the ideal of social control through

 

“1'11. Frontier, pp. 153-55.

44The Frontier, p. 239.

45The Frontier, p. 148.
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regulation by law. He had no sympathy with a

radical reconstruction of society by the revo-

lution of socialism....But he was becoming

alammod over the future of his free democratic

ideal. The wisdom of his legislation it is not

necessary to discuss here. The essential point

is that his conception of the right of govern-

ment to control social process had undergone a

change....The individualism of the Kentucky

pioneer of 1796 was giving way to the Pepulism

of the Kansas pioneer of 1896.46

And while the western end of the frontier area soethed with

political discontent, the earlier frontiers to the east were

caught in the throes of industrialism: "Where Braddock and his

men, ‘carving a cross on the wilderness rim,’ were struck by

the painted savages in the primeval woods, huge furnaces belch

forth perpetual fires and Runs and Bulgars, Poles and Sicilians

struggle for a chance to earn their daily bread, and live a brutal

‘7 The old free'Iest is being whittled awayand degraded life.”

by the industry of the East and its values are being lost: "With

the influx of capital and the rise of cities and manufactures,

portions of the Mississippi valley have become assimilated with

the last. Iith the end of the era of free lands the basis of

its democratic society is passing away.'48

Did this mean then that the contribution.of the West was to

be lost, that American society would become something other than

a democracy? The question haunted Turner.

 

4‘The Frontier, p. 277.

"no Frontier, p. 300.

4%. Frontier, pe 202o
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Has the Mississippi Valley a permanent contribution

to make in American society, or is it to be ad—

justed into a type characteristically Eastern or

European?...The most significant thing in the

Mississippi Valley is its ideals. Here has been

developed, not by revolutionary theory, but by

growth among free opportunities, the conception

of a vast democracy made up of mobile ascending

individuals, conscious of their power and respon-

sibilities. Can these ideals of individualism

and democracy be reconciled and applied to the

twentieth century type of civilization?49

And he asked at another point,

Ihat ideals persist from.the democratic experience

in tho'Iost; and have they acquired sufficient mo-

mentum to sustain themselves under conditions so

radically unlike those in thedays of their origin?

...Undor the forms of American democracy is there

in reality evolving such a concentration of economic

and social power in the hands of a comparatively

fow'mon as make political democracy an appearance

rather than a reality? The free lands are gone.

The material forces that gave vitality to western

democracy are passing away.5

Turner's answers to his question were obviously complicated

by his historical doctrine. He had tied political democracy in-

dissolubly to the physical existence of free lands. He had made

the wilderness an enchanted wood wherein.men went forth and

found liberty and equality and independence. But now the west-

ward march was ever, the Pacific had been reached, the map filled

out. His doctrine said that society perpetuated its worthwhile

values only by the renewal that came through contact with pristine

nature. LTho stable American values of the agrarian tradition

could be maintained only through physical movement; to stop meant

 

”the Frontier, pp. 202-03.
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to stagnate and to lose those values.

These'were the difficulties in Turner's position as he

turned to face the new forces that were abroad in the land. He

recognized as certainly as any man of his time that the day of

the independent, self-sufficient farmer was over, that America

was to become an industrial nation. Yet the principle by which

he explained the past seemed to have little to say to the future.

This difficulty was behind the casting about for answers, and the

inconsistencies, of his later essays.

The individualism of the agrarian image of the West had

produced a strong distrust of governmental regulation, and Turner

could not bring himself to trust it fully. He recognized that

Grangerism and Populism were political attempts to secure economic

justice, but he feared their consequences:

Legislation is taking the place of free lands as

the means of preserving the ideal of democracy.

But at the same time it is endangering the other

pioneer ideal of creative and competitive indi-

vidualism. Both were essential and constituted

what was best in America's contribution to history

and to progress. Both must be preserved if the

nation would be true to its past, and would ful-

fil its highest destiny. It would be a grave mis-

fortune if these people so rich in experience, in

self-confidence and aspiration, should turn to

same Old World discipline of socialism or plutoc-

racy, or despotic rule, whether by class or by

dictator.51

For one thing he distrusted the financial policies of the

political dissidents. The West, traditionally a debtor area, had

always been irresponsible in fiscal matters; men there had always
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”resented attempts to restrain the reckless state banking which

their optimism fostered."52 He had ever disliked "the influence

of frontier conditions in permitting lax business honor, inflated

paper currency, and wild-cat banking."53 Such financial irrespon-

sibility is evidence of a stage of society which has not yet

reached that stability of agrarian desire,

for each one of the periods of lax financial integ-

rity coincides with periods when a new set of fron-

tier communities had arisen, and coincides in area

‘with these successive frontiers, for the most part.

The recent Populist agitation is a case in point.

Many a State that now declines any connection with

the tenets of the Populists, itself adhered to such

ideas in an earlier stage of the development of the

State. A.primitive society can hardly be expected

to show the intelligent appreciation of the com-

plexity of business interests in a developed society.54

Yet the crucial question was not finances but whether values that

‘wero organic, that had come from the very soil, could now be pre-

served artificially by law and regulation. Turner was never sure

that they could.

Other possibilities received their modicum of support. He

toyed momentarily with the notion that physical expansion might

continue in ”the extension of American influence to outlying

islands and adjoining countries."55 But this was only an aside;

at best it would delay the problem, not solve it. He had slightly

 

52Rise g£_tho New lest, p. 106.

”The Frontier, p. 32.

54The Frontier, p. 32.

55The Frontier, p. 219.
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more hope for sectionalism. He had praised the West for promoting

nationalism. Now, however, if the old ideals were to be pre-

served, sectionalism must be maintained and encouraged, to prevent

”monotony and stagnation."56 The Nest, no longer possessing the

free lands that had made it the controlling element in American

history, might now be able to close off its borders and sit tight

with the old ideals to prevent the encroachment of the industrial

society of the East.

‘Iith the stubborn optimism of his tradition, Turner even

managed to hope that the new titans of industry would somehow

prove to be agents of democracy in disguise. Though the west-

the 01d Northwest, that is-”has produced a type of industrial

leader so powerful as to be the wonder of the world, nevertheless,

it is still to be determined whether these men constitute a

menace to democratic institutions or the most efficient factor

for adjusting democratic control to the new conditions."57

Yet for the conservation of the old in the context of the

new, Turner put his faith largely in education. He told a

graduating class at Indiana University that,

as the process of industrial consolidation goes on,

and as Eastern industrial conditions spread across

the West, the problems of traditional American

democracy will become increasingly grave. The time

has come when'University men may well consider pio-

neer ideals, for American society has reached the

end of the first great period in its formation....

How shall we conserve what was best in pioneer

 

56Tho Frontier, p. 160.

57The Frontier, p. 267.
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ideals? How adjust the old conceptions to the

changed conditions of modern 1ife?58

Jackson had marked the ”end of the old era of trained statesmen

for the Presidency,"59 and Turner had admired this assertive

demonstration of popular democracy. But now, ”the times call

for educated leaders."60

His principal hope was for a class of disinterested ex-

ports:

By training in science, in law, politics, economics

and history the universities may supply from the

ranks of democracy administrators, legislators, judges

and experts for commissions who shall disinterestedly

and intelligently mediate between contending interests.

When the words "capitalistic classes" and "the prole-

tariato” can be used and understood in America it is

surely time to develop such men, with the ideal of

service to the State, who may help to find common

grounds between the contestants and to possess the

respect and confidence of all parties which are genu-

inoly loyal to the best American ideals.61

The old onergies.must be redirected:

In place of the old frontiers of the wilderness, there

are new frontiers of unwon fields of science, fruit-

ful for the needs of the race; there are frontiers of

better social domains yet unexplored. Let us hold to

our attitude of faith and courage, and creative zeal.

'Let us dream as our fathers dreamt and let us make

the dreams come true.62

 

58The Frontier, p. 281.

59The Frontier, p. 281.

60The Frontier, p. 284.

“The Frontier, p. 235.

62
The Frontier, pp. 300-01.
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,All of Turner's solutions came back, finally, to a simple

faith in the goodness and wisdom of the American people: "Our

ancient hopes, our courageous faith, our underlying humor and love

of fair play will triumph in the end. There will be give and take

in all directions. There will be disinterested leadership, under

loyalty to the best American ideals.”63

The historians who followed Turner have proved many of his

assumptions to be in error. .A former colleague could believe

loyally as late as the 1930's that the frontier hypothesis was as

serviceable as ever,64 but general historical opinion has swung

the other way. The safety-valve, a keystone in Turner's concept

of the frontier, did not in fact exist.65 In fact it worked the

other way: the city acted as a safety—valve for the frontier.

‘Uhen rural discontent lacked an urban outlet in the late nineteenth

century, it exploded in Populism.86 Even more fundamentally, it

has been pointed out, Turner cut the frontier off from the usual

laws of economic development the historian employs; his ”phases”

of development derive not from the viewpoint of man in society,

 

63The Frontier, p. 307.

64Frederic L. Paxon, HA Generation of the Frontier Hypothe-

sis,” Pacific Historical Review, 11 (1933), 51.

6allurray Kane, ”Some Considerations on the Safety valve

Doctrine,” Mississippi valley Historical Review, XXIII (September,

1936), 170 g§_pgssim; George V. Pierson, "Recent Studies of

Turner and the Frontier Doctrine," Mississippi Valley Historical

Review, IIXIV (December, 1947), 458; Fred A, Shannon, "The Home-

stead Act and the Labor Surplus," American Historical Review,

11.1 (July, 1930), 638, 341.

6“Fred A. Shannon, 'A.Post Morten on the Labor—Safetyb

Valve Theory,” Agicnltnrol Histon, 111 (January, 1945), 37.
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67

but of man in nature.

.All commentators are agreed, however, that it would be dif-

ficult to over-estimate Turner's influence on the American attitude

toward the not.“ This is of crucial importance, of course, to

the student of western literature. Turner gave new impetus to an

old image of the West that had found expression as far back as

Jefferson, Crevecoeur, and De Tocqueville. He caught up the

hopes of the past, all the desires of the agrarian image, and

planted them anew in the American mind. The corrections of later

commentators could not dispel this influence, for it was too deep-

ly rooted in desire.

Iet Turner's intellectualized agrarianism could not serve

as the basis of fruitful interpretation of the West in literature.

Despite the association of his frontier doctrine with the West,

it had really had no application-dwhatever its faults or virtues-

to the mountainous and arid country that made up much of the Far

West. Agriculture there, as John Mosley Powell had long before

pointed out, could not follow the pattern of homestead settlement.

Moreover, Turner was writing an epitaph, a heart-felt tribute to

 

67Henry Nash Smith, ”The lost as an Image of the American

Past," University _o_f_ Kansas City Review, XVIII (Autumn, 1951),

34-39.

68E. E. Dale, ”Turner-The Man and Teacher," University 23.

Kansas City Review, mu (Autumn, 1951),.13; Merle Curti, "The

Section and the Frontier in American History: The Methodological

Concepts of Frederick.Jackson Turner," Methods ig.Social Science,

ed. Stuart A. Rice (Chicago, 1931), pp. 365-67; Rudolph Freund,

”Turner's Theory of Social Evolution," Aggicultural History, 111

(April, 1945), 85; Ulrich Donnell Phillips, "The Traits and Contri-

butions of Frederick Jackson Turner," Agricultural Histogz, III

(January, 1945), 22.
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something dead. Novels which employ his image of the West are

also founded on nostalgia. They too are a tribute to an earlier,

simpler age, a time of stalwart yeomen when life was clean and

good and democratic because it was lived close to the earth.

They are historical novels which cannot escape the history they

depict, cannot go beyond desire for that which is lost. The

cultural primitivism of renewal in nature had to end at the

Pacific. Society had to go on without it. The empire image of

the west gave us, among other things, Wister's nostalgia for a

time when man roamed wild and free in his natural goodness.

The agrarian image gave us Conrad Richter's agrarian pioneers,

the happy people of a dear, dead past. Neither could point the

way for a developing fiction.



Chapter Five

The Crude Beginnings of Enancipation

1. {Mayne Reid

One of the first to follow Cooper in writing fiction about

the West that lay beyond the province of the plow was Thomas

Mayne Reid. Born in Ireland in 1818, the son of a Presbyterian

minister, Reid studied four years for the ministry, winning prizes

in everything but theology, before emigrating to New Orleans in

1840.1 He worked for a time on a Louisiana plantation as store-

keeper, overseer of Negro slaves, tutor, and schoolteacher.

Then he traveled in the vast area still labeled Great American

Desert on the maps, accompanying hunters and traders and trappers

in their wanderings over the buffalo plains and up the Red,

Missouri, and Platte Rivers.2

In 1843 he settled for a time in Philadelphia, and, along

‘with Longfellow, Lowell, Bryant, Cooper and many others, contri-

buted stories and poems to Graham's Magazine.3 While there he

becmme the neighbor and close friend of Poe, meeting him almost

daily for two years. Reid had no "exalted opinion" of Poe as a

poet, fimore especially as...the poem upon which rests the head

 

lElizabeth Reid, May_n_e Reid, A. Memoir _o_g His Life (London,

1890), pp. 1-5.

2Charles F. anmis, Mesa, cafion, and Pueblo (New York,

1925), p. 17.

3311i. Paxon Oberholtzer, The Literagz Histogz 2;.

Philadelphia (Philadelphia, 1906), p. 217.
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corner-stone of his fame is...the creation...of Elizabeth Barrett

Browning. 'Lady Geraldine's Courtship' is 'The Raven.'” Never-

theless, Reid warmly defended his friend against the "spiteful

biographer...Dr. Rufus Griswold.”4

At the outbreak of the Mexican war in 1846 Reid secured a

commission as a second lieutenant and marched into Mexico. He

was, writes a friend, ”the hero of the storming of Chapultepec,

where he fell upon the very parapet with a wound from which he

never fully recovered. General Scott praised him in general or-

ders for conspicuous gallantry, and he won the friendship and

commendation of General Phil Kearny."5 "For some time," writes

the literary historian of Philadelphia,

he was mourned for dead and his paeans as a

writer and a soldier were sung in the newspapers.

He came to life again, however, like the heroes

of his stories, returned for a time to Philadel-

phia, now a Captain, and in 1849 raised a company

of volunteers in New York to go to Hungary and

help Kossuth in his war of freedom. The insur-

rection collapsed before he got farther than

Paris and Captain Mayne Reid...now settled in

England.6

He did not return to the United States until 1867, and then

remained only three years. In New York in 1868 he published a

juvenile magazine called Onward which died in fourteen months.7

Similar publishing ventures abroad met with no greater success.

 

4Mayne Reid, Edgar Allen Poe (Ysleta, Calif., 1933) no

pagination.

5Lummis, Mesa, cafion, and Pueblo, pp. 17-18.

6Oberholtzer, Literggz Histogz, p. 308.

7Elizabeth Reid, Mayne Reid, pp. 233-39.



1
"

U
m
a
l
u
r

o
n
e
w
i
l
?
’
“
E

a
.

 



122

Reid died in 1883, not having seen since the 1840's the wild

lands of the West about which he was still writing.

During the many years of his active career he produced a

prodigious amount of fiction. His list of titles, say the bibliog-

raphers, contains over ninety items.8 Somewhat surprisingly, Reid

took himself with entire seriousness as a writer. In a letter

to his father from Mexico City in 1848 (the first in the eight

years he had been away), he explained the plight of the artist in

America: "My genius, unfortunately for my purse, was not of that

marketable class which prostitutes itself to the low literature

of the day." Nevertheless there are peOple of sensibility who

believe that my capabilities in this field are

not surpassed, if equalled, by any writer on

this continent. This is the under-current of

feeling regarding me in the United States;

the current, I am happy to say, that runs in

the minds of the educated and intelligent.9

Seldom, surely, has any brash young man assumed such high ground

with less reason.

No one today would claim serious literary merit for Reid.

His early work, written during his first stay in Philadelphia,

was tailored to the magazine trade, although he did write a

tragedy which received local performance.10 Writes Oberholtzer

in The Literagz Histosz 2f.Philadelphia of Reid's poetry of

 

8James D. Hart The Oxford Companion $2_American Litera—

ture (New York, 1941 , p. 631.

9Elizabeth Reid, Mayne Reid, p. 24.

10Elizabeth Reid, Mayne Reid, p. 8.
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this period, “It is hard to conceive of any reason for the publi-

cation of his verse, but it was published."11 This judgment

may be substantiated by quoting the opening stanza of an effort

‘which Reid called "Another Heart Broken":

0h, vainly I'm weeping; he thinks not of me,

And little he reeks of the grief that consumes me-

‘Unspoken and silent my sorrow shall be;

He shall not know the cause of the anguish that

dooms me.

Reid's prose was also, in good part at least, hack work.

He was not above stealing outright a large section of someone

else's book and incorporating it wholesale into his own.12 Many

of his novels were issued by the dime novel publishers, and

suited their literary standards admirably. They met Orville

Victor's criterion of being "clean and instructive." In so far

as Reid has survived at all he is most often remembered today as

a writer of juvenile adventure tales.13

Yet this is not the whole story. The transitory material

of popular writing, though it fails to survive as literature, is

often the very stuff of literary history. Such is the case

with Reid. His best efforts in the novel grew out of his early

experiences in the West, and they have importance for the

 

l.lpo 307s

l2Rohert. E. Spiller, 33.3g,, Literasz Histogz g£_the United

States (New York, 1943), 11, 681.

13For a dissenting opinion see Mayne Reid, Afloat 12 the

Forest, with a Memoir by R. H. Stoddard (New York, 1335), p. 5.

Stoddard believes that Reid was appreciated by the mature critics

of his time and was, indeed, another Defoe.
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deve10pment of the West in fiction. "The fiction of the Southwest

before the Civil War,” states a literary history of the area,

”belongs to the Scott-Cooper tradition. It abounds in picturesque

descriptions, heroic deeds, type characters, and a plot dependent

largely on coincidence."14 Reid was a prominent example of this

tradition, for he ”wrote almost a dozen novels of Southwestern

adventure. His books, while not significant as literature, were

widely read and important in forming the concept of the Southwest

in the East and Europe."15 Since his novels were often published

first in Europe and only subsequently achieved popularity in the

United States, he became "a prominent foreign follower of Cooper

in depicting pioneer customs and the life of the Indians."16

Reid's first romance, Thg_§i£lg_Rangers, was written in 1848

at the home of a friend in Ohio just after he resigned his army

commission.17 unable to find an American publisher for it, he

took it abroad with him, where it was published in England in

1850. Thus began a steady production of adventure novels, inter-

spersed with nature books, juveniles, and two translations from

the French, which lasted until his death. Though his novels em-

ployed exotic settings from all over the world (Bush Boys: 25,

 

l‘Mabelillajor, Rebecca W. Smith, and T. M. Pearce, Southwest

Herita o: A Literag Histou with Bibliography (Albuquerque,

1938), p. 75.

1§Major, pp. 73-77.

16Hart, The Oxford Compggion, p. 631.

"Lannie, Mesa, Cail'ol_l,and Pueblo, p. 13.
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Adventures in; Southern Africa; Castaways: A _S_t_g_l_°1 _o_i; Adventure

2 1113M _o_f_ Borneo) Reid never forgot his young manhood in

America, and more particularly the American West. At the end of

!2_anrter, a novel celebrating Cromwell's victory and lamenting

the Restoration, written late enough to be published posthumously,

he has his heroes and heroines escape from the clutches of the

returning Charles by emigrating to America, "to become a part

of that people, the freest, most powerful, and most prosperous

on earth."18 He continued to write occasionally about the West

until the end of his life, with one of his last books, 223.§£23_

Lances (1881), having its setting there. Just before his death

in 1883 he wrote from Europe to an old friend in the West, ”Alas:

my disabled state may hinder me from ever again seeing that far,

fair land of the Host, so endeared to me by early recollections."19

It was always as that "far, fair land" of romance and wild

adventure that Reid wrote or the West. In his books we see

again the conventions that Cooper imposed on literature of the

land beyond the frontier, find once more the figure of the natural—

ly noble scout, the genteel romance of hero and heroine of proper

class status, and road again of improbable exploits conducted in

a wild land far removed from civilized habitation. Reid's books,

of course, do not concern themselves with Cooper‘s major theme-

the theme of conflict between civilization and nature upon which

 

lags-ngarter (New York, n.d.), p. 456.

19Lummis, Mesa, Cdfion, and Pueblo, p. 19.
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the Leatherstocking Tales foundered. Any significant conceptual

level would be out of place in Reid's novels. Yet they are im-

portant for their continuance of Cooper's conventions, for their

own contribution to stereotypes of character and action in

Western fiction, and for their refreshing suggestions of ways in

which the sterile pattern might one day be broken.

Reid's first novel, The Rifle Rangers (1850), opens with a

long description of Mexico, the setting of the book. His intro-

duction to the physical province is obviously designed to suggest

the romantic nature of the landscape to the reader:

Go with us, tourist! Fear not. You shall look

upon scones grand and gloomy, bright and beauti-

ful. Poet: you shall find themes for poesy wor-

thy its loftiest strains. Painter: for you there

are pictures fresh from the hand of God. writer!

there are stories still untold by the author-

artist-legends of love and hate, of gratitude

and revenge, of falsehood and devotion, of noble

virtue and ignoble crime-legends redolent of

romance, rich in reality.20

This is the burden of Mayne Reid's West. He was writing

of a land almost unknown in the middle of the nineteenth century,

and his books fed popular desire for exotic settings and strange

customs, for daredevil adventure and hair-raising exploits. It

followed that his characters should become stereotypes, paper—

thin puppets who move woodenly through an interminable series

of sensational actions. Such plots as he employed hinged con-

stantly on coincidence, and the thematic level of his books is

negligible. The heroes of these tales are all stalwart and pure

 

zomfiflam (New York. 1899), p. e.
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of heart, the heroines are virginal, and no redeeming feature

mitigates the villainy of Reid's villains.

Within a few pages of Th3.Rifl£_Rangers the hero finds

his proper Leatherstocking. Evidence of the mutation that the

Bumppo figure was to undergo at the hands of the dime novelists

is already apparent, however. In this novel he is somewhat

younger than the usual persona of the aged hunter. Little is

said, also, of his virtues being the product of a life lived

in nature. Reid, unlike Cooper, made no attempt to ground his

Leatherstocking figures in an explicit philosophy of primitivism;

he simply employed as a stock character the natural nobleman

that Cooper had bequeathed to literature of the were. All the

traits and functions of Reid's Bob Lincoln make him directly

derivative from Cooper's creation. He is celibate, has received

no formal education from society, has an instinctive knowledge

of right and wrong, an equally instinctive respect for the

social values of that higher world from which the here comes, and

speaks in a dialect which unfits him for any serious part in a

love affair. He is deeply knowledgeable in wilderness lore, a

fabulous marksman with his long rifle, unswervingly loyal to his

young hero, and acts as the agent of escape from as many perils

in one book as Natty Bumppo ever managed in three.

Henry Hallor, hero and narrator of the novel, is a gentle-

man of adventure, a man who "had hunted buffaloes with the

Pawnees of the Platte, and ostriches upon the Pampas of the Plata."21

21'l'he Riflem p. 21.
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At the opening of the book he is at loose ends in New Orleans,

‘with no new adventure on hand at the moment. He quickly decides

that the proper place for his venturesome nature is at the wars

in Mexico. 1A gentleman, of course, must secure a commission, for

in Reid's army all officers, without exception, speak grammatical

and unaccented English, and all enlisted men, without exception,

speak in dialect. At the urging of his Leatherstocking, Lincoln,

Haller joins a company of volunteers and seeks election as cap-

tain. His opponent in the election, of course, is the villain

in the piece, a dastardly Creole, whose evil nature inevitably

shows in his physical features. For some reason that never be-

comes fully apparent Haller must best the Creole in a duel in

order to win the election. Our hero wins both contests handily

and is off to Mexico at the head of his company of Rifle Rangers.

The remainder of the novel is ostensibly concerned with

the Mexican War, but actually touches the war only incidentally.

In the main it is an account of weird topOgraphy in the South-

west, a series of perilous captures and escapes for the hero with

the aid of his faithful scout, and, above all, the hero's romance

with a Spanish beauty.

Haller first meets his paramour when he rescues her and

her sister from a voracious cayman near her home in the Mexican

interior. We might anticipate some status difficulty in their

relationship, for a Mexican girl scarcely seems a fit mate for

an American gentleman. The lady's father solves this, however,

by immediately exclaiming, "§2_soz Mexicano——soz Espafioll" and



129

producing ”a large sheet of prachment" that proves he is of the

Spanish gentry, ”a true hidalgo."22 The status problem disposed

of, the father further simplifies matters by declaring himself

an enemy of Santa Anna (the implication is strong that any decent

Mexican would be equally pro-American), which makes rescuers

rather than invaders of Heller and his Rangers.

With the curiously debased transcendentalism that pervades

Reid's books, the hero and heroine have a mutual and immediate

spiritual response:

I felt and knew that I was in love. It had come like

a thought, as it comes upon all men whose souls are

attuned to vibrate under the mystical impressions of

the beautiful. And well I knew she was beautiful. I

saw its unfailing index in those oval developments-

the index, too of the intellectual; for experience

had taught me that intellect takes 2‘shape; and that

those peculiarities of form that we admire,without

knowing why, are but the material illustrations of

the diviner principles of mind.23 Litalics Reid's]

The love plot thus easily satisfied, the hero returns to

adventures, to a monotonous succession of captures and escapes

that are connected only by being in the same book. These end,

finally, with Haller killing the villain, who turns out to have

been a spy all along, having sought election back in New Orleans

only with the intention of leading the Rangers into capture. The

war itself merits scarcely an occasional paragraph, for it serves

only as a vehicle for Heller's exploits, expertly abetted always

 

22The Rifle ggpgggp, p. 116.

23The Rifle Rangers, p. 144.
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by his trusty Leatherstocking, and as an impediment to the consum-

mation of his love in marriage. With that ceremony accomplished

the hero and his bride immediately return to the civilized East.

.As in Cooper's pages, lovers may find each other in the wilds of

the West, but so respectable a state as marriage requires more

civilized climes.

1132 §_e_a_lp Hunters (1351) is the novel of the Reid canon most

often singled out by the literary historians, who usually judge

it to be his best. It represents a distinct advancement in Reid's

response to his material. That is not to say that all the roman-

tic trappings of Thg_§§flg.Raggers are not to be found here also.

‘Ihg.§gglp_flunters is constructed on the same tired formula of

noble hero and pure heroine, desperate escapes and deadly perils,

and a conventional love match. ‘Yet it also represents a partial

liberation of the Leatherstocking persona, foreshadowing the day

when Owen Iister might substitute natural nobility for high birth

in a hero, and it uses dialect both more realistically and more

organically than had the earlier novel.

zhg_§g=lp_flunters is Reid's story of the mountain men.

The hero-éHenry Haller again, and once more the narrator of his

own tale-trave1s in search of adventure with a group of traders

down the Santa Fe Trail, nearly parishes while lost in New

Mexico's Jernado del Mnerto, is rescued by a hunter of Indian

scalps, falls in love with his daughter, and is enlisted in a

long and dangerous mission by the father to test the quality of

his love. During the course of all this, Haller is rescued from
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imminent and violent death again and again by his trusty horse

and faithful dog-—animals that would put their present-day Holly-

wood counterparts to shame.

The novel thus does not differ materially in plot or action

from 1h; 51.2.9. Rangers. _T_1_1_e_ §_<_:_1_l_lp_ Hunters also opens with a

topographical description designed to stimulate desire for the

exotic: "Follow me, with the eye of your mind, through scenes

of wild beauty, of savage sublimity," for "such are the aspects

of the wild west; such is the scenery of our drama."24 Language

still indicates social class; the traders among whom Heller

travels-some of them actual men like Bill Bent, the Sublettes,

the Choteaus-dwho are presented as the hero's equals, do not

talk the dialect of the mountain men they historically were.

Indded, with their "By Jovesi” they sound for all the world like

British gentlemen.

Haller, although new to the prairies, soon proves his

heroic mettle. Caught in a buffalo stampede, he saves himself

by leaping to the back of a bull and riding out the thundering

charge for several miles. "From that hour,” he remarks, ”I was

looked upon as a 'captain' on the prairies."25 In quick succes-

sion he is rescued from death in quicksand by his horse, stabbed

by a treacherous Mexican at a Santa Fe fandango (His horse, not

being at the dance, apparentlyzcould not save him from.this), and

 

24The Scalp Hunters (New York, n.d.), pp. 6, 11.

25The Scalp Hunters, p. 31.
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tumbles unconscious over a thousand-foot precipice in the

Jornada del Muerto, again being saved by his faithful steed,

which stands for hours with its neck arched against the rope that

supports the hero's swinging body. He wakes from this experience

to find himself in the home of Seguin, the scalp hunter, and

falls immediately in love with the twelve-year-old daughter.

Again this is a transcendental meeting of spirits, for "intellect

has its forms and shapes in the physical world."26

Since the lovely Zoe, "child of nature in its most perfect

innocence,"27 lives in Mexican territory, we might expect her

nationality and her father's bizarre occupation to place difficul-

ties in the way of marriage for a proper American gentleman. Zoe,

however, proves to be of French blood, descended from wealthy

gentry of St. Domingo. Her father, not a bloodthirsty butcher

at all, is a well—to-do mine-owner who has adopted his present

profession as the only means of rescuing his elder daughter from

the Apaches. Heller is thus able to announce: "I am her equal

in rank as she is mine."28

Before he may have Zoo in marriage, however, he must accom-

pany Seguin and a band of mountain men turned scalp hunters in a

rescue mission after the imprisoned daughter. This requires

nearly four hundred additional pages of perilous and heroic ex-

ploits, with further rescues of our hero by his horse and dog.

 

26The Scalp Hunters, p. 96.

27The Scalp Hunters, p. 106.

”The Scalp Hunters, p. 117.



133

The major characters of the novel move mechanically through their

assigned number of sensational actions, stopping only occasional-

ly to indulge in trite, breast-smiting rhetoric about the depth

of their love. The heroine, except for the color of her hair,

is interchangeable with Guadalupe of The Rifle Ranggrs, something

the illustrator of one edition tacitly admitted by using the

same portrait for both ladies. At the end of The Scalp Hunters,

Seguin, his prisoner daughter secure once more, is free to leave

the wilderness, and Haller and Zoe will be married and live in

civilization-in the best C00per manner. In none of these things

has the dreary formula been altered; the trite love story and

thrilling action are still all.

Only in his minor characters and incidental scenes did

Reid indicate ways in which the sterile pattern might be broken.

For one thing be doubled the Leatherstocking character, giving

his old, celibate hunter a younger companion. This, it will be

recalled, became a favorite device with the dime novelists,

and had been suggested in the Jasper Western-Natty Bumppo relation-

ship in Ihg_Pathfinder. Such a duplication ordinarily meant

that the younger hunter, to become eligible for a role in a

love match, was made more genteel. Little of this is apparent

in Reid's Bill Garey. Despite his romantic attachment he still

speaks in dialect. Moreover, his love is an Indian woman, no

common squaw to be sure, but the sister of a Maricopa chief who

has been "educated at one of the most celebrated universities in
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Europe."29 Cooper's Natty, "the man without a cross," had

railed incessantly against such race mixture. But Reid's novel

exhibits no horror at the prospect of a white marrying his

savage beauty. The novelist apparently accepts it as a condi-

tion of life in the wilderness, although, of course, not proper

for a genteel hero.

Reid's other Leatherstocking, the old hunter Rube, is an

even wider deviation of the character from type. He has all the

usual functions, knows the tricks of the wilderness better than

the Indians themselves, and extricates his genteel wards from

many difficulties. He is a child of nature, right enough, but

of a very different nature from that which fashioned Bumppo.

Scalped himself by the Indians, he takes scalps in return at every

opportunity. To Natty such savagery had not been among the white

man's "gifts.“ But Rube has even given up beaver trapping for

the more profitable business of hunting Indians. His virtues,

in fact, scarcely outweigh his vices. He is so far removed from

the stereotype-and toward realistic characterization-that he

is willing at one point to sacrifice the hero to save his own

neck, although this is treated as if it were all a mistake and

Rube quickly reverts to standard form. Yet he represents a defi-

nite freeing of the old hunter character from the prison of

stereotype, from the conventions of primitivism.

Language is another factor in Reid's breaking away from the

pattern in this novel. Dialect as he had used it in The Rifle

 

29The Scalp Hunters, p. 192.
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Rangers did little beyond separate commoners, who spoke it, from

the genteel, who did not. It has the same function in.Ihp_§pplp_

Hunters, but it has a further usefulness here. The language spo-

ken by the mountain men, as it has been preserved for us in the

chronicles of literate travelers like Clyman and Gregg and Ruxton

and Palmer, was a remarkably expressive instrument, pithy, direct,

filled with allusions to their way of life. Like all occupational

speech it incorporated the fruits of common experience in adage

form, fashioning its own peculiar metaphors and similes. The ad-

visability of picketing horses on short fodder when in Indian

country rather than letting them range on hobbles in search of

food was summed up in the standard saying, "Bones is better'n

tracks.” Since the mountain men lived much on buffalo meat,

“poor bull" and ”fat cow" were standards of comparison to be used

in any situation. Similarly, a floating stick was attached to a

beaver trap to give the trapper a surface indication of the

drowned beaver's location. "To see the float stick" thus meant

to be forewarned about something.

Reid had known these men, and his transcription of their

language in _T_l_l_e_ _S_c_e_._lp_ Hunters is remarkably authentic. He found

in it possibilities for characterization, for humor and anecdote,

far outstripping anything in his earlier novel. It is this, in

fact, which makes old Rube and the other mountain men more

memorable than any of the major characters. The latter speak book

English, conventional, stilted language that leaves them all

sounding precisely alike. It would be a remarkable memory that
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could recall characteristics that distinguish the hero of one Reid

novel from another a month after reading them, for they have no

individuality, particularly no individuality in language. Rube

and his fellows, on the other hand, speak a rich patois com-

pounded of several languages and allowing for expression of indi-

vidual differences. Rube, being pro-eminent among the mountain

men, appropriately has the greatest gift of metaphor.

Authenticity in language led inevitably to a certain

realism in incidental scenes. The narrator of Tpg_§g£lg_Rangers

had been very sure that no American soldiers, even if not com-

manded by an officer, could be capable of any ungentleman-like

act toward the enemy. Their very citizenship made the common

soldiers simply less genteel replicas of the officer-gentlemen

who commanded them. To state a man's nationality meant to describe

his central traits, to tell the reader what he was or was not

capable of. But in the Santa Fe fandango in ng.§pplp.Hunters

fidelity to language itself suggests something of the nature of

the trappers as individuals. Their talk, realistically repro-

duced, tells us something of their work and their lives, of

their substance as human beings. Throughout the book, though

none of them is sharply realized (this being, after all, the gen-

teel novel where the author must keep his eye on the proper peo-

ple), the mountain men constantly approach the status of indivi-

dual beings, falling away from Reid's earlier stereotype of what

an American of a given class status should be.

The Free Lances (1881), written near the end of Reid's life,
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is 1h; _I_l_i__f_lg_ Rangers over again with even less suggestion of

potentiality. Far from emancipating himself from the conventions

over the years, Reid perfected the formula until even the possi-

bility of breaking through it was eradicated. This novel is once

more the standard plot, the stereotyped characters, and the proven

mixture of thrilling action and romantic love.

Again we meet the hero in New Orleans, and again he is off

to the wars, this time in Texas. Within two pages, of course,

the hero has met his faithful Leatherstocking, who recognizes on

two minutes' acquaintance that this is the very man his company

must have as its captain. Again our hero, Florence Kearney, must

beat a dastardly Creole (once more a spy from Santa Anna) to win

election as company commander, with the duel coming up the fol-

lowing day. The Creole proves satisfactorily treacherous (he

wears a coat of mail under his duelling shirt which breaks

Kearnoy's sword), giving trusty Leatherstocking (Chris Rock) his

proper opportunity to save his hero's life. Then they are off

to Texas, leaving the villain to plot revenge, for letting him

off to be killed at a later date is important in bringing such

a tale to successful conclusion; it is practically the only thing

that connects beginning and end.

1131 F333 Lances is simply a tedious retelling of _l;h_e_ 33123.

R__a_pgp£_s_ with the addition of a few new incidents of peril. The

love match is conducted in thoroughly familiar terms, with the

heroine again of pure "Hidalgo blood."30 All officers are

 

30222_Froe Lances (New York, n.d.), p. 22.



138

gentlemen and all gentlemen are officers, and they are indis-

tinguishable one from another. Physical qualities are once more

the reflection of a higher reality, for, we are told sententiously,

the tortured body of a hunchback mirrors his twisted soul.

Leatherstocking here has reverted resoundingly to type, a pale

imitation of Cooper's creation. At the end we leave him, faith

unshaken in his "single blessedness," to wander again as a lone-

ly denizen of the "wild 'purairas.'”31 Somewhere over the years

Reid had heard of the fate worse than death, and this allows the

introduction of two pages of incredibly melodramatic resolutions

to die rather than be dishonored—-the one new element in the book.

Thus it is evident that Reid never managed to emancipate

his‘work from the conventions of his formula. The possibilities

of breaking sway suggested in The Scalp Hunters were never artis-

tically realized. One could argue that the modern literary his-

torian's preference for this novel over Reid's other books is a

result of our preference for realism in incident and authenticity

in language, of our dislike of the unexamined aristocracy and un-

thinking snobbery that governed the selection of characters in

the genteel novel, and of our distaste for melodramtic romance.

let the judgment is not so relative as that. Rigid conventions

of plot, action, and character add up to writing by formula, a

formula that prevented Reid, as in a far more significant way it

had prevented Cooper, from imposing organic form on his Western

 

31The Free Lances, p. 318.
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materials. In this larger view those passages of authentic

language and individualization of character in The Scalp‘Hunters

become not so much a step toward realism as a step away from con-

vention, from writing by prescription.

Reid did not make this step; he only tentatively advanced

one foot and drew it back into conformity. Yet there are iso-

lated suggestions that the formula became too restrictive at

times even for his simple-minded view of literary endeavor. Near

the end of Tpg_§iflp_Rangers occurs a long, extraneous section

concerning the love of an American officer for a Mexican Indian

girl. Reid, of course, quickly turns the affair to account by

making it the vehicle of further dangerous adventures. Nor can

the officer he allowed to marry the girl. But the novel does

suggest, with a good deal of hesitancy, that it is possible for

love to break through class and ethnic lines if the gentleman

has ”the romantic wildness...of disposition"32 of the lieutenant

in question. A.Reid hero may even once in his life get.drunk,

though with rather profuse apologies to the reader. No hero in

Cooper could exhibit such human failings.

Reid's desire for the bizarre carried him into other breaks

with genteel taste. His description of the Mexico City sewers

is altogether more graphic than we should expect within such con-

ventions. Old Rube's tale of catching and eating buzzards when

starving on the prairies has a rugged realism out of consonance

 

32The Rifle Rangers, p. 384.
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with the delicate sensibilities that Reid's books everywhere

profess. The mother of one of his heroines smokes "cigarritos,"

although, of course, the heroine herself finds the habit unlady-

like and distasteful. Reid's mountain men lust after squaws in

a manner quite unlike the genteel conventions of how white

Americans, even of lower class status, act toward Indians.

If these are Reid's innoyations in the pattern, his spas-

modic fumblings toward a more flexible view of life and the

literary art, the body of his work belongs squarely in the main

stream of writing about the West that was to reach indestructible

crystallization and persist to our own time. Reid belongs to a

literary tradition of the empire West, the land where man roamed

free and brave, that reached solidification and endured.

Reid's books, of course, allowed for no depth of character

whatever. The moral questions confronting his heroes are so

totally oversimplified as to make the heroes virtually amoral,

mindless agents of a justice that admits no complexity. Panderer

to p0pu1ar prejudice that he was, he filled his books with a

tacit chauvinistic racism. Anglo-Saxon Americans are simply bet-

ter people. All of this, of course, forecast Zane Grey's avenging

Nordics gunning down ”greasers," forecast all the amoral two-gun

heroes who have populated'Western fiction for more than fifty

years.

Reid's contribution to the developing literary image of the

West was thus roughly four-fold. His modification of the Leather-

stocking character, giving him acceptable status for a love match
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without high birth, was a stage in that figure's development

toward the Virginian and Lin McLean. The racism implicit in his

pages, when coupled with worship of the strong man, became the

puerile, ”scientific" Anglo—Saxon superiority of Owen Wister and

the tawdry racial stereotypes of Harold Bell Wright and Zane

Grey. These traditions were to plague Western writing for a long

time.

Yet Reid also has a place in another line of development.

He deviated from the C00per tradition, as mentioned earlier,

in his rare attempts to transcribe the actual language of men in

the West. He also deviated from the tradition in attempting to

ground his work more firmly in a specific locale. Cooper's land-

scape in Thg_Prairie was a featureless barren land, inhabited

almost entirely by characters from Cooper's version of the East.

Reid know his section of the Nest, and in his early novels

described it minutely. "He had," writes his most ardent defender,

"a very genius for accurate observation and logical deduction, a

rare instinct for the truth, and a genuine love of nature."33

Though such praise is far too strong, Reid did attempt to use

the topography of his locale functionally in his work, though he

constantly romanticized it and emphasized its bizarre qualities.

And, in his own chauvinistic fashion, he even attempted to take

some account of the people who inhabited the land he wrote about,

though his eye rarely strayed far from the genteel figures proper

to his romance.

33memis, Mesa, thon, and Pueblo, p. 16.
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Both these techniques could, in other hands, become

methods of breaking through the fantasies that had been laid

upon the west to the underlying actuality. This is precisely

what Charlie Siringo and Andy Adams were to try to do in their

artless pages. They would attempt to dispel all the illusions

of the past and to present the west and its peOple as they

really were. In a sense the West had to have truth before it

could have art, history before it could have literature.

Mayne Reid has his small place in this story of development.
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2. Charlie Siringo

The University of Texas at Austin had on display some years

ago a series of bronze tablets commemorating various phases of

Texas history. One of these was dedicated simply to "Charlie

Cowboy." The "Charlie” of this inscription was Charles A.

Siringo,84 native Texan cowboy and "the first of the cowboy tale

tellers.'35 The tablet was recognition that Siringo, though

his books possess nothing to raise them to the status of litera-

ture, had been an effective agent in bringing life on the Texas

plains into the consciousness of the American people.

Nothing in his early training or environment suggested

that Siringo would one day have a literary career. He was born

in Matagorda County, Texas, in 1855 in extreme poverty; he got

his first trousers as spoils from ships driven ashore on the

Matagorda Peninsula by Yankee gunboats during the Civil war.

His father died when the boy was a year old, and for the first

eleven years of his life he ran wild on the sparsely settled

Peninsula, almost totally without schooling.36 He was never

educated beyond the ability to read and write.

 

34Neil Clark, "Close Calls: An Interview with Charles A.

Siringo," Lhe American Magazine, cvn (January, 1929), 33.

35Mabel Major, Rebecca W. Smith, and T. M. Pearce, South-

west Heritpge: £,Literppy Histopz with Biblioggaph: (Albuquerque,

1938) , p. 80o

35
Charles Am Siringo, A.Texas Cowbol, or Fifteen Years on

the Hurricane Deck of a SpanishPon , with abibliographical study

and introductionbyJ.—Frank Dobie New'York, 1950), pp. 7-16.
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For the next fifteen years or so he was a cowboy;

then for two decades, a detective. Thereafter

his life, lived mostly in New Mexico and California,

'was meager and splattered, some of it spent in

writing, perhaps more of it spent in contesting a

power that suppressed what he had written. Carrying

them in a satchel, he peddled his own privately

printed books.37

Siringo died in Hollywood, California, in 1928.

The portraits that we have of him from friends describe a

man of definite talents, but certainly do not suggest sensitivity

or imagination in Siringo. A man who worked with him on the

range remembered him as a happy-go-lucky cowboy, but also as the

most fearless man he ever knew.38 John Hays Hammond, president

of the Bunker Hill and Sullivan Mine during the bloody Coeur

d'Alene strike of 1891-92, recalled Siringo as "the most inter-

esting, resourceful, and courageous detective I ever dealt with.”39

As a Pinkerton man Siringo was assigned to work with a Coeur d'Alene

mine owners' association. He posed as a miner and joined the

union in order to send out spy reports that could be used in

breaking the strike. During these activities he was in constant

peril and several times barely escaped being killed by the be-

trayed minors. His services were invaluable in breaking the

strike and jailing the union leaders. Never, Hammond testifies,

did Siringo show the least fear, even when expecting to be

 

37
J. Frank Dobie, Introduction to Siringo, A;Texas Cowboy,

p. 11o

38nehie, Introduction, p. xvii.

39John Hays Hammond, ”Strong Men of the Wild West,"

Scribner's Magazine, LIXVII (February, 1925), 121.
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murdered the next minute.40 Siringo himself, in an interview

given shortly before his death, remarked that if he had ever

doubted himself or been afraid he couldn't have done his job.41

Such partial glimpses add up to the character portrait of

a man thoroughly competent in his work, deadly calm in the face

of danger, and with a mind that did not question ends, means, or

values, a mind that lived completely in the physical world and

saw itself in no larger context.

This is the Siringo that comes through in his books. He

wrote six of them, covering a span of forty-two years. The first,

£2333; Cowboy, _o_g, Fifteen £29.12. p_1_l_ the Hurricane Deck p_f_ g

Spppish gppy_(1885), is an autobiography of his life on the range.

It-ends with his marriage and settling down as a merchant in

Caldwell, Kansas. His second, £;Cowboy Detective (1912), begins

”with his employment as a private detective in Chicago in 1886.

Two years before this a blind phrenologist...had felt his 'mule

head' and assured him that he was 'cut out for a detective.”42

Publication of this account of his work with the Pinkerton Detec-

tive Agency, first entitled Pinkerton{p_Cowhoy Detective, was held

up in the Superior Court of Chicago, through Pinkerton influence,

until Siringo changed the title and much of the contents.

 

4oScribner's Magazine, LXXVII, 122-25.

41Clark, The American Magazine, CVII, 131.

42Dobio, Introduction to Siringo, ALTexas Cowboy, p. 1x.
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Three years later, undeterred by this formidable opposition,

Siringo published another book telling exactly what he felt con-

cerning ”the most corrupt institution of the century."43 Typ_§yil

A522; Pinkertonism ApA_Anarchism (1915) names the names—-for in-

stance, that of a man hired by the Agency to help wealthycattlemen

get rid of small ranchers at six hundred dollars a head-—and

tells the facts of perjured testimony and confessions exacted by

brutality. By this time, after a lapse of more than twenty years,

Siringo regretted his work against the miners in their fight for

justice.

His last three books, A Lone Star Cowboy (1919), 22.1.1.1 £112

£11 (1920), and M221 gm; (1927), are revisions of earlier

material. The first of these is a rewriting of A;Igypp_Cowboy,

eliminating these incidents that seemed indecorous or indiscreet.

21.111.21.12 _I_£_i_g_ is also an expansion of materials used earlier.

The cleaned-up version of his range experiences as they appeared

in A Loop; .SL'E. Cowboy was transferred once more into 1519422. 9311

Sag-_a_. "He had grown more cautious....In A _T_e_x_:_i_s_ Cowboy the dew

is on the vine and vitality is uncurbed by correctness, discre-

tion, decorum and other respectabilities."45

AM Cowboy is considered the best of Siringo's books.

"His book," remarks a literary historian of the Southwest, ”which

 

43Dobie, p. xxxii.

44Dobie, pp. xxxii-xxxiii.

45Dobie, p. xiv.
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circulated widely among plain readers at the time, was overlooked

by literary circles; but now, rewritten, it is recognized as an

early authority. Its value lies not in literary grace, to which

it makes no claim, but in sincerity and first-hand information."46

During forty years the book was widely distributed "under the

imprint of five different publishers," and became "the most read

47 "Dear Charley:" Will Rogersnon-fiction book on cowboy life."

wrote to Siringo. "Somebody gave me the proof sheet of your new

book, 'Riata and Spurs,' and wanted to know what I think of it....

I think the same of it as I do of the first cowboy book I ever

read, 'Fifteen Years on the Hurricane Deck of a Spanish Pony.‘

Ihy, that was the Cowboy's Bible when I was growing up."48

”That first book of his,” said a former companion, "told things

just like theywas."49

It was this quality of actuality, of literal fidelity to

his material, which won and retained acceptance for Siringo's

work. The purpose behind his writing, he said in the preface

to his first book, ”is money-and lots of it." Looking for an

”untrodden field" for his pen he "finally hit upon the idea of

writing a history of my own short, but rugged life, which dear

reader you have before you."50 Thus, Douglas Branch has written,

 

46Major, Southwest Heritage, p. 80.

47Dobie, Introduction to Siringo, AgTexas Cowboy, pp. xiii-xiv.

48Dobie, p. x.

49nohie , p. xvii.

50A Texas Cowboy, p. 3.
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"Charlie Siringo wrote his book...for butcher boys to sell in

smoking cars."51

£12252! Cowboy is autobiography only in a limited sense.

Though he wrote about himself always, Siringo put virtually

nothing of himself into his books. What happened to him is

there. What he felt about what happened, what he talked about

or thought about or dreamed about or haped for-nothing of these

appear in his work. He was telling his version of the truth

about a special occupation in a particular part of the West,

telling it in the hope that the novelty and drama of his subject

would find readers for his book. Because he was an honest repor-

ter, he ”told things just like they was."

Mayne Reid had been so thoroughly trapped by the conventions

of his form that only by lapsing momentarily into reproduction

of reality did his books suggest the possibilities that lay in

his materials. Siringo was Reid's opposite. Ignorant of

literary conventions, unblessed by any sense of structure or pro-

portion, he produced only tho raw materials of history and fic-

tion. His ignorance, indeed, was his strength. Knowing nothing

of the romantic conventions which had grown up around the West

since Cooper, Siringo cut through these illusions and reported

a kind of reality.

A @3323 Cowboy has no principle of organization beyond

simple chronology, at times not even that. It has neither wit

 

51"Texas Cattle and Texas Cowboys," Southwest Review, XI

(January, 1926), 84.
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nor perceptiveness, little humor and no sense of beauty whatever,

even for physical surroundings. Siringo never describes the

country except to mention conditions of water and grass; he may

speak of the weather if a storm interferes with the work, but

he never notes the landscape for itself. To this working cow-

boy, the land was simply a thing over which one trailed steers.

He found nothing awesome in its vastness, nothing worth mention

in its beauty or ugliness.

What we do find in his book are the working methods of an

occupation and some of the mores and values of a way of life.

His world is Texas and the cattle trail to Kansas in those turbu-

lent, expansive years after the Civil War when the range kingdom

was entering the first stage of its twentydyear boom. We learn,

for instance, how fortunes were made in branding loose cattle

right after the war:

"Shanghai" Pierce and his brother Jonathan had sold

out their interests to Allen, Pool, and Co. for the

snug little sum of one hundred and ten thousand dol-

1ars. That shows what could be done in those days,

with no capital, but lots of cheek and a branding

iron. The two Pierces had come out there from

Yankeedom a few years before poorer than skimmed

milk.“

Others used different but equally direct methods.

Mr. Grimes had a slaughter house on his ranch where

he killed cattle for their hides and tallowb-the

meat he threw to the hogs. Did you ask kind reader,

if those were all his own cattle that he butchered?

If so, will have to say that I never tell tales out

of school.53

 

52A Texas Cowboy, p. 46.

53A Texas Cowboy, p. 53.
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Siringo and his companion cowboys fell in with this easy morality,

branding cattle for themselves instead of their employers when

no one was looking; and to feed themselves as they ranged over

the country, they "still clung to the old Texas style which is,

never kill one of your own beeves when you can get somebody

else's.”54

These men lived hard and dangerously. Cattle which had not

been worked during the four long years of the war were as wild

as deer, and catching and trailing them north to Kansas was

hazardous and arduous work. Siringo himself made many such trips.

Their fun, in their rare moments of leisure, was equally wild.

We arrived in Dodge City, Kansas on the third day

of July and that night I quit and went to town to

”whoop 'em up Liza Jane." I met an old friend that

night by the name of "Wes!" Adams and we both had

a guy time, until towards morning when he got

severely stabbed in a free-to-all fight.55

Such a cowboy switched jobs casually, and was likely to

find that his pay, after settling accounts with the local version

of the company store, was negligible.

I worked with Logan one trip, until we got back

to the ranch and then I settled up for the first

time since going to work, nearly two years before.

An old Irishman by the name of "Hunky-dorey”

Brown kept the store and did the settling up with

the men. When he settled with me he laid all the

money, in silver dollars, that I had earned since

commencing work...out on the counter and then

after eyeing me awhile, said: RAllen, Pool, &

Co. owe you three hundred dollars," or whatever

 

54A Texas Cowboy, p. 136.

55A Texas Cowboy, pp. 92-93.
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the amount was, "and you owe Allen, Pool, & Co.

two hundred ninety-nine dollars and a quarter,

which leaves you seventy-five cents.” He then raked

all but six bits into the money drawer.56

It is characteristic of Siringo's cowboys, however, that they don't

care about money.

After pocketing my six bits, I mounted "Fanny"

a little mare that I had bought not long before

and struck out for W. B. Grimes' ranch, a few

miles up the river. I succeeded in getting a

job from the old gentleman at fifteen dollars a

month.57

Siringo and his friends were equally casual about physical

violence.

Some of the boys hated to part with Mr. Nie, but

I was glad of the change, for he wouldn't allow

me to rope large steers nor fight when I got on

the war-path. I remember one time he gave me

fits for laying out a negro with a four-year old

club; and another time he laid me out with his

open hand for trying to carve one of the boys

up with a butcher knife.58

Life for Siringo as a cowboy was lighthearted, free, and

irresponsible. He was undismayed at starting an eleven-hundred

mile ride with six dollars in his pocket, unconcerned at being

fleeced in two days in Chicago of money earned in months on the

trail. He is a bachelor nomad who takes life as it comes,

unaware of the drama of his existence.

Just suffice it to say I had a tough time of

it during the rest of the winter and came out

carrying two bullet wounds. But I had some

 

56; Texas Cowbo , p. 52.

57A Texas Cowboy, pp. 52-53.

585 Texas Cowboy, p. 46.
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gay times as well as tough and won considerable

money running Whiskey-peat.59

This is the world of the West as we have it in £T_e_x_a_s_

Cowboy. It is the cowboy's lot to be often cold, often hungry,

usually poorly paid, occasionally gloriously drunk-and always

free. He lives unsentimentally in a world of men, cows, guns,

and horses. He is capable of selling a friend a lame horse

("New kind reader you no doubt think that a shabby trick. If

so, all I can say is 'such is life in the far west'"),60 but

likewise capable of giving a sound one to a stranded stranger.

His ties with family and civilization are almost negligible:

”To say that mother was glad to see me would only half express

it. She bounced me the first thing about not coming back the

next fall after leaving as I had promised. I had been gone

nearly four years."61

Such a life gave Siringo but little language to handle

situations involving emotion. His affairs of the heart, which

mercifully receive little attention in his books, are as casual

and matter-of-fact as the rest of his life. His marriage merits

less attention than he would have paid the acquisition of a new

horse: "Just three days after meeting we were engaged and at

the end of the next three days we were made one. And three days

later I was on my'way to the Panhandle with an outfit of

 

59; Texas Cowboy, p. 92.

60; Texas Cowboy, p. 66.

“_a_ Texas Cowboy, p. 116.
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twenty-five men, one hundred horses and six wagons"62—-and

‘without the bride, who receives less description than his trail

outfit. But marriage meant the end of cowboy life and when his

next trail drive was over Siringo settled down as a merchant in

Kansas ”on a six—bit scale."

If Reid had been prevented from dealing intelligently with

his material by the artificiality of his form, Siringo was never

able to raise his reminiscences even to the level of the minor

art we find in such earlier chronicles as Ruxton's £2.22. _i_n_ the.

gaghflggt. Ignorance of the devices of good writing is itself a

fundamental part of Siringo's fidelity to reality. Metaphor is

unknown to his pages. He never strives for dramatic effect;

no apt phrasing points up his anecdotes.

The reality that Siringo reports has significance only for

the social and literary history of the West. A:T£§2§_Cowboy

touches merely the surface of life. Fundamentally, Siringo, at

least as we see his mind here, was insensitive to people, to ex-

perience, even to the Western landscape. Possessing no discernible

system of values, totally unreflective about himself or his world,

he missed more than he saw. The value of his report is that it

provides a perfectly matter-of-fact account of a cowboy's physi-

cal existence, stripped of all romance. Siringo's cowboys are

refreshingly different from the dime novel variety.

The people who move through Siringo's pages are almost face-

less. Not even in his portrait of Billy the Kid could he create

 

62; Texas Cowboy, p. 197.
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recognizable human character. In the ludicrous manner that later

became the fashion in writing of William Bonney, Siringo makes

a rudimentary Robin Hood figure of the psychopath, but his sketch

does not attempt to probe Bonney's mind or emotions. Siringo is

writing about actions, not men.

Since he was unequipped to handle any sort of feeling,

Siringo lapsed when confronted with emotion into the lugubrious

sentimentality characteristic of the cowboy song. Thus he wrote

of Bonney's death, "The remains of what was once a fond mother's

darling were buried next day in the old dilapidated Military

Cemetery, without a murmur, except from one, a pretty young half-

breed mexican damsel, whose tears, no doubt, has dampened the

lonely grave more than once."63

His value judgments on the life around him are equally in-

frequent and of equally low order. He protested against his men

hanging a swindler without trial, judge, or jury, but felt no

sense of outrage at a mob which was narrowly prevented from

hanging an old man for feeding the outlaw Bonney. He is similarly

uncritical of regional attitudes. Mexicans are as likely as not

to be "greasers" in his pages, and shooting up a town and driving

out the Chinese population is a great joke. Siringo was the re-

porter of experience, not its evaluator.

Despite all these limitations, AM Cowboy has an ele-

mental honesty that gives a sense of the west to its report. Its
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unconscious exuberance is that of a region which seemed to have

all the future before it. If its portrait of ranch and trail life

never reaches deeply into human experience, it nevertheless avoids

romanticizing or sentimentalizing its subject. Though he deals

often with violence, Siringo makes no attempt to dramatize this

part of his material. His book is as alien to the tradition of

the dime novel gunmen as to Cooper's natural nobleman.

The change apparent by the time of Riata and Spurs, Siringo's

final book, is instructive. The book has a curious publishing

history. The first printing transposed some eleven chapters from

A;Cowbgy Detective, substituting actual names for the fictitious

ones that had been imposed by the Pinkerton people. This time

the Agency brought pressure upon the publishers and forced

Siringo to delete all the material on his detective experiences.

For those eleven chapters he substituted a series of sketches of

Vestern bad men. So the second and all subsequent printings of

the book differ substantially from the first, although no mention

of the change is made in these later printings.64

The first one hundred and nineteen pages of this revised

edition cover, in condensed form, the same ground as A le_x_a_§_ Egy-

Egy} The revision is somewhat better written, perhaps because

condensation allowed for fewer digressions. In addition Siringo

has eliminated cursing, no longer employs derogatory tag words

for Mexicans and Negroes, and generally avoids the exuberant tone

 

64Dobie, Introduction to Siringo, AgTexas Cowboy, pp. xxxiii.



156

of the earlier book. And, in its more restrained fashion,

3.12.22. g._n_d_ _S_p_u_r_'_s_ probably provides more information about the coun-

try and the cowboy's trade than had A;Texas Cowbgy. Otherwise

there are few changes. The years had given Siringo no greater

perspective on his former life. It was over and he missed it;

that was all. The quality of his infrequent reflections remains

as adolescent as ever.

More interesting in a sense are the final one hundred and

forty pages of the book. Nearly all of them deal with a dreary

gallery of killers: John wesley Harden,"ild Bill Hickok, Ben

Thompson, King Fisher, the Ketchums, and a dozen others. This

section of m931% forms Siringo's final comment on life

in the west (it was taken from a last literary effort left uncom-

pleted at his death), and it is an eloquent one—-at least for the

history of Western literature.

Here Siringo was in his literary element. He held, says

Frank Dobie, the dossiers of a thousand men in his mind.65 He

put them into words in this book as a court stenographer might,

the facts recorded without emotion, without prejudice, virtually

without value judgments. He admired the figures in his gallery,

even though they were lawbreakers, because they were fearless,

strong, and splendid marksmen-the virtues which made up his own

code. It is a rare moment indeed when he is willing to make

even so elementary a judgment as this: ”Ben Thompson was a vicious

 

66Dobie, p. xxx.
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cowboy bad-man. He had a record of about twenty men killed....

Possibly I am prejudiced against Ben Thompson because he once

shot a boy friend of mine. This boy...was still in his teens."66

Once again Charlie Siringo was telling the truth about the

west as he knew it. This time, however, he presents a west al-

ready familiar to the popular mind. These pages of E3222.222.

§pg££_are a.monotonous catalog of violence and murder.

King Fisher...had a record of twelve men (not

counting Mexicans) killed with his own hand....

In the seventies Horace Greeley went to San

Antonio, Texas to look up cheap land for a colony

on which to settle young men from his home State,

New York....

Greeley made two trips into San Antonio, a few

months apart. 0n the first trip he was introduced

to Fisher. 0n the second visit the two met on the

street. After shaking hands, Greeley said, "Mr.

Fisher, why don't you stop killing men?"

The reply was: "Why, Mr. Greeley, I haven't

killed a men since you were here before.”

”That's strange,“ was Greeley's reply. "Yes-

terday I was told that a month or so ago you rode

inte.Eagle Pass with sixteen human ears strung

on your bridle reins."

'With a smile Fisher answered: "Oh, them were

Mexican ears—-they don't count."

...About the year 1881, Fisher was indicted by the

grand jury fer’muder, in Laredo....0n the day that

court opened, Fisher and about twenty of his cow-

boys rode into Laredo....They were heavily armed

....Fisher reported to the court and told the judge

that he wouldn't stand for a conviction; that he

was willing to have a verdict of ”not guilty."

This was the verdict rendered and the crowd re-

turned to Nueces River.67

6“auto. and Spurs (Boston, 1931), p. 167.

“'Rictc and 3225., pp. 164-66.
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Siringo, though he had learned nothing to give his work

literary value of its own, had learned something of what was ex-

pected in western writing. The quality of his reflections upon

the life he was portraying was still utterly banal ("Should any

romantic boys who banker to be 'bad' cowboys read these pages,

I would advise them to forget it. Death by violence is nearly

always the reward dealt out by some unseen power."68), but his

selection of material indicated his recognition that the worka-

day'world of cowboys could not compete with exciting gunmen for

public attention.

AM Cowboy had made a step toward truth about a region.

Superficial though it was, it broke through the nets of convention

with the originality of ignorance to record actuality. Here

Siringo's cowboys work at their trade and enjoy their reckless

pleaaures without making bows toward the polite standards of a

genteel audience. It was a faltering step toward realistic por-

trayal of the West.

But it was a realimm'with little future. By the time of

Ma_n_d__8‘p_t_1_r_s_ Western writing belonged to the masters of blood

and thunder and Siringo, though undramatic as ever in handling

his material, provided a gallery of bad men. He had found, as

did the dime novelists, that if unthinking action is your medium

of interest, then the only avenue of progress is toward more

melodramatic action. Mayne Reid's heroes, created under the same

 

“Emit. and Spgrs, p. 133.



159

dictum that action is all but with the addition of the genteel

conventions, had confronted moral questions so over-simplified

as to make the heroes virtually amoral, one-dimensional creatures

obviously incapable of significant moral choice. Siringo's

characters, even more mindless and featureless, exist on a level

of morality so relative as to make any moral choice irrelevant.

'He see them in his pages as we would see animals; they have

nothing but their actions to bring them to our attention.

Siringo's version of "truth" in the West carried him,

finally, only from cowman to gunman, and then to more gunmen;

it led him in the end to write solely about the strong man with

blazing Colts. The shallowness of his perception of life in the

west brought him at last to the same position occupied by all

the dime novelists who wrote endlessly about the West without

ever having been there.
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3. Andy Adams

Though his first book was not published until a year after

The Virginian appeared, Andy Adams is closer to Siringo than to

‘Wister in the development of Western fiction. Like Siringo, he

set out, without literary training or the education necessary

for social analysis, to tell the "truth" about his native region;

unlike Wister, he did not impose on his material a ready-made

hierarchy of literary conventions and values. Though he failed

to make significant fiction of his Western material, he went be—

yond Siringo in the appraisal he made of his time and province,

and his books were not vitiated by the imported image of the

West that Wister brought to his writing.

Born on an Indiana farm in 1859, Adams moved to Texas in

1882, "drove horses and cattle, rode the trail to Abilene, made

some money and then lost it in business, then drifted to Colorado

to try mining and finally writing."69 He had not planned a

literary career. The impetus came in 1900 from seeing a Colorado

production of Charles H. Hoyt's popular cowboy play, é;22£22

§E£2£3 "If people would pay for such a false picture, surely

they would welcome stories from one who had lived the life of a

cowboy himself and would endeavor to give them the truth."70

 

69Mabel Major, Rebecca W. Smith, and T. M. Pearce, Southwest

Herita e: ALLiterary Histogy with Bibliography (Albuquerque,

1938), p. 81.

7oLevette J. Davidson, "The Unpublished Manuscripts of Andy
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Adams's first book, published three years later, was successful

enough to confirm him as a professional writer, though his later

books never attained the same level of popularity. When he died

in 1935 he left behind, as evidence that he no longer met the

requirements of the Western fiction market, more than thirteen

hundred pages of unpublished manuscript.71

Thg_§2g.2£_a_Cowboy (1903) has been called by a number of

critics ”the finest piece of literature that the cattle-country

has produced."72 Since enthusiasts of Western fiction are very

often both ebullient and magnificently uncritical, several have

gone so far as to class the book with Life 22 the Mississippi
 

and EEEZL2125373 This, of course, is patent nonsense. Frank

Dobie, though one of the authors of this nonsense, knows Western

fiction better than most commentators and is on more solid ground

in another judgment: "It is my firm conviction that one hundred,

three hundred years from now people will read Andy Adams to see

what the life of those men who went up the trail from Texas was

like, just as we now read the diary of Pepys to see what life in

London was like following the Restoration.”74

The analogy is not capricious. Adams's book is true as a

 

71Davidson, 103.

72Douglas Branch, The Cowboy and His Interpreters (New York,

1926), p. 255.

73Branch, p. 255; J. Frank Dobie, "Andy Adams, Cowboy

Chronicler," Southwest Review, XI (January, 1926), 94-95.

74Southwest Review, II, 101.
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journal or diary is true-—true to the observations of an intelli-

gent recorder rather than to the transforming imagination of the

artist. All his life he felt that fiction had failed to capture

the truth of his own region and time. "The cattle industry,” he

wrote in his later years, "was a primal factor in winning the West

and has proved to be an inviting field for pen and pencil. Yet

when reduced to a last analysis, when subjected to an acid test

or a fire assay, as transcripts of life, the books about it re-

veal few values."75 Objecting to The Vigginian and to Garland's

Western novels for their romanticism and their failure to grasp

the realities of life in the West, Adams concluded that competent

literary interpreters of the region must come from the soil itself,

must be ”as spontaneous as the flora of the plains."76 The West

needed writers to match its plains and mountains, authors who

would disdain the myths surrounding the West to seek the actuality.

It is as a "transcript of life" that Thg Egg g£_2_Cowboy

has value. Though Adams called it a "narrative,“ it is more

nearly a journal, recounting the biography of a trail herd on the

long trek from the mouth of the Rio Grande to the Blackfoot Reser-

vation in Montana in 1882. It is an account so accurate that no

one new would undertake to write a history of the cattle trails

‘without first reading Adams closely. The book is rich in its

observation of those details that make up social history. Only
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in the loosest sense, however, can it be called fiction, a fact

most libraries have recognized by shelving it with western

history.

Th2_§2g_g£_2_00wboy takes its structure from the odyssey

of the journey itself, opening, after a few introductory pages,

‘with the ceremony of receiving the cattle and horses in Browns-

ville, marching quietly along those twenty-five hundred miles

with the herd and the men who guide it, and closing with delivery

in Montana. Siringo's books had covered some of the same ground,

but Adams is by far the more perceptive and intelligent observer.

Siringo had been satisfied with reproducing the physical action

of the cowboy's life, concentrating so wholly on action that his

later books became more catalogues of violence. Adams sought a

deeper fidelity to man's experience in the West, striving to repro—

duce, years after the events, every detail of life on the trail.

There are no heroes and no gunmen in this book, but only

men.who work with cattle for a living. Everything about them is

Adams's subject matter. All their lore is here, their work and

customs and mores, their occasional sorties into the trail towns,

their stories and lies around the campfire at night. Always the

quiet narrative of their life together is firmly anchored to the

country. The rivers, waterholes, arid stretches, badlands, and

mountains are carefully described as the herd moves by them.

From early March until mid-September the cattle plod slowly north

and west, across a hundred rivers, the Nueces and Brazos and

treacherous Canadian and Red and Cimarron and Arkansas and Platte
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and Yellowstone and Powder and Tongue, until at last it is the

Missouri itself and delivery at Montana's Fort Benton. Along

the way there are the trail towns: Abilene, Dodge City,

Nebraska's 0galalla—-"the Gomorrah of the cattle trail,"77 Adams

called it-and Frenchman's Ford at the Yellowstone:

One couldn't help being impressed with the un-

restrained freedom of the village, whose sole

product seemed to be buffalo hides. Every man

in the place were the regulation sixshooter in

his belt, and quite a number wore two. The

primitive law of nature known as self-preservation

was very evident in August of '82 at Frenchman's

Ford.78

Perhaps no one since has written with such accuracy of trail

life. From Adams we learn what it is like to pull out bogged

steers, to build a cattle bridge over a stream with a quicksand

bottom, or to turn a herd in stampede. Carefully he tells us

what areas have good grass, how to handle the watering of a herd

so it will bed down easily at night, how wandering Comanches beg

beef and cattle thieves pose as representatives of owners to comb

passing herds for accumulated strays. More important, he conveys

the feelings of the men about the life they lead: the incipient

terror of a dry drive when cattle go blind with thirst and turn

back, despite all that men can do, to water they have known; the

good-natured chagrin of men who are so starved for entertainment

that, when they are duped into a horserace by an innocent old

"homesteader" who shows them one mare and races another, they
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‘willingly pay the price; the infrequent pleasure of playing poker

all night for an egg that the winner will have for breakfast or

making a holiday feast of a stray buffalo calf; the sense of

despair that settles over lonely men when a cowhand is drowned

in a bad crossing of the North Platte.

There are, as well, the campfire stories that fill long

evenings:

They used to tell the story in the army, that

during one of the winter retreats, a cavalry-

man, riding along in the wake of the column

at night, saw a hat apparently floating in the

mud and water. In the hope that it might be

a better hat than the one he was wearing, he

dismounted to get it. Feeling his way care-

fully through the ooze until he reached the hat,

he was surprised to find a man underneath and

‘wearing it. "Hello, comrade," he sang out,

"can I lend you a hand?"

"No, no,” replied the fellow, "I'm all right;

I've got a good mule yet under me."79

When a story grows a little tall, the narrator is likely to be

greeted with a chorus of snores from his audience or the quiet

remark that, "If I loved a liar I'd hug that man to death."80

Though they willingly endure endless brags about their native

state, these Texans have no use for such lies as the story that

California riders carry sixty-five foot lariats. They know no

man ever threw such a rope to its full 1ength—-"without he threw

it down a well.”81
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By 1882 the baccaneers of the flush period following the

war, when a fortune might be made in a year in Texas with a

branding iron, had themselves become almost legendary and were

fit figures for stories. They told on the trail, for instance,

about old Shanghai Pierce, who could sometimes induce unknowing

agents for northern buyers to accept a running count on a herd.

The long-legged coast cattle that Shanghai was selling would pass

a checkpoint like a herd of frightened deer, increasing the count

by ten per cent in Shanghai's favor if the maneuver were properly

executed.

Though 222.£2£.thu' faithfully reproduces both the facts

and flavor of life on the cattle trail, with a total absence of

false heroics or melodrama, Adams was never able to raise his nar-

rative to the level of literature. This is not, as some critics

have supposed, due to an absence of plot or love interest or

dramatic effect, unless more than the obvious meaning of those

terms is intended. Rather, it is due to the absence of the or-

ganic form that is on one level the relationship of part to part

that makes a novel an organized whole; and on another level the

relationship of event to character that gives all events human

significance. The only form in this narrative is the form of

the journey itself. As a novel, 11323.33 i. a 5,2225% that

fails to transform experience into art, that abounds with inci-

dents which are unrelated to each other beyond the obvious rela-

tionship of all incidents to the journey, and which neither

result from nor illuminate human character. The sense of form
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necessary to create fiction in which each part belongs to an

integrated whole and each event has significance in human ex-

perience remained beyond the powers of Adams's mind all his life.

The books that followed '_l‘_h_e_ _I_._og illustrate the same virtues

and faults. ALTexas Matchmaker (1904), for instance, reproduces

life on a ranch in southern Texas in the late 1870's with the

same looseness of form and catholicity of incident. Since Adams's

cowboys are always working cowboys (as Wister's never were), these

pages are filled with the small details of handling cattle and

horses, from the well-known techniques of branding and roping to

such relatively obscure matters as the difference between a

remuda and a manada, or the trick, when selling a herd of small

Texas mustangs, of putting them on a sidehill and taking the

prospective buyer by them from below to make the horses look

larger. The cowhand's infrequent holiday pleasures are here too:

puma hunts when the scent is strong after a heavy rain; neighbor-

hood pigeon shoots when the carrier pigeons visit the area, with

great pies baked around the campfire afterward and the inevitable

stories; once there is even a revival of a tournament which first-

comers to Texas brought from the old South, with a contest

descending from chivalry and involving lances and expert horseman-

ship as its climax. (Like all else in Adams's books the tourna-

ment was authentic, an early custom in the Southwest.)

.As the basis of its form this novel has the quiet passage

of the seasons and the work and play each of them brings. The

ostensible plot, the efforts of an oftenqmarried old rancher to
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marry off his ranchhands and thus have children playing about the

place in his old age, neither dominates nor really intrudes upon

the leisurely chronicle of cowboys, Mexican and gringo alike,

‘working and playing under the tolerant eye of their employer.

The remainder of Adams's books follow a similar pattern,

each recounting one aspect of life in the cattle country. They

are the material of fiction rather than fiction itself. They

offer a social history which, though it accurately depicts the

techniques of the cattle trade and the exterior lives of the men

who work at it, never explores man's experience in the West on a

deeper level. The central ranch of A;Texas Matchmaker, for in-

stance, is presented as a feudal barony, complete with overlord.

Whatever the economic, social or human implications of this,

Adams never examines them. With complete honesty to his material,

he is presenting the surface aspects of ranch life. Neither in

human character nor in social analysis do his books probe deeply.

If they fail to achieve that degree of form necessary to signi-

ficant fiction, it is in part because they fail to penetrate beyond

the description of behavior to the causes behind behavior. They

are authentic books, completely escaping the stock situations

and melodrama that made Reid's novels superficial, and the unre-

mitting concentration upon unmotivated violence that made

Siringo's later efforts adolescent trash; but they nevertheless

fall short of the status we demand of good fiction.

Adams's books could have provided the material for fiction;

yet it is instructive to note that no one built on his base. "It
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is unfortunate," one critic has said with good reason, "that

Adams never had great popular success as a writer. If his books

had been best sellers, they would have affected the whole current

of Western fiction, and decidedly for the better."82 To the

student of western fiction, what happened to Adams's kind of

writing is almost as important as the writing itself. For a

long time, fiction of the cattle kingdom would follow not Andy

Adams's version of "truth" but Owen'Wister's romanticized stereo-

type. In a letter in 1907 to Houghton—Mifflin, Adams declined

to commit himself to a book of Western stories because "the

eastern viewpoint of the West is a hard one to meet. Eastern

writers, with little or no knowledge of their subject, can

satisfy the short story market better than Western ones. Seeming-

ly the standard is set, lurid and distorted, and unless one can

drop into that vein, he or she will find their wares a drug on

the market."83 After twenty-eight years of additional disap-

pointment, in the year he died, he wrote even more frankly to a

friend: ”My work made its appearance at an unfortunate time....

The pulp field, rejuvenated from the dime novel, swept the boards

for Western stuff. In the minds of many, this bunk fills the

illusion of a 'wild and wooly West.‘ Primal values were lost in

the flood of junk.”84

 

821151 Borland, "The Magnetic West," New York Times Book

Review, August 15, 1943, p. 6. -

83Davidson, Colorado Magazine, XXVIII, 106.

pp. 6’ 18.



170

Adams himself could not completely escape this papular

image of the West, though he never succeeded in meeting it.

Having moved to Colorado during the Cripple Creek gold strikes

of 1891, he tried later to tell the story of the mines. The

result, an unpublished novel now among his manuscripts in the

collection of the State Historical Society of Colorado, according

to a critic who has seen it, is destroyed by conventions and

stereotypes.85 The five plays he left in manuscript are like-

wise "amateur attempts at sentimental romance and at melodrama"86

in Western settings.

Despite his deficiencies as a novelist, however, Adams

represents a definite advance over what had preceded him in

Western fiction. No one before him had tried with such honesty

and fidelity to fact to raise the social history of his region

to the level of literature. If he failed, if he was unable to

penetrate the surface of his region's social history to explore

its meaning for men who lived there, he nevertheless disdained-

in his published work, at least-the conventions and stereotypes

that made up the image the East held of the West. If, among the

manuscripts he left behind, there are strong men on horseback,

dastardly Redskins, and natural noblemen who are loved and civi-

lized by genteel heroines, we have been mercifully spared them.

His published books do not, like Siringo's later ones, try to
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meet the market created by the dime novelists. Staunchly they

stick to the truth of his perceptions. To the best of his

limited ability, Adams provided honest "transcripts of life"

in the west. Yet neither his perception nor his art was great

enough to carry him beyond fact to fiction that would endure.

What was needed, what had always been needed, was a creative

mind which knew the West as Adams knew it and yet saw it in a

larger context, saw it as part of man's experience in America,

saw deeper into the "truth" of the American West.



Chapter Six

The Failure of Caste Imprint: Owen Wister

Charlie Siringo and Andy Adams, though they possessed the

advantage of native background in the West and long years of par-

ticipation in the Western adventure, never succeeded in bringing

their chosen subject matter into the cognizance of polite readers

or to the attention of students of literature. The man who was

to do this was an Easterner. And it was the East, despite his

genuine and enduring attachment to the West, that largely con-

ditioned Owen Wister's response to the West and governed the use

he made of it in his books. He is remembered today, unfairly,

as the author of Thg_Virginian. He was much more: polemicist,

naturalist, biographer, intimate of the highly placed, passionate

commentator on the American scene and world affairs. 222.215?

ginian, moreover, does not provide an accurate index of his

literary use of Western materials in those moments when he found

his proper form.

‘Iister was born in Philadelphia in 1860. .As a boy of ten

he was taken abroad for part of his education in Switzerland,

England and Italy. When he returned in 1873 he attended St.

Paul's School in New Hampshire, for five years, proceeding to

Harvard in 1878. His first interest in those early years was

music. He studied piano in Europe, composed an opera (words by

his actress-grandmother, Fanny Kemble) while at St. Paul's, and

spent four years under the tutelage of J. K. Paine at Harvard,
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graduating with highest honors in music.1 It was at Harvard that

'Iister first met an upperclassman named Theodore Roosevelt, who

was to become a lifelong friend. Fifty years later Wister set

down a biographical record of that friendship. This account of

his Harvard days and his developing relationship with Roosevelt

goes far to explain the beliefs which permeated Wister's life and

informed his work.

It is evident, for one thing, that Harvard confirmed certain

of Wister's notions about the proper structure of society. 0f

the Dickey, a secret organization that in 1879 (when Wister was

invited to join) represented the only gateway to complete parti-

cipation in the more exclusive areas of social life at Harvard,

he wrote:

To be left out of the Dickey meant that your social

life at Harvard was likely to be in the back seats.

What could be more alien to democratic theory? What

more inevitable in human life? Injustice was done;

yet, looking back over fifty years, it is astonishing

that more injustice was not done. Some wrong ones

we took in, some right ones we left out-but not many

of either sort.2

Wister never lost the comfortable assurance of that "we," the easy'

conviction that the world could be accurately divided into first

and third person pronouns. He was to spend much of his literary

life in defining those who belonged in each category.

As an undergraduate, Wister employed his talents outside

 

lOwen Wister, ”Strictly Hereditary," Musical figarterly, XXII

(January, 1933) , 3.

ZBeosevelt: The Stoa g_r_ g Friendship, 1880-1919 (New York,

1930), pe 9e
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the classroom in composing school musicals, often writing spright-

ly lyrics for his own music.3 He remembered such matters with

nostalgic pleasure in later years, and he came to feel that the

Harvard of his time had turned out an inimitable product, the

"college-bred man"-a cultured being totally alien to the money-

changers mass-produced for Wall Street in a later day. Life it-

self had been different and more gracious in those golden years

when "pretty and witty comic operas from Paris and Vienna drew

crowded houses" and "not a musical show had been concocted by the

Broadway Jew for the American moron."4

When he left Harvard in 1882, Wister went once again abroad

to study music. Paine was convinced that the boy must compose,

but Wister's father wanted a European verdict on his talent.

Wister studied in Paris at the Conservatoire and, in search of

that judgment which would win parental approval, played his

"proudest composition" for Franz Liszt at Wagner's house in Bay-

reuth. Moved to high approval, Liszt wrote to Fanny Kemble that

her grandson had "gg_talent prononc3." Wister's instructor at

the Conservatoire was equally enthusiastic, and a career in music

seemed momentarily assured: "The paternal word had gone forth.

The European verdict had been given by Liszt and Guiraud: I could

be a composer. But Henry L. Higginson had told my father he would

like me to try my fortunes as a stockbroker. I must come home."

 

3For examples see Owen Wister, “My Friendship with Roosevelt,"

Saturday Evenigg Post, ccn (March 22, 1930), 5.

4Wister, Roosevelt p. 21.
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‘When Wister returned to America in 1883, however, "Business in

Boston had slumped; Mr. Higginson had no place for me; but if I

waited, there would be one; so I sat thirteen months in the Union

Safe Deposit Vaults...computing interest at 2 1/2 per cent. on

daily balances."5

In Boston, Wister relieved the tedium of his drab life in

the vaults by joining other young men-—painters, musicians,

writers, and doctors-in forming the Tavern Club. Together, in

1884, they approached William Dean Howells, asked him to be the

club's first president, and were accepted.6 Under the stimulation

of this group Wister wrote his first novel. Howells, a friend by

this time, read it and recognized talent.

Howells had no doubts; he had felt a good many

pulses in his time, he said. And then, after

many encouraging words, he became an adviser to

the clerk, who was just twenty-four. He urged

that 5 Wise Man's Son be never shown to a pub-

lisher; some publisher might accept it, and the

clerk would regret such a book when he was older.7

Involved in this judgment was the question of taste. Said Howells:

"There are too much hard drinking and hard swearing in it-too

much knowledge of good and evil. Were it a translation from the

Russian,, I shouldn't object."8 It was not to be the last time

that Wister suppressed or modified his work to suit his friends

and critics' notions of propriety. The artist in him was never

 

aWister, Musical anrterly, X111, 7.

6owenWioter, "William Dean Howells,".At1antic Monthly,

CL: (December, 1937), 706.

7Wister, Roosevelt, pp. 23-24.

8Wister, Atlantic Monthly, cnx, 713.
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strong enough to assert that what he had written was right and

unalterable.

Since there seemed to be no prospect of his sentence in the

vaults coming to an end, Wister devised a new proposal and wrote

to his father that he would go to Harvard Law School, "since

American respectability accepted lawyers, no matter how bad, which

I was likely to be, and rejected composers, even if they were good,

which I might possibly be." He returned to Philadelphia in the

summer of 1885 to sit "nibbling at Blackstone...until the Law

School should begin a new year in the Autumn; and now my health

very opportunely broke down. I was ordered by Dr. Weir Mitchell

[Wister's novelist-physician cousin] to the ranch of some friends

in Wyoming. Early in July, 1885, I went there. This accidental

sight of the cattle country settled my career."9

By 1891 Wister had graduated from Harvard Law School, was

a promising young attorney, and had spent five summers "in search

of health and big game in wyoming." It was wyoming rather than

the law that captured him. Never before had he kept a diary, but

”upon every Western expedition I had kept a full, faithful, realis-

tic diary: details about pack horses, camps in the mountains,

camps in the sage-brush, nights in town."10 The time seemed ripe,

after these five summers, to convert such observations into fic-

tion, an honest, mature fiction suited to its high subject matter.

 

9Wister, Roosevelt, pp. 27-28.

oRoosevelt, p. 28.
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And so one Autumn evening of 1891, fresh from

Wyoming and its wild glories, I sat in the club

dining with a man as enamoured of the West as I

was. This was Walter Furness, son of the great

editor of Shakespeare....From oysters to coffee

we compared experiences. Why wasn't some Kipling

saving the sage-brush for American literature....

Roosevelt had seen the sage-brush true, had felt

its poetry; and also Remington who illustrated

his articles so well. But what was fiction doing,

fiction, the only thing that has always out-lived

fact? Must it be perpetual tea—cups? Was Alkali

Ike in the comic papers the one figure which the

jejune American imagination, always at full cock

to banter or brag, could discern in that epic

which was being lived at a gallop out in the sage-

brush? To hell with tea-cups and the great

American laugh: we two said, as we sat dining at

the club. The claret had been excellent.

"Walter, I'm going to try it myself!” I ex-

claimed to Walter Furness. "I'm going to start

this minute."11

Thus began the stories that were later to be collected in Wister's

first book on the West, Red Men and Whigs,

Success was instant. Harper's bought his first two stories,

and continued to buy. After §£g_ygg_ggg_flhitg_his books, often

collections of previously published stories, appeared steadily.

Before many years Wister could list behind his name such titles

as American Academy of Arts and Letters, Membre Correspondant 12

_l: Societ‘ 92 92.1.1: 23 Lettres, and Honorary Fellow of the Royal

Society of Literature. He continued to occupy a desk in a

Philadelphia law office for twenty-five years, but as a writer,

not a lawyer.12

 

11Roosevelt, p. 29.

”Roosevelt, p. 30.
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He kept up his acquaintance with Europe in frequent visits,

occasionally for material for a book. His friendships with

famous and important people of the world likewise continued.

Henry James, whom Wister had known from the time he was twelve

and whom he had ”begged" during the 1880's to drop Europe and

write about the West, stayed up all one night in 1896 going over

_R_e_d_ 1435 229..M with its fledgling author, "patiently, minute-

1y pointing out many things.”13 He also knew Kipling, Oliver

Wendell Holmes, Jr., and was on friendly terms with Henry Adams,

who liked Wister's biography of Washington.14

Perhaps his proudest friendship was with Roosevelt. "we

stayed,” he remembered with satisfaction years later, "at the

White House, my wife and I, from January 8 to January 12, 1903.

It filled.me with a certain pride to reflect that I was the fourth

generation of my family that had stayed there....None of us had

ever been invited for political reasons, but merely because of

personal friendship; which seemed a better sort of welcome.”15

About Roosevelt's "Familiars," who in time became his friends,

he was particularly enthusiastic: "Never in our history...has

such.e.cempany as these Familiars gathered in the White House.

To the society of the present day, they seem to bear the same

 

lanen Wister, Members 2£_the Family (New York, 1911), p. 18.

14Jay B. Hubbell, "Owen Wister's Work," South Atlantic uar-

terly, nix (October, 1930), 440; Wister, Roosevelt, p. 152.

15.Rooseve1t, pp. 106-07.
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relation that Gobelin tapestry bears to linoleum."16

Wister's Harvard and European backgrounds, his friendships

with the prominent of the world, his close ties with those he took

to be the aristocracy of America, all had important effects for

his work on the West. No one of any cultural pretensions had at-

tempted to treat the West in fiction since COOper. Wister brought

to his western experience a better than common knowledge of the

best that contemporary American and European culture had to offer,

the Harvard graduate's casual familiarity with the cultures of

the past, and an assurance of acceptance by right of birth and

breeding among the most cultivated people of the world.

Such a heritage had some obvious results. .A man of this

background would quite naturally, when writing of a man who mis-

treated a horse, name his character Balsam, or see California

landscapes as similar to regions remembered from travels in Spain.

He would, too, have little difficulty in bringing his work to

the attention of the proper people. Wister's cousin, Weir

Mitchell, provided access to H. M..A1den, editor of Harper's,

and thereby smoothed the way to publication.17 Good connections

also facilitated his search for background information. Coming

properly recommended, he was made welcome in his travels by army

officers all over the West. Even his material came on occasion

frem.high sources. Leonard wood provided the major incident for

 

1alloosevelt, p. 184.

l7Fanny Kemble Wister, "Owen Wister's West, 11,” Atlantic

Monthly, cxcv (June, 1955), 55.
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one short story from his experience as a young army surgeon

stationed at Fort Huachuca in Arizona.18

Far more important, Wister's heritage of social position

and class consciousness led him to certain convictions that de-

termined his politics, his social views, his definition of

America and Americans, and his attitude toward the West. From

this background emerged the beliefs that shaped his writing.

Wister never lost his Harvard belief that pe0ple could be

divided easily into the right and wrong "sorts" It is no stop

at all, of course, from such a conviction to the identification

of one's own sort with the word American. ‘Wister easily made

this identification. ”1 had found in Charleston," he wrote,

"and wherever I had gone in the South, many more people...who were

the sort of people I was, with feelings and thoughts and general

philosophy and humor and faith and attitude toward life like my

owns Americans."19 His search for true "Americans" had much to

do with his attraction to the west.

lot if this elementary social view was a source of pride

in caste, it was also a source of deep misgivings. Wister's en-

tire life was beset by fears that he and his kind should cease

to be. It is as if he were born looking backward to a gentler

age and a world with room for him and his values; he spent his

life feeling that this world and age were being swept away. He

 

18Rooseveltj p. 170.

19Roosevelt, p. 247.
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saw the onslaught progressing on four fronts: l) the immigration

of undesirable foreigners who, if they didn't inundate America

and overwhelm the native-born in one generation would accomplish

those ends in two or three through an alarming birth rate and the

sexual sloth of old-family Americans; 2) the rise of a gouging

economics of industrialism which, in the form of gargantuan trusts

and freedomrdestroying labor unions, would soon engulf America

and drive out old and trusted values; 3) the frightening continu-

ance of a radical political tradition that represented the histori-

cal forces of disruption and disorder and which bade fair, in the

persons of its contemporary inheritors and under the guise of the

popular will, to destroy American institutions and freedoms; 4)

the disquieting emergence from the polyglot slime of Eastern sea-

board cities of a brawling, divorce-ridden nouveau £i£h£.'h°: un-

posssessed of tradition, intelligence, or common decency, already

swarmed over Newport and might soon be dictating the sexual

standards and cultural values of all Americans.

Wister fought his battles on as many fronts as he found the

enemy. He preached large families for those with old American

names. He wrote polemics defining un-American activities and pre-

dicting certain vulgarization and probable treachery from those

new arrivals with old—world ties. He wrote a satiric story of

Harvard in which he exposed the grubbing foreign mind, and a book

of verses and cartoons castigating those of the past and present

‘lho represented uneAmerican viewpoints. He searched out and codi-

fied a political and cultural tradition in support of his own
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position and wove its results into his books. In one instance

he even entered the political arena and ran for office on a re-

form platform, although in a spirit of sardonic detachment that

anticipated defeat. But above all he fled spiritually to the

West, finding, paradoxically, a faint and rapidly fading hope

that the traditionless West might be the final refuge of tradi-

tional America. When he came to believe that this was not to be,

he anesthetized his subject and wrote the story of what once was

and what might have been. Wister's books on the West add up,

finally, to a nostalgic epitaph.

Wister's search for a usable past began early. In a biogra-

phy of Grant written in 1900, five years after his first book and

two years before Thg_Virginian, part of what he was in search of

is discernible. The book was a labor of love: ”It cost the author

about eight months of hard 1abor...and, had he limited himself

to three a day, its proceeds, carefully hoarded, might possibly

have kept him in cigarettes these twentybeight years."20 In it

Wister saw Grant as the leader who is produced in time of need by

old and thoroughly American stock. It bothered him somewhat that

Grant's Americanism had evidently not made of him a man of taste,

but Wister attributed his hero's later difficulties to the "Jews

and other traders” who are ever waiting to batten on the

——_~

20Owen Wister, Q=_§;.Grant and the Seven Ages 2£_Washington

(New York, 1928), p. v.
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unsuspecting.21 Slight as biography, the book is an early indi—

cation of Wister's tendency toward hero~worship, his conviction

that Jews were an alien and dangerous pe0p1e, and his detestation

of the Fifteenth Amendment to the Constitution.22 Roosevelt, no

mean hero~worshipper himself, wrote from the Vice President's

Chamber, "It seems to me you have written the very best short

biography which has ever been written of any prominent American."23

The path of development that Wister was following becomes

even more clear in his return to biography seven years later.

His study of Washington, growing out of a lecture given as the

Washington orator at the University of Pennsylvania in 1907, makes

clear the character of the political gods he was to rely upon and

the political tradition in which he was to find his roots. The

task Wister set himself was to release the real Washington from

the image portrayed by earlier biographers, "a frozen image of

George Washington held up for Americans to admire, rigid with

congealed virtue, ungenial, unreal." Instead he wanted the true

man, ”a man also with a hearty laugh, with a love of the theatre,

with a white-hot temper."24 In the course of this presentation

Wister revealed his own political and social views.

‘Washington, Wister makes it plain, came of "good blood."

 

21§_.__S_,_ Grant, p. 54.

22(_J_,_§_._Gront, p. 88.

23Wister, Roosevelt pp. 80-81.

24m .539. 559; at; Washington (New York, 1907), p. 3.
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.As a boy, his visits to Lord Fairfax's neighboring Belvoir estate

brought the young surveyor into a happy society "where there were

well—bred women, and Addison's essays, and all was of a piece of

the same sound mellow civilization. In this good society the boy

of sixteen grew steadily into a man of the world."25 The notion

that the England which sponsored this "sound mellow civilization"

was a despotic master is a canard: "Every American every day is

suffering ten times the tyranny from trusts and labor-unions that

‘we suffered from England.before the Revolution."26 In general

the eighteenth century was an altogether better age than our own-

simpler, more honest, more vigorous, less decadent.

Such passages are evidence of a nostalgia for the past that

came to border on necrolatry, and evidence also of Wister's growing

belief that America's version of history did England a large dis-

service. It was from England that the United States got its cul-

ture, its law, and that good blood that showed itself sporadically

in truly.American heroes. Continued disparagement of England

(Wister in later years was to make this a major cause and write

entire books decrying it) is unjustified by history and blinds

us to true friends as well as deadly dangers. A.new Declaration

of Independence, Wister suggests, far from announcing anew our

independence of our true cultural sources, would see different

threats to American integrity. It would, he believed, read this

way:

 

25The Seven.Aggg, p. 45.

26The Seven ££S£o p. 63.
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Three dangers to—day threaten the United States,

any one of which could be fatal: unscrupulous

Capital, destroying man's liberty to compete;

unscrupulous Labor, destroying man's liberty to

work; and undesirable Immigration, in which four

years of naturalization are not going to counter-

act four hundred years of heredity. Unless the

pe0ple check all of these, American liberty will

become extinct.27

Wister was also finding his own proper heroes in his study

of Washington and the late eighteenth century. It was in near

idolatry of Washington as the noblest representative of a sane

and serene age, in high respect for Hamilton as the exponent of

hard money and stable government, and in near hatred for Jefferson

as a rebel that Wister found his personal political tradition.

Jefferson should not be praised even for the Declaration, since

he ”merely drafted the document, expressing ideas well established

28 Rebellion, lawlessness, the insanein the contemporary air."

notion that debts may be rightfully repudiated-these, wrote

‘Wister, "are the 'principles' that we have inherited from Thomas

Jefferson-if it can be said that he had any fixed principles-4

and it is no wonder that he remains a popular idol."29 Indeed,

Jefferson was the fountainhead of a despicable political tradition-

the first grand liar in a long line of public panderers who have

fed America falsehoods and masked them as expressions of the popu-

lar will. Jefferson's greatest lie, Wister wrote in later years,

 

27The Seven Aggy, pp. 147-48.

28The Seven Aggy, p. 147.

29The Seven.Aggg, p. 211.
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is at the heart of our society: "We were born at a season of

phrase-making, and our birthday was celebrated by a phrase:

_a_1_1_ 232 _a_r_e_ created ml. Into the Declaration of Independence

Jefferson, a slave-holder, wrote this, and all the signers signed

it; and thus phrases and falsehood were made bone of our bone and

flesh of our flesh."3o

Roosevelt wrote immediately, upon reading this last, that

he was

immensely pleased....I am very glad to see you treat

Thomas Jefferson the way you did. Wilson is in his

class. Bryan is not attractive to the average college

bred man; but the Evening Post, Springfield Republican,

and Atlantic Monthly creatures, who claim to represent

all that is highest and most cultivated...are all ultra-

supporters of Wilson, are all much damaged by him, and

join with him to inculcate flabbiness of moral fibre

among the very men, and especially the young men, who

should stand for what is best in American life. There-

fore to the men who read your writings Wilson is more

dangerous than Bryan.31

Roosevelt had drawn the proper conclusions. Wister's thesis

was always that such moderns as Bryan, La Follette, and Wilson

wore contemporary manifestations of Jeffersonian demagoguery.

Bryan and free silver he hated as monetary madness in the tradi-

32 H1. detestation of La Follette andtion of Shays's Rebellion.

Wilson inevitably came to be involved with his equally vehement

hatred of the Germany of world War I. Not the least of La Follette's

 

aoflguack Novels and Democracy,” Atlantic Monthly, CXV (June,

1915), 733.

31Vister, Roosevelt, p. 344.

8anoosevelt, pp. 50-51.
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sins was his strength among German Americans, undesirable immi-

grants with foreign loyalties. In a satiric volume of verses and

cartoons Wister pilloried the Wisconsin Progressive in this fashion:

Senator La Follette

Is easily to be met;

Just write him a note

Enclosing a German vote.33

An accompanying cartoon depicted a fat German, complete with

dachshund, declaiming in support of a portrait of the Senator.

Wister was present at the disastrous Philadelphia dinner in 1912

when La Follette collapsed, and even years later he could not

bring himself to view the unhappy principal of that debacle with

any charity.34

Ifister blamed Wilson for nearly everything connected with

America's conduct in'World war I. In three books and the intro-

duction to another he made the war a personal cause. He had been

in Germany before the war and barely escaped ahead of the holo-

canst. From deep affection for the Germans (if he had had a choice

of what country to be born into in early summer of 1914 he would

have chosen Germany)35 he moved to an equally deep conviction that

 

33Indispensable Information for Infants: 2:, Easy Entrance

thEducation (New York, 1921), no pagination. Some of the less

vicious verses in this collection of comments upon public figures

of politics, religion, and letters show something of the clever-

ness that went into Wister's Hasty Pudding lyrics:

Edgar.Allen Poe

Never could bear Harriet Beecher Stowe

He said that she would talk about slaves

When he wanted to talk about graves.

34Boosovelt, pp. 299 ff.

35

p. 55o

Owen‘Iister, The Pentecost 2£.Calamitz (New York, 1917),
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all evidences of the Prussian mind must be obliterated from the

earth. He wrote a long introduction to an alarmist tract by

Gustavus Ohlinger (Roosevelt speculated that Ohlinger might be

Wister himself)36 which was designed to alert true Americans to

the clear danger presented by citizens of German extraction. There

are, Wister noted, two kinds of Germans in the United States, those

who came long ago for freedom, and recent arrivals who "had run

away from military service; they didn't come to pray in their own

way, but to make money in their own way; they cast no lot with

our new world, their oath of allegiance to the United States was

in essence perjury, provided for in Berlin."37 The Kaiser himself,

had said, according to Wister, "Even now I rule supreme in the

United States, where almost one half of the population is either

of German birth or of German descent, and where three million

voters do my bidding at the Presidential elections."38 Such hy-

phenated Americans, Wister was sure, were keeping us from becoming

prepared and stern measures were imperative:

.Alien and sedition laws were necessary once. They

would be wholesome today. What would be treason in

any other country has been perpetrated here repeatedly

under our easy— oing laws and customs; these hyphens

would (and will join with the pacifists to keep the

United States defenseless expressly to aid our possible

enemies.39

 

36Wister, Roosevelt, p. 356.

37Introduction to Gustavus Ohlinger, Their True Faith and

Allegiance (New York, 1916), pp. ix-x.

38Introduction, p. xiv.

39Introduction, p. xxviii.
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Wister first took up the cudgel in support of military pre-

paredness in The Pentecost 2£_Calamit , serialized in the Saturday

Evening m in 1915. In it he recounted his ovn disillusionment

with Germany, and urged America to arm and give its voice to our

true allies. It is possible, he warned, to pay too high a price

for peace. 'Wilson's policy of Neutrality was obviously too high

a price.

Having set aside all plans for fiction in order to write

Pentecost, Wister continued his polemics in two additional books.

A Straight M; 93;, 1112 Ancient Grudgg was designed "to persuade,

if possible, a few readers, at least, that hatred of England is

not wise, is not justified to-day, and has never been more than

partly justified."40 Such instruction is necessary because of

general stupidity in a democracy and the prevalence of foreign

ideas. "Thinking," he wrote, "comes hard to all of us. To some

it never comes at all, because their heads lack the machinery....

The voting moron still runs amuck in our Democracy. Our native

American air is infected with alien breath."41 Some of these

voting morons, he was sure, were actually spies. Overhearing a

street argument just before America's entry into the war between

two men, one in favor of the British and one against them, he

concluded of the latter in the best dime detective fashion:

”Perhaps this man was a spy-a poor one, to be sure-yet doing

 

40; Straight Deal: 23;, The Ancient Grudgg (New York, 1920),

po 8o

41; Straight Deal, p. 4.
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his best for his Kaiser: slinking about, peeping, listening,

trying to wedge the allies apart.”42 "Do you remember," he

cried, "the mayor [Sweitzer] they tried to elect in Chicago?

and certain members of Congress...The 'exchange professors'

that came from Berlin to Harvard and other universities were

so many camouflaged spies."43

The fears of social and cultural dissolution that haunted

Wister all his life became focused after the war upon the pos-

sibility of new menaces from abroad.

Mad mobs, whole races of people who have never

thought at all, or who have now hurled away all

pretense of thought, aim at mere destruction of

everything that is. They don't attempt to offer

any substitute. Down with religion, down with

education, down with marriage, down with law, down

with property. Such is their cry....Amid this

stands Germany with her unchanged purpose to own

the earth; and Japan is doing some thinking. Amid

this also is the Anglo-Saxon race, the race that

has brought our law, our ordera4our safety, our

freedom into the modern world.

Ifister returned to Europe twice after the war to find the

solution to the world's problems. He found it in the hope that

England and France and America might truly be, as his book title

put it, Neighbors Henceforth. This apparent internationalism was

the logical extension of his feeling for the reassertion of cul—

tural tios-not, as one commentator has had it, a prophetic cry

for ”one world.'45 No more than ever ready to forgive Wilson and

 

42; Straight Deal, p. 36.

“A. Straight Deal, pp. 41-42.

“A Straight Deal, pp. 90-91.

19 ) 4an. Cerf, ”Trade'Winds,” Saturday Review, XXIV (July 19,

52 , 4.
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the Germans for the world's plight, Wister saw our greatest hope

for the future in renewed closeness with France and England, to

him the prime sources of that Anglo-Saxon tradition which included

all that was decent in Western civilization. He would have had

no part of any organization that united nations without regard

to common cultural heritage.

Wister had searched out years earlier a private equivalent

of the cultural tradition he was expounding for all America in

these books. One central point was that, if the nation was to

avoid the specter of racial reduction to the lowest common deno-

minator, people of culture and intelligence must have more children.

As in so many things, Roosevelt had pointed the way in this. Early

in their friendship Roosevelt had suggested that it was

simply a question of the multiplication table. If

all our nice friends in Beacon Street, and Fifth

Avenue, and Philadelphia, have one child, or no-

child at all, while all the Finnegans, Hooligans,

Antonios, Mandelbaums, and Rabinskis have eight, or

nine, or ten-it's simply a question of the multi-

plication table.46

‘Iister, the father of six children himself, made of this a mystique

of blood. He angrily repudiated the notion that Brandeis and

Holmes were kindred minds, for one was descended ”from the English

Common Law, evolved by the genius of a people who have built them~

solvas the greatest nation in a thousand years," while the other

had the blood notions of an "Oriental race."47Unless those of the

right blood lines could be encouraged to propagate more liberally,

 

46Wister, Roosevelt, p. 66.

47Roosevelt, pp. 134, 137.
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it was only "a question of time when the old American stock would

die out and our Republic fall to pieces in the hands of races

that did not have the tradition or the power of self-government

in their blood."48

Wister had explored the "blood will tell" theme in elemen-

tary form as early as 1901 in Philosophy_g, a cheerfully vicious

novelotte of undergraduate life at Harvard in the 1880's. Here

it appears in the contrast between two well-bred and happily un-

studious undergraduates and the slum-born bookworm with a "suave

and slightly alien accent" who tutors them at extortionist rates

for a philosophy examination.49 Oscar Maironi, the bookworm, is

the product of that immigrant heredity and environment that Wister

found so antithetical to true American values. He had known no

philosophy but that of getting the better of his fellow man, and

could not possibly understand the boys with good colonial names

who care about other things more than money. Nor can Harvard

change him. Oscar grubs his way through courses, memorizes notes,

keeps his eye on the main chance, and never allows his mind a

moment of originality. The limitations imposed by such attitudes

are apparent in his future fortune when compared with that of

young men who are, because of their good American backgrounds,

truly successful as human beings. They move on to success in

 

48Neighbors Henceforth (New York, 1922), p. 373.

49Philosophy 1, _A_ Story 211 Harvard University (New York,

1924), p. 14.
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business. Oscar, on the other hand, plods and schemes his way

to publishing a drybas-dust book and to writing book reviews

for a bad newspaper. Roosevelt, with his usual admiration of

whatever in Wister's work confirmed his own notions of true

Americanism, wrote years later: "Have just been re-reading

Philosophy 4. Egg.may think it a skit. I_regard it as containing

a deep and subtle moral."50

Wister pursued this ”deep and subtle moral" in expounding

his attitudes toward the struggling forces of capital and labor

in American life. He saw them both as extensions of those things

implicit in Oscar: the drive to get ahead and become rich at any

cost, combined with the alien's disregard for the true values of

traditional America. He tried manfully to maintain an impartial

pox-on-both—your-houses viewpoint, but inevitably found himself

leaning toward the capitalist camp whence so many people of his

own social class had drifted. ”In short," he wrote in one of many

such passages, ”when it came to comparing the greed of Labor with

tho greed of Capital, Labor, being less intelligent, could easily

outswine Capital."51

Though perhaps he would not have admitted it to himself,

the fact that capitalists as a class were likely to dress better

and smell better than laborers would have excused for him some

of their other crudities. Asked, as the result of an article he

 

50Wister, Roosevelt, p. 358.
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had written, to run for selectman of Philadelphia's seventh ward

on a reform ticket, Wister described his campaign as making

speeches "in stinking halls and rank tobacco smoke to dirty niggers

and dingy whites.”52 These were the laboring people, and he could

not love them. At least there was hope that in time the capita-

lists might be scrubbed and civilized. Meanwhile, the best that

could happen was for the man of true genius (Theodore Roosevelt)

to strike a balance between these disruptive forces. In his

hero~worship Wister believed quite literally that national salva-

tion in time of crisis came through the appearance of the man of

genius at the crucial moment. ”To have produced," he wrote, in

establishing a political tradition that would make most historians

shudder, "at three stages of our growth three such men as

Hashington, Lincoln, and Roosevelt, is quite sufficient justifi-

cation for our existence."53

But in addition to fighting the jarring forces of American

socioty, Wister fled from them. One refuge was the South. Here

truly was a cultural tradition like his own, which was daily

disappearing in the North. Himself the grandson of a Southern

rico planter, he visited Charleston on his honeymoon in 1898 and

returned four years later to complete the final pages of Ihg_!i£7

ginian. He found the city a wholesome relief from the general

American scene, ”an oasis in our great American desert of mongrel
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din and haste."54 In 1906 he commemorated what he found there

in a novel. Ostensibly a light romance, it is actually a study

of Wister's version of the good society and a convenient summary

of his political, religious, racial, and social beliefs.

He had found in the South, he wrote, people "with whom I

felt just as direct a national kinship as with the Western cow-

punchers, and which I feel less and less in places like New York,

Boston, and Philadelphia, that are affected by too many people of

varying traditions."55 Like the Old West, the South that Wister

loved was disappearing. "In Lady_Baltimore, my portrait of

Charleston, the emphasis is laid upon the passing elders more

than upon the coming youth, for the sake of the precious thing

that was never to return."56 But it was a brave and cheerful

society that was dying, ”So I wrote L2 y Baltimorg, not as a tra-

gedy but as a comedy; calling Charleston Kings Port, owing to the

suggestion made by Henry James that I invent some slight disguise

for the real name; it would help me to move more freely. Into

the action of the comedy, I wove the incident of Dr. Crum's ap-

pointment as Collector of the Port."57

Roosevelt had appointed a Negro, Dr. Crum, Collector of the
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Port at Charleston, and had further infuriated the South by having

Booker T. Washington to dinner at the White House. For the only

time on record Wister openly disagreed with his hero. Stormed

the heroine of Lady Baltimore:

"Why can't somebody explain it to him? If I

knew him, I would go to him myself, and I would

say, 'Mr. President, we need not discuss our

different tastes as to dinner company. Nor

need we discuss how much you benefit the colored

race by an act which makes every member of it im-

mediately think that he is fit to dine with any

king in the world. But you are staying in a

house which is partly our house, ours, the South's,

for we, too, pay taxes, you know. And since you

also know our deep feeling-you may even call it

a prejudice, if it so pleases you-«do you not

think that, so long as you are residing in that

house, you should not gratuitously shock our deep

feeling?’"53

Wister, while staying at the White House, took up the argu-

ment with Roosevelt himself. .At every meal for three days

Roosevelt defended his appointment of Crum and his invitation to

Washington, seeking approval from his old and loyal friend.

Finally the President was worn down by Wister's stubborn refusal

to agree: ”'Well,' he said, his jaw struggling over what was

coming, 'if I had it to do over again, I-—don't—-thgg§7—I'd-do

it.'”59

Roosevelt failed in his plea for approval because his ac-

tions on behalf of Crum and Booker washington touched an even

deeper taproot in Wister than the code of personal loyalty.

 

58Lady Baltimore (New York, 1906), pp. 90-91.

59Wister, Roosevelt, p. 118.
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Wister's concept of social order was based firmly upon the class

consciousness of that early Harvard "we,” the belief in the in-

feriority of certain groups; he would have none of such egalitari-

an acts as placing a Negro in authority over whites or choosing

dinner company without regard to race. Certain passages in ngy_

Baltimore, he wrote, "have been interpreted most surprisingly

to signify a feeling against the colored race, that is by no

means mine. My only wish regarding these people, to whom we owe

an immeasurable responsibility, is to see the best that is in

them prevail."60

This emphatically did not mean social or political equality.

The hero of ngy_Baltimore, in a passage which the uninitiated

might first read as irony but which candidly sets forth part of

‘Wister's code of conduct, illustrates the proper attitude of the

gentleman toward the Negro: "The young man hailed the negro by

his first name with that particular and affectionate superiority

which few'Northerners can understand and none can acquire, and

which resembles nothing so much as the way in which you speak to

your old dog who has loved you and followed you, because you have

cared for him."61 Good Negroes recognize the responsibility felt

by the master for his dog and are grateful. Remarks one of them

to the young Southern gentleman who has found himself suddenly

in the intolerable position of being the subordinate of Roosevelt's
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Dr. Crum: "Mas' John, I speck de President he dun' know do cullud

people like we knows 'um, else he nebber bin 'pint dat ar boss in

de Cussum House, no sah."62

The Negro's inferiority, Wister is at pains to prove, is

scientifically demonstrable through physical anthropology. View-

ing the skulls of an ape, a Negro, and a Caucasian, the narrator

reaches this conclusion:

There was a similarity of shape, a kinship there

between the three, which stared you in the face;

but in the contours of the vaulted skull, the pro-

jecting jaws, and the great molar teeth-what was

to be seen? Why, in every respect that the.African

departed from the Caucasian, he departed in the di-

rection of the ape: Here was zoology mutely but

eloquently telling us why there had blossomed no

Confucius, no Moses, no Napoleon, upon that black

stem; why no Iliad, no Parthenon, no Sistine Madonna,

had ever risen from that tropic mud.63

But the answer to social, political, and economic relationships

is not a return to the cruelties of the past. If the Fifteenth

Amendment is a monstrous folly, slavery was an equally monstrous

barbarism. "we need not expect,” muses Wister's narrator,

a Confucius from the negro, nor yet a Chesterfield;

but I am an enemy also of that blind and base hate

against him, which conducts nowhere save to the de-

civilizing of white and black alike. Who brought him

here? Did he invite himself? Then let us make the

best of it and teach him, lead him, compel him to live

self-respecting, not as a statesman, poet, or financier,

but by the honorable toil of his hand and the sweat of

his brow. Because the "door of hope" was once opened

too suddenly for him is no reason for slamming it now

forever in his face.64

 

62Lady Baltimore, p. 116.
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The situation, Wister believed, was "like two men having to live

in the same house. The white man would keep the house in repair,

the black would let it rot. Well the black must take orders from

the white. ”And it will end so."65

Built upon this recognition of the Negro's proper place was

the Southern society that Wister found so admirable. It was a

society of quality, not equality. It embraced order, decorum,

reverence for tradition, the deep pride of place that showed it-

self in the endless recounting of an incident in which the wit

of a local lady overmatched the visiting William Makepeace

Thackeray. It implied compactness, homogeneity of membership, a

rootedness in a common culture that took no account of sectionalism.

.As the Northern narrator tells his Southern friend:

But we were a family once, and a fine one, too. We

knew each other, we visited each other, we wrote

letters, sent presents, kept up relations;.we, in

short, coherently joined hands from one generation to

another; the fibres of the sons tingled with the cur-

rent from their fathers, back and back to the old be-

ginnings, to Plymouth and Roanoke and Rip van Winkle!

It's all gone, all done, all over. You have to be a

small well-knit country for that sort of exquisite per-

sonal unitedness. There's nothing united about these

States any more, except Standard Oil and discontent.

We're no longer a small people living and dying for a

great idea; we're a big people living and dying for

money. And these ladies of yours-dwell, they have

made me homesick for a national and social past which

I never saw, but which my old people knew....In their

quiet clean-cut faces I seem to see a reflection of

the old serene candlelight we all once talked and

danced in..., the portraits by Copley and Gilbert

Stuart; a young girl at a square piano, singing

Moore's melodies-and Mr. Pinckney or Commodore Perry,

65Lady Baltimore, p. 205.
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perhaps, dropping in for a hot supper...£ Such quiet

faces are gone now in the breathless, competing

North: ground into oblivion between the clashing

trades of the competing men and the clashing jewels

and chandeliers of their competing wives—awhile

yours have lingered on, spared by your very adver-

sity. And that's why I shall miss your old people

when they follow mine-because they're the last of

their kind, the end of the chain, the bold original

stock, the great race that made our glory grow and

smw that it did grow through thick and thin: the

good old native blood of independence.66

In such a society breeding, taste, and prOpriety could be relied

upon for guidance in all things, substituting acceptably for an

earlier theology and all the lost gods of the past, for "even if

one has ceased to believe some parts of the Bible, even if one

does not always obey the Ten Commandments, one is bound, not as

a believer but as a entleman, to remember the difference between

grossness and refinement, between excess and restraint."67

No social order of this nature, no such code of mental and

moral elegance, Wister felt, could long survive in contemporary

America. They presupposed an agricultural base for the economic

system (though he was comfortably vague about this), and had

room for no brand of commercialism that included Wall Street and

ticker tapes.

The freedom-loving American, the embattled farmer,

is not yet extinct in the far recesses. But the

great cities grow like a creeping paralysis, and

the man from the country is walking into them all

the time....And when he doesn't go to them, they

come to him. The wall Street bucket-shop goes

66Lady Baltimore, pp. 65-66.

671.“; Baltimore, pp. 77-78.
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fishing in the woods with wires a thousand miles

long....The labor union forbids the workingman

to labor as his own virile energy and skill prompt

him....Eternal vigilance cannot watch liberty and

the ticker at the same time.68

Kings Port-Charleston-dwas dying. Losing its young as soon as

they could strike out for themselves, it remained "this little

city of oblivion...shut in with its lavender and pressed-rose

memories, a handful of people who were like that great society

of the world, the high society of distinguished men and women who

exist no more."69

But if the good society survived only in isolated eddies

of the past like Kings Port, the new social order which has re-

placed it is a sharp falling off. It is characterized by the

"yellow rich," the "Replacers":

And these were the Replacers, whom Beverly's

clear-sighted eyes saw swarming around the temple

of his civilization, pushing down the aisles,

climbing over the backs of the benches, walking

over each other's bodies, and seizing those front

seats which his family had sat in since New York

had been New'York.70

Usually Jews or of foreign birth, the Replacers had risen from

the slime of Eastern cities to dominate society in a debased age,

parvenues who bought their family pictures and divorced and mar-

ried each other with disconcerting regularity. It is one of

Kings Port's many virtues that she "has a long road to go before

68Lady Baltimore, p. 112.

69Lady Baltimore, p. 49.

70Lady Baltimore, p. 309.



202

she will consider marriage provincial and chastity obsolete."71

But for all America, in Wister's view, this road of loss and

degradation and vulgarity was the one our citizenry was traveling,

at whatever pace.

If one has in mind these aspects of Wister's view of the

American scene, it is difficult at first to understand how the

West could attract him as it did. He was deeply committed to the

stable, tradition—bound society. The mobile, rootless social

order of the West was virtually without tradition. He found his

personal political roots in strong Hamiltonian government,

government which permitted the best class of Americans to lead

with a firm hand their less gifted countrymen. The West had

ever rumbled with the heavy tramp of muddy Jacksonian boots.

Wister admired the tightly-knit culture in which a commonly

shared and long nurtured taste could be depended upon as the final

arbiter of all questions, whether of music or morality, and where

bonds of friendship and good manners overcame sectional differ-

ences. No historian has ever seen in the West, spread as it was

over thousands of miles and without even a common economic base,

any such homogeneity of taste and values, and the region has ever

been deeply committed to sectionalism. How, then, could Wister

carry his candlelight company of the well-bred, with their shared

heritage of Moore's melodies and Stuart's portraits, into that raw

land beyond the farming frontier and find there something to admire?
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Part of the answer is made clear in an article he published

in 1895, the year of his first book. In it he vented his disgust

with the new East that had risen to supplant the quiet land of

his fathers and set forth his view of the West. "No rood of

modern ground," he wrote of the East,

is more debased and mongrel with its hordes of

encroaching alien vermin, that turn our cities to

Babels and our citizenship to a hybrid farce, who

degrade our commonwealth from a nation into some-

thing half pawn-shop, half broker's office. But

to survive in the clean cattle country requires

spirit of adventure, courage, and self-sufficiency;

you will not find many Poles or Huns or Russian

Jews in that district.72

The West, he felt, was the last refuge for that Anglo-Saxon blood

which had built America. "The Frenchman today is seen at his

best inside a house; he can paint and he can play comedy, but he

seldom climbs a new mountain. The Italian has forgotten Columbus,

and sells fruit....But the Anglo-Saxon is still forever homesick

for out-of-doors."73 The only out-of—doors left was the West,

and there the Saxon's temperament inevitably drove him. The en-

vironment itself, moreover, kept at bay the hated Jews and

foreigners.

Far from being a land without tradition as we might surmise,

the west possessed the noblest of all traditions. It traced back

to an Anglo-Saxon culture of a happier age, to an age of chivalry

and high honor and gallant knights. The cowboy was himself the

 

72"The Evolution of the CowbPuncher," Harper's Magazine,
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73mister, Harper's Magazigg, 1:01, 604.
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direct descendant of Anglo-Saxon knighthood, for to the eye

equipped to see "the knight and the cowboy are nothing but the

same Saxon of different environments, the nobleman in London and

nobleman in Texas."74 Responding to the call of his aristocratic

blood the Saxon moved West from Virginia and Tennessee and Ken-

tucky to displace the inferior Mexican on the Texas plains.

"Soon he had taken what was good from this small, deceitful alien,

including his name, Va uero, which he translated into Cowboy."75

Faced with the challenge of a primitive environment the trans-

planted Saxon quickly broke through the thin shell of an Eastern

civilization that harbored the foreign and unfit to the good,

primitive core of instinct carried by his blood. He became the

naturally good man, with an instinctive respect for a good woman,

for true justice, for human dignity. His tragedy was that which

Wister saw for the Anglo-Saxon heritage everywhere: he could not

long survive. He was, Wister was aware, disappearing even as the

words were written. Never had the knight on horseback been com-

patible with progress. "He has never made a good citizen, but

only a good soldier, from his tournament days down."76 One mea-

sure of his disappearance could be seen even then in the rise in

the West of the Populist, one more recrudescence of un-American

idea’o
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Thus the West answered Wister's desire for purity of racial

stock. But, he felt sure, it produced something else equally

dear to his heart: a natural aristocracy. The social Darwinism

that Roosevelt applied to history in T§£_Winning 2£.£hghflgg§, as

one critic has noted, Wister incorporated in his fiction.77 With

his hatred of the effects produced upon American values and tra-

ditions by the new economics, he could not use Spencer's doctrines

to justify robber barons and entrepreneurs as the predictable re-

sult of the untrammeled operation of natural laws. Indeed, he

saw such figures as the consequence of violation of natural law.

He inveighed against both trusts and labor unions because they

prevented the individual from freely seeking his own level. But

the West was something else again. There, in a simpler setting,

the individual found his own way without benefit of such artifi-

cial restraints as interlocking directorates or economic alliances

with fellow laborers. The result could only be that the cream

would rise above the milk. The way was thus open for Wister to

fuse his notion of the select and carefully ordered society with

his romantic view of a primitive social order-and to prove that

they came to the same thing, that both produced by natural selec-

tion an aristocracy capable of leading less gifted members of the

human community. The happy time of his fathers could be re-

onacted, if fleetingly, in a new land. Propounds the narrator

of The Virginian:

77nody c. Boatright, "The American myth Rides the Range:

Owen Wister's Man on Horseback,” Southwest Review, XXXVI (Summer,

1951), 130.
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There can be no doubt of this:-—

.All America is divided into two classes,—-the

quality and the equality. The latter will always

recognize the former when mistaken for it. Both will

be with us until our women bear nothing but kings.

It was through the Declaration of Independence

that we Americans acknowledged the eternal inequality

of man. For by it we abolished a cut-and—dried aris-

tocracy. We had seen little men artificially held up

in high places, and great men artificially held down

in low places, and our own justice-loving hearts ab—

horred this violence to human nature. Therefore, we

decreed that every man should thenceforth have equal

liberty to find his own level. By this very decree

we acknowledged and gave freedom to true aristocracy,

saying, "Let the best man win, whoever he is." Let

the best man win! That is America's word. That is

true democracy. And true democracy and true aris-

tocracy are one and the same thing. If anybody cannot

see this, so much the worse for his eyesight.7

If such an aristocracy seems to turn a deaf ear to the

threatening mutters of Populism it is because Populism had nothing

to do with Wister's West. Though he might invoke that "freedom-

loving American, the embattled farmer” in a moment of patriotic

fervor, he felt no more kinship with the plowman than with the

factory hand. The West was that magic land where the enthralled

Easterner could be blind to all but the object of his desire.

An entry in Wister's journal for 1891 bears remarkable resemblance

to Francis Parkman's observations of fortybfive years earlier:

On way here yesterday, passed emigrants on their

way from Black Hills to Ore on. Three slow crawling

‘wagons (”prairie schooners" with their white tops

and long teams. A woman riding straddle, several

other women, and any amount of children. The women

do this work, and the children are begotten and

raised along the journey. A.miserable population.

78Oven Wister, The Virgg'nian (New York, 1903), p. 147.
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These people, it seems, have been moving in this way

pretty much all over the continent west of the

Missouri, settling nowhere.79

If Wister was not in search of Parkman's beloved Oglallah Sioux

in his journeys to the West, he was certainly not looking for emi-

grant dirt farmers. If he felt roots in an agrarian tradition

it was that of the plantation, not the homestead.

In addition to his social and political views, Wister

brought with him to his writing of the West a body of literary

tradition and theory. From his early friendship with Howells he

took a familiarity-and disagreement-dwith the doctrine of realism

as preached by its most influential exponent, finding it "preten-

tions in its assumption of superior veracity. Once the author

creates the illusion of actuality, what matter if he tells me

about Louis the Eleventh, or the smells his own nose has smelt

in the slums?" Howells's realism, Wister felt, falls short be-

cause he "turns his mirror away from a very elemental reality in

human nature, so compelled by the taste of his epoch and by that

personal reticence which dwelt in him."80 Not that Wister favored

faithful reproduction of life's uglier aspects. On one Western

trip he made a long ride in the company of a brutal rancher who,

enraged with a horse he had pushed beyond its endurance, gouged

out the animal's eye with his thumb. ‘Wister's journal entry
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describing the incident is long and vivid, portraying as well his

own reaction of horror and condemning his personal inability to

act.81 He used the incident in a story that he later incorporated

in T§g_Vir inian, but he twice altered it to suit Roosevelt, a

critic who felt that literature should present scenes which ele-

vate the mind, not degrade it.82 In its final version the bit

of sadism appears as an unidentified and unmentionable act of

cruelty. we are told that something barbaric has been done but

not what it is.

As in politics and social theory, Wister would depend upon

the accepted standards of the gentleman in literary matters;

though he recognized that standards change, he would not push

realism beyond that which was decent and tasteful to the well-bred.

What he sought was that comfortable measure of fidelity and frank-

ness which would not disgust. "When once," he wrote toward the

end of his life, "I proposed a Western tale of passion gone wrong

to the editor of Harper's Weekly, he threw up his hands and

gasped, 'Nothing about sexl' Well, too little about it is better

than the whoredom of Hollywood.”83

'Yet if he excluded the offensive from his version of reality,

Wister nevertheless approached his work on the West with a sense
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of high purpose and a sincere intention of laying bare the meaning

of the region. In June of 1891, a few months before he wrote

his,first Western story, he made the following entry in his

journal:

I begin to conclude, from five seasons of obser-

vation, that life in this negligent, irresponsible

wilderness tends to turn people shiftless, incom-

petent, and cruel. I noticed in 1885 and I notice

today a sloth, in doing anything and everything,

that is born of the deceitful ease with which

makeshifts answer here. Did I believe in the_ef-

ficacy of prayer, I should petition to be the

hand that once for all chronicled and laid bare

the virtues and the vices of this extraordinary

phase of American social progress. Nobody has

done it. Nobody has touched anywhere near it.

A.few have described external sights and inci-

dents, but the grand total thing-—its rise, its

hysterical unreal prosperity, and its disenchanting

downfall; all this and its influence on the various

sorts of human character that have been subjected

to it-has not been hinted at by a single writer

that I, at least, have heard of. The fact is,

it is quite worthy of a Tolstoi or George Eliot

or Dickens. Thackeray wouldn't do.84

Long before he thought of depicting the West himself, in

addition to trying to enlist James in the cause, Wister sat up

till two in the morning preaching its possibilities for pic-

torial art to John Sargent. He found some hope in the stories

of Mary Hallock Foote, in Charles King's portraits of frontier

life, and in the pictures of Frederic Remington that the West

would come into its own; and, of course, he admired the scenes

of Montana drawn by Roosevelt.85

 

84Fanny Kemble Wister, Atlantic Monthly, cxcv, 55.

85Winter, Members _o_; the Family, pp. 14-15.
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In addition to James, Wister felt that Twain, whom he visited

during the 1890's, also influenced his work. In an article paying

homage to the master, Wister spoke particularly of Roughing 13,

which had delighted him from schoolboy days.86 Twain, Bret Harte,

Artemus Ward, Bill Nye——all these, he felt, partook of a livelier

spirit than that of his own time; they lived and wrote in America's

day of expansion, before Ellis Island and the new economics of

industrialism destroyed old dreams. It was Twain's tragedy to

have lived on into a darker age. In his indictment of mankind

Twain had passed from the sunshine of his first work into grim

disillusionment. The heritage of Calvinism which had so long

blighted the sunshine of American existence must bear part of the

blame, but the sad changes in America were directly responsible:

"How could he witness the death of the rough, heroic Lincoln era,

the birth of our many-headed greed...and not feel that at this

point in our growth we are like certain apples which rot while

they are still green?"87

The debt to Harte and to the tradition of the tall tale as

it was develOped by Ward, Nye, and Twain are apparent in Wister's

work. He had been prepared for the West by still other writers.

If he didn't know what Charlie Siringo was doing (and there is

no evidence that he did), he knew the West presented in the pages

of Cooper and Irving and Parkman. He remembered his first view

86Harper's Magazine, CLXXI, 548.

87Harper's Magazine, CLXXI, 555.
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of it as fulfillment of the anticipation they had aroused, an

anticipation of that wild and free empire West where all restraints

were gone.

Wyoming burst upon the tenderfoot resplendent, like

all the story—books, like Cooper and Irving and

Parkman come true again; here, actually going on,

was that something which the boy runs away from

school to find, that land safe and far from Monday

morning, nine o'clock, and the spelling book; here

was Saturday eternal, where you slept out-of—doors,

hunted big animals, rode a horse, roped steers,

and wore deadly weapons. Make no mistake: fire-

arms were at times practical and imperative, but

this was not the whole reason for sporting them

on your hip; you had escaped from civilization's

schoolroom, an air never breathed before filled

your lungs, and you were become one large shout of

joy....Were you seeking fortune? Perhaps, inci-

dentally, but money was not the point; you had

escaped from school. This holiday was leavened by

hard bodily work, manly deeds, and deeds heroic,

and beneath all the bright brave ripple moved the

ground-swell of tragedy. Something of promise,

also, was in the air, promise of a democracy

which the East had misaed.88

In his Western journals, only a minute portion of which are

available, entries for the first years indicate the emergence into

thought of those things which pervade his Western work: the en-

chantment of a young man with a romantic new world; the desire

to cmmprehend and embrace and describe the region; the eagerness

of coming fresh upon a gallant age and a virgin land, mixed with

the sorrowful conviction that it is already late in the day and

all will soon sink into that black abyss of American mediocrity.

One must come to the West to realize what one may

have most probably believed all one's life long-—

that it is a very much bigger place than the East,

88Members p_t_ the Family, pp. 10-11.
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and the future America is just bubbling and

seething in bare legs and pinafores here.

We passed this morning the most ominous and forbid—

ding chasm of rocks I ever saw in any country.

Deep down below a camp fire is burning. It all looked

like 213_Walkure-this which is much more than my most

romantic dream could have hoped.

Every man, woman, and cowboy I see comes from the

East-and generally from New England, thank goodness.

If that's the stock that is going to fill these big

fields with people, our first hundred years will grow

to be only the mythological beginnings in the time

to come. I feel more certainly than ever that no

matter how completely the East may be the headwaters

from which the West has flown and is flowing, it

won't be a century before the West is the true

America, with thought, type, and life of its own kind.

The details of life here are interesting. Wish I

could find out all about it-and master it—-theore-

tically. It's a life as strange as any the country

has seen and it will slowly make room for Cheyennes,

Chicagos, and ultimately inland New Yorks-—everything,

reduced to the same flat prairie-like level of utili-

tarian civilization. Branans and Beeches will give

way to Tweeds and Jay Goulds, and the ticker will

replace the rifle.

Great God}! I've just killed a bear and I'm writing

this by his bloody carcass-—6:3O A.M.89

The books which Wister fashioned out of such impressions,

and out of his experiences, memories, and the tales told to him

by army friends and cowboys, may be grouped into categories of

contrasting themes: 1) stories of the Easterner in the West,

juxtaposing the two cultures and owing something, certainly, to

James's theme of the American in Europe; to be seen against

stories in which the West and its people are the sole subject,

implying acceptance of Western values without reference to any

 

89FannyKemble Wister, ”Owen Wister's West, I," Atlantic

Monthly, cxcv (May, 1955), 30-33.
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more s0phisticated society; 2) stories in which the theme is the

ultimate triumph of society and authority over the individual

and lawlessness, in contrast to stories celebrating without cen-

sure the individual and his freedom in the West, though that free-

dom extend to crime; 3) and finally, the special case-though,

of course, it contained elements which were constants in Wister's

work-—of The Viggigian, his only sustained attempt to make the

West conform to the East by fashioning an acceptably genteel hero.

Long ago a notion arose to the effect that Wister's earlier books

were merely preparation for The Virginian and that everything

that followed was pale repetition. Even so astute a critic of

Western letters as Bernard DeVoto has fallen into this failure

to look deeply into Wister's work.90 Actually, exactly the re-

verse is true. The earlier books had in them themes and sugges-

tions of themes which Wister was to employ far more characteris-

tically and successfully than anything in The Virginian-though

it was The Vigggnian that became the prototype for countless

shoddy novels on the West.

In the preface to his first book of short stories, EEEUEEE

gag-Egigga‘Wister refers to his subject matter as already the

stuff of history, ”our Western Frontier as it was in a past as

near as yesterday and almost as by—gone as the Revolution.“ His

purpose as a writer was to bring to the Atlantic American the

meaning of the wild West, that ”violent and romantic era in

 

) 90"Birth of an Art,“ Harper's Magazine, CCXI (December,

1955 , 9.
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eruption upon his soil."91 His method would be simple fidelity:

"When our national life, our own soil, is so rich in adventures

to record, what need is there for one to call upon his invention

save to draw, if he can, characters who shall fit these strange

and dramatic scenes? One cannot improve upon such realities."92

Most of the stories in this volume indicate fidelity to

this earnest, if rather artless, theory of literature. They deal

with subjects indigenous to ordinary life in the West in the

years following the Civil War; in them Wister tried to bring to

Eastern readers those “strange and dramatic scenes" he had

heard around the campfire.

In "Little Big Horn Medicine" a young Crow Indian, fur-

nished with seltzer salts that effervesce in water and make it

appear to boil, is deluded into believing himself a great medicine

man by a white war profiteer. Convinced that he has been commis-

sioned by his gods to regain the Crow homelands from the whites,

the boy defies his father and the tribal elders to lead an abor-

tive uprising of a few young Crows against the local cavalry

troop. He is killed in a brief skirmish, and Indians and whites

return to their outwardly placid, if inwardly uneasy, coexistence.

The boy is a victim of an unlucky combination of ancient super-

stitions, old tales of tribal glory, and a white man's cupidity.

His necessary destruction is an illustration of the pathos that

attended the displacement of one people by another in the West,

 

91.122 222. 29. 3.11.122 (New York. 1895). p. v.

9""Bed Men and White, p. ix.
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that strange and brutal land where human life could hang on

seltzer salts.

In a somewhat similar tale General Crook has to drive back

to the reservation a roving band of Paiutes for no greater of-

fense than disturbing a rancher by drinking up his liniment and

dipping his cats in molasses and feathers. Again it is a matter

of clashing cultures, with necessity taking precedence over jus-

tice in governing action. .As Crook remarks of the Paiute chief,

"We've got to catch him. I'm sorry for him. He doesn't see

why he shouldn't hunt anywhere as his fathers did. I shouldn't

see that either."93 The soldiers, recognizing a natural justice,

almost cheer when the chief escapes to freedom, taking with him

their squaw interpreter, who is abandoning her place of privilege

with the whites and her brood of half-breed children to return

to her kind.

Though he treats his Indians sympathetically, Wister di-

rected his attention in these stories primarily toward the men

of the army, men who did a lonely and difficult job without sup-

port or even understanding from the East. Frontier troops, he

knew, spent their lives being ordered about by Easterners who had

never seen Indians and who were concerned with policies only in

terms of political repercussions and expediency, never in terms

of justice. This army lived in hardship and boredom and danger

on poor pay and bad rations; for good measure it fought its

 

9aRed Men and White, p. 99.
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infrequent battles and performed its constant patrols with

shoddy equipment produced by grafting manufacturers. To Wister

the soldiers were the forgotten men of America's Western march,

and he told their story with sympathy.

Other tales in this collection are obviously derivative.

One recounts the mining camp murder of a dance hall proprietress

by her middle-aged lover when he learns she has taken up with a

younger man. The miners, lusting for a speedy and elemental

justice, catch the young interloper in suspicious circumstances

and summarily hang him. The real murderer, who had been planning

to deal with his supplanter in man-to-man fashion, feels cheated

of true justice:

Drylyn's eyes ran painfully over ditch and

diggings, the near cabins and the distant hills,

then returned to the messenger. "Him and me,”

he muttered. "It ain't square. Him and me-”

Suddenly he broke out, "I don't choose him to

think I was that kind of man!"

Before they could catch him he fell, and the

wet knife slid from his fingers. "Sheriff," he

began, but his tone changed. "I'm overtakin'

himl" he said. "He's going to know now. Lay

me alongside-"

And so they did.94

And so, too, did Wister indicate his debt to Bret Harte.

"La Tinaja Bonita" also has an ending in the manner of

Harte, but for all that it is a more complex and interesting

story. This time the clash of cultures is concretized in an

American peddler and a Mexican girl. "Never had a woman been

 

94RedMen and White, p. 130.
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for him like Lolita, conjuring the Saxon to forget himself and

bask openly in that Southern joy and laughter of the moment."95

It is inability to understand and trust the Mexican temperament

that drives the American into attempting a desert crossing which

destroys them both. If the ending is melodramatic and contrived,

the central ordeal of the desert journey is well conceived and

executed, convincingly depicting a man's struggle against the

elemental forces of a.harsh land and the no less elemental forces

of distrust and humorlessness in his own narrow Yankee nature.

In this story Wister was able to rise for once above his view of

the Mexican as no more than a "small and deceitful alien."

Two stories have a theme which was to become common in

Wister's pages: the triumph of law and order over foolish senti-

ment and recalcitrant individualism. In one, the citizens of a

California town are angered into lynching two murdering stage

robbers as a rebuke to the ridiculous philanthropism of the local

Ladies' Reform and Literary Lyceum. In the other the newly-

appointed governor of Idaho Territory, in the years just following

the Civil War, brings about a second Missouri Compromise by

tricking Southern-born legislators into taking the required oath

to support the federal Constitution.

The last and longest story in this volume presents a more

complex view of the West than Wister had managed up to that time.

In ”A.Pilgrim on the Gila" a young Eastern narrator (Wister himself

 

95Red Men and White, p. 186.
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can never be really separated from the faceless, nameless narra-

tor he so often employed; the narrator's views are Wister's

own) travels, fresh from hearing extravagant pro—statehood descrip-

tions of Arizona in Washington, to the Territory itself. What

he finds is not the fertile land of milk and honey described by

the Boy Orator of the Rio Grande but a grim and magnificent

country inhabited by a pe0ple who are capable of great decency

and great baseness in equal measure. The San Carlos-Thatcher-

Safford area along the Gila, the Eastern pilgrim finds, is ruled

by a Mormon bishop who fixes county elections and the price of

tomatoes with equal efficiency. "BishOp Meakum," relates one of

the characters, ”worked his way down here from Utah through

desert and starvation, mostly afoot, for a thousand miles, and

his flock today is about the only class in the Territory that

knows what prosperity feels like, and his laws are about the only

laws folks don't care to break."96 The Bish0p's sermons deal

with such homely matters as keeping pig pens and garbage well away

from the houses, and his leadership holds his people from falling

into the shiftless ways of the gentiles. But his wisdom stops

short at the borders of the Territory; anything that comes from

the outside is the Territory's lawful prey. This includes army

paymasters, one of whom is robbed by a gang that includes some of

the Bishop's many sons. The robbers are exonerated by a Tucson

jury also packed with.Meakum disciples. The narrator's impressions

 

96Bed Men and White, p. 223.
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of the trial summarize the theme of the story:

I began to notice how popular sympathy was not

only quite against the United States, but a sentiment

amounting to hatred was shown against all soldiers.

The voice of respectability seemed entirely silent....

The mildest opinion was that Uncle Sam could afford to

lose money better than poor people, and the strongest

'was that it was a pity the soldiers had not been

killed. This seemed inappropriate in a Territory

desiring admission to our Union. I supposed it to

be something local then, but have since observed it

to be a prevailing Western antipathy. The unthinking

sons of the sage-brush ill tolerate a thing which

stands for discipline, good order, and obedience, and

the man who lets another command him they despise.

I can think of no threat more evil for our democracy,

for it is a fine thing diseased and perverted-

namely, independence gone drunk.97

This aspect of the empire West both fascinated and frigh-

tened Wister. Defining that delicate balance between freedom

and license, between independence and anarchy, came to be a

major project in his pages. In The Virginian Wister answered

his question, How free can man be in the West? as an Easterner,

making over the West in the image of the East. But "A.Pilgrim

on the Gila" treats with tolerance and understanding the mores

of an isolated region, describes without condescension a social

system that would have seemed preposterously unsophisticated and

uncivilized in Newport. The story's good-humored tone suggests,

if not comprehension, then at least lively appreciation of a peo-

ple who have learned to live together as best they might in a

harsh and forbidding land.

For the most part these are unpretentious tales, the honest

 

97529. 1.4.22. 2.11.9. 311-112: pp. 268-69.
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impressions of a novel country and people by a sympathetic ob-

server. It would be wrong to impute to them profundity or great

complexity. Yet here Wister tried to present the West as he saw

it. In these pages are no satanic villains or flawless heroes--

just representatives of a social order catholic enough to embrace

many disparate elements. Fascination with the pageant being

enacted, and admiration of the courage and honesty he found, are

mixed with dismay at the prevalence of lawlessness and disorder.

Missing are the familiar Wister cowboys, and missing too is the

familiar lament for a moment of history that has been forever

lost. R_e_d_ £133 Egg.M is Wister's morning voyage to the West,

untinged with regret, Open-eyed with innocence and delight, filled

with hope for a splendid land once order prevails there. If some

of the stories are derivative and anecdotal, others are honest

attempts to capture the humor and idiom and temper of the people.

At best they suggest something of the inevitable loss that accom-

panies the cultural transformation of a region and the fumbling

efforts by which people come to find a basis of living together

in a new land.

Lg2_McLean, published in 1897, was Wister's second book.

This, too, is a collection of stories, but this time they are

connected by a chronicle of the fortunes of a central character.

The hero of these tales is a young cowboy, one of Wister's happy,

unheeding wanderers of the cattle country. The stories here col-

lected cover his career from the total irresponsibility of the

wandering nomad to the settled existence of a man of property and
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family. "The nomadic, bachelor West is over," Wister wrote in

the preface to a later book; "the housed, married West is es-

tablished."98 £12_McLean is the record of one man's journey over

that common road.

McLean's passage to maturity begins with a journey back to

his home in Massachusetts. There he learns, through a brother

who is ashamed of Lin's Western clothes and manner, that the

Westerner truly can never go home again, for the East (a favorite

Wister thesis, of course) is no longer really America. Remarks

Lin: "It weren't home I had went to back East, layin' round them

big cities, where a man can't help but feel strange all the week.

No sir! yu' can blow in a thousand dollars like I did in New

York, and it'll not give yu' any more home feelin' than what cat-

tle has put in a mtockyard."99

McLean's growth continues through a brief, inadvertent mar-

riage to a lady of the sagebrush who forgot to mention that she

already had a husband living; through the acquisition of respon-

sibility in the form of a street waif; and, finally, into a real

marriage and a ranch of his own. This, in Wister's view, was

the history of the West. It began with every man on an equal

footing:

wyoming's Chief Executive knocked elbows with the

spurred and jingling waif, one man as good as

another in that raw, hopeful, full-blooded cattle
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days of its fond youth. For one man has been as

good as another in three places-Paradise before

the Fall; the Rocky Mountains before the wire

fence, and the Declaration of Independence.100

But we must not mistake this true democracy for the egali-

tarian society of the crowded, scrambling East. The West re-

quires, as Lin's journey makes clear, a large-souled man; Lin's

brother and his fellow clerks could never survive there. The

West could be a democracy because it was an aristocracy, with

inhabitants who were the products of natural selection, pioneers

who had answered the call of their good blood.

Yet in Wister's version of history this democracy was itself

but a way station to the future. The morning of the cowboy's

lighthearted individualism must grow into a more solid afternoon.

When we first meet him, Lin, despite his good heart and generous

nature, is drifting toward worthlessness in his wandering existence

and frequent changes of employment. When he has found a good

woman and is prepared to become a rancher, he is forced to parti-

cipate in one last escapade with his former comrades. This time

it is a funeral, as good an occasion as any for hilarity to

Wister's simple sons of the sagebrush, who accept death and life

with equal cheerfulness. As Lin stands watching this well—inten-

tioned parody of solemnity he reflects that "it feels like I was

looking at ten dozen Lin McLeans."101 The cowboy who doesn't

 

100Lin McLean, p. 109.

101Lin McLean, p. 273.
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grow to this more mature perspective is in danger of extending

his freedom into perpetual disorder, that "independence gone

drunk" that so worried Wister in the West.

The history of Drybone, Wyoming, was for Wister the history

of that empire west he both loved and feared; it expressed a way

of life both attractive and filled with peril:

To-day, Drybone has altogether returned to the

dust. Even in that day its hour could have been

heard beginning to sound, but its inhabitants were

rather deaf. Gamblers, saloon-keepers, murderers,

outlaws male and female, all were so busy with their

cards, their lovers, and their bottles as to make the

place seem young and vigorous; but it was second

childhood which had set in.

Drybone had known a wholesome adventurous youth....

It had been an army post. It had seen horse and foot,

and heard the trumpet. Brave wives had kept house

for their captains upon its bluffs. Winter and summer

they had made the best of it. When the War Depart-

ment ordered the captains to catch Indians, the wives

bade them Godspeed. When the Interior Department

ordered the captains to let the Indians go again,

still they made the best of it. You must not waste

Indians. Indians were a source of revenue to so

many people in Washington and elsewhere. But the

process of catching Indians armed with weapons sold

them by friends of the Interior Department was not

entirely harmless. Therefore there came to be

graves in the Drybone graveyard....But even the finan-

ciers at Washington could not wholly preserve the

Indian in Drybone's neighborhood. As the cattle by

ten thousands came treading with the next step of

civilization into this huge domain, the soldiers

were taken away....Into these empty barracks came

to dwell and do business every joy that made the

cow-puncher's holiday, and every hunted person who

was baffling the sheriff....

Above, on the hill, the graveyard quietly chronicled

this new epoch of Drybone....steadily writing Drybone's

history, and making that history lay the town at the

bottom-one thin line of houses framing three sides of

the old parade-ground. In these slowly rotting shells

peOple rioted, believing the golden age was here, the

age when everybody should have money and nobody should
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be arrested. For Drybone soil, you see, was still

government soil, not yet handed over to wyoming; and

only government could arrest there, and only for

government crimes. But government had gone, and

seldom worried Drybone: The spot was a postage-stamp

of sanctuary pasted in the middle of Wyoming's big map,

a paradise for the Four-ace Johnstons....And all the

citizens made out a living. The happy cow-punchers

on ranches far and near still earned and instantly

spent the high wages still paid them. With their

bodies full of youth and their pockets full of gold,

they rode into town by twenties, by fifties, and out

again next morning, penniless always and happy. And

then the Four-ace Johnstons would sit card-playing

with each other till the innocents should come to

town again.102

Life in the West, Wister believed, must grow beyond this

prolonged childhood to some new stability. To escape Drybone's

graveyard the region must come to maturity and responsibility.

Yet as the years passed Wister came to feel more and more that

something precious had been lost in the process of historical

change. The expansive and freedom-loving West of empire days

became, like the good society of his forefathers, one more lost

past to mourn. I

Like its predecessor, Lin McLean is an unpretentious book.
 

Wister, in his emerging view of natural selection, was moving

toward the creation of a familiar and unbelievable stock figure

of romance, the natural nobleman, but he had not reached that

puerile version of the hero in his characterization of McLean,

who is no moral paragon. He sprees when there is opportunity,

gambles, and has known women of easy virtue. Into the chronicle

of his hero's fortunes Wister wove a large skein of life in the
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cattle country West as he saw it. It is good-natured, high-spirited

country, a place so starved for women that the arrival of an unmar-

ried female visitor is a bigger event than a new railroad or a

rise in the price of steers, a land so isolated that news is al—

ways "two weeks stale and a lie when it was fresh."103 In a

country where anything would grow "with irrigation" and where it

almost never rains, the efforts of a charlatan rain-maker are

sufficient occasion for all Cheyenne to whoop up a holiday and

back Providence or the rain-maker, according to individual senti-

ment.

This is a society cheerfully defiant of all organized autho-

rity, goodnaturedly fighting the railroad by sending back its

special deputy (sent to investigate the prevalence of holes in

the water tank) tied to the cow-catcher and bearing a note reading,

"Send along one dozen as per sample."104 Here Wister's cowboys

are simple, joyous men, "ready with all their might to live or

die, to be animals or heroes, as the hours might bring them Oppor-

tunity.”105 Though he depicts them only at play (Wister‘s cow-

boys never work), he describes their life with sympathy, finding

in it humor, charm, and the exhilaration of a new and magnificent

country. In these early Wister books the West indeed lived in

that happy moment of time that was ”safe and far from Monday

morning."
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In 1902 Wister published the most famous of all Western

novels, The Virginian.106 The book went through six printings

in six weeks, headed the best-seller list for more than two years,

and has been made a movie four times.107 Even more important has

been the book's influence. The Virginian's progeny of strong and

silent heroes have galloped across tens of thousands of pages and

almost as many movie screens at Saturday matinees. In this novel

Wister elevated the West into a never-never land of romance: it

would be rash to assert that the region (at least for the purposes

of popular literature) has ever fully descended again to reality.

Critics have been fond of pointing to Wister's opus as the

first of its kind, the beginning of popular fiction about the

cattle country on a level above the dine novel. But Wister's tale

was not a new thing on the face of the earth. Indeed, the novel's

popularity is best explained by noting that it imposed old forms

and themes on new material, that it succeeded because to its few

innovations were added conventions traditionally acceptable and

themes that had answered to American desires-particular1y to

 

106PadreIIgnacio: or, the Song_of Temptation (New York,

1911), which made its appearance in 1900 in the period between

Lin McLean and The Virginian, is unlike any other of Wister' s

books. The story_of a Spanish priest who is spending his life

at a small mission in California in the first half of the nine-

teenth century, the book is nearly an allegory of good and evil,

contentment and renunciation. Its major theme is the one that

became increasingly familiar in Wister's work during these

years: the fruitful submission of self to order and tradition.

107Seth Agnew, "God's Country and the Publisher,”

Satururdaz Bev__i__ew, XXXVI (March 14, 1953), 26.
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American desires touching the West--for generations. It was this

blend of old and new, traditional themes and excitingly novel

material, that won and kept for The Virginian its great vogue,
 

a vogue that has scarcely diminished. As late as March, 1956,

the novel appeared on two separate lists of all-time favorites

among books on the West.108

One thing Wister did invent in The Vigginian, as Bernard
 

DeVoto has pointed out, was the "walkdown." This is Hollywood's

designation of that familiar, violent meeting of Good Man and

Bad Man.

A sun god in leather pants, The Hero, and his

adversary, who represents Evil, approach each

other across an open space. The guns speak and

The Hero, who has or has not suffered a flesh

wound, steps sideward into a girl's expectant

arms. This outcome solves all problems of the

art form and eliminates all problems of ethics,

social sanction, and human motivation. It is

the climax of the fantasy that has kept the

cowboy story from becoming serious fiction.

It is also the ultimate extension of individualism. All grada—

tions of moral evil, all frustrations, all the conflicts that

make up life in society, are conveniently reduced to one physical

being, to be destroyed by a burst of gunfire. In the "walkdown,"

represented by the Hero, every reader has his moment of vicarious

triumph over the world.

But if this device is intellectually puerile and artistically

preposterous, it is not a full measure of The Virginian or of the
 

_A__

108Hoffman Birney, "Western Roundup," New York Times Book

Review, mv: (March 4, 1956), 26.
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direction of Wister's writing. This book is Wister's only one

on the West that can be called a novel. Even so it was put to-

gether from previously published stories and new episodes written

for the occasion. ,All available evidence suggests that the novel

was not Wister's preper form; he was more at home in the short

story. For one thing the novel demanded a hero, in Wister's

view a genteel hero. His inventive powers evidently did not ex-

tend to the creation of a new hero to fit the demands of his new

material, for it was here that he turned to old forms. In Th3_

Virginian Wister's beloved West bumped squarely against many in-

heritances (literary and otherwise) from the East; in all cases

the West lost.

The central artistic and intellectual problem was the same

one COOper had faced three-quarters of a century earlier. ‘Wister

and his desired audience were products of the genteel tradition,

of belief in caste, established values, the ordered society. A

character worthy of the stature of hero must accept these values

and be acceptable in the world where they are dominant. If

Wister was to write a novel about the West he must find in the

land beyond civilization a hero who would answer to the graces

and mores and conventions of society-to the code of the gentle-

ggg_as Wister understood that code. His artistic problem was

that of elevating one of his sons of the sagebrush into that lofty

position; he solved it by stepping in the giant footsteps laid

down by Cooper and Parkman. He did it by asserting that the good

man in the good society-—the society built on taste and the
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recognition of one's proper place-and the good man in the

wilderness beyond society, are the same man. What society pro-

duces in a thousand years of selective breeding and training,

the Old West produced almost instantaneously by its less encum-

bered process of natural selection. And though they come from

the opposite ends of the earth the products of these two pro-

cesses will instantly recognize their mutual affinity, be they

Mabel and her Jasper Western, Parkman and his Henry Chatillon,

or Molly Wood and her Virginian. ‘Wister's hero is a natural

nobleman, blood kinsman of Natty Bumppo, descended from COOper's

hunter through Jasper Western and the other younger duplicates

of the aged scout as they had evolved in the dime novel.

 

The Eastern tenderfoot narrator of The Virginian, within

minutes after the train drops him in Medicine Bow, Wyoming,

fi

recognizes the natural quality of his hero:

Having been sent to look after me, he would do so;

but I could not be jocular with him. This handsome,

ungrammatical son of the soil had set between us the

bar of his cold and perfect civility. No polished

person could have done it better. What was the mat-

ter? I looked at him, and suddenly it came to me.

If he had tried familiarity with me the first two

minutes of our acquaintance, I should have resented

it; by what right, then, had I tried it with him?

It smacked of patronizing: on this occasion he had

come off the better gentleman of the two. Here in

flesh and blood was a truth I had long believed in

words, but never met before. The creature we call

a gentleman lies deep in the hearts of thousands

that are born without a chance to master the out—

ward graces of the type.110

 

110The Virginian, pp. 11-12.
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Wister‘s cowboys in this novel all partake of this nobility

derived from the soil, combined with the joyous innocence of

childhood.

Daring, laughter, endurance-these were what I saw

upon the countenances of the cow-boys. And this

very first day of my knowledge of them marks a date

with me. For something about them, and the idea of

them, smote my American heart, and I have never for-

gotten it, nor ever shall, as long as I live. In

their flesh our natural passions ran tumultuous;

but often in their spirit sat hidden a true nobility,

and often beneath its unexpected shining their

figures took on heroic stature.111

For indeed had Cooper and Parkman come true again for Wister.

But the Virginian is not of these run-of-the-mill natural

noblemen. To Rousseau and Cooper's nobleman in nature had been

added Herbert Spencer and natural selection. The Virginian is

the end product of these processes, the leader of his fellow

sons of the soil produced by nature's survival tests. He can

face down Evil at a card game with a level voice, a ready gun,

and those famous words, "When you call me that, smile"; or he

can cajole a crew made up of that "average rough male blood,

merely needing to be told the proper things at the right time"112

by tricking them into believing a tall tale that owes much to

the tradition of Twain and which would not have shamed the master.

!A fine comic spirit," DeVoto has written, "informs much of the

book."113 Humor is important in a country where entertainment

 

111The Virginian, p. 33.

112The Vir inian, pp. 29, 173.

llaHarper's Ma azine, can, 9.
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seldom comes and people must amuse each other; it is a fundamen—

tal weapon in the Virginian's arsenal. He must be able to tell

a bigger lie more convincingly than his fellows, for it is a mark

of his ascendancy. He uses his gift for such varied tasks as

bilking a traveling drummer out of his bed by pretending to vio—

lent nightmares, or rendering a public service in vanquishing a

hell-fire Calvinist preacher by keeping him up all night driving

sin from a repentant and fearful breast.

The Virginian (his anonymity, of course, makes him a symbol

of all that wild band whom Wister loved) grows and changes through

his tale. In his story is compressed once again Wister's version

of Western history. When we first meet him, despite the fact

that he has been roaming the country from Mexico to British Colum-

bia for ten years, he is a frolicking colt. Hard work on the

ranch and, on those rare trips to town, cards, liquor, and casual

successes with women-these make up his life. (His successes,

by the way, may come even with another man's wife, a great liberty

for a Western novel to take.) It was altogether a young land and

brave time, still "Saturday eternal."

The coming of Molly wood to Bear Creek changes all this,

just as the values and conventions of ordered society were to

change Wister's west. No longer may the here be casually amoral.

When the Bad Man ventures to suggest that Molly may have lost her

virtue to an ardent cowboy, nature's nobleman forces him to admit

publicly that he lies. Then the Virginian appeals to the better

instincts of his audience:
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"Honey Wiggin, you and me and the boys have hit

town too frequent for any of us to play Sunday on

the balance of the gang." He stepped and surveyed

Public Opinion, seated around in carefully inex-

pressive attention. "We ain't a Christian outfit

a little bit, and maybe we have most forgotten

what decency feels like. But I reckon we haven‘t

plumb forgot what it means...."

The liar stood and sneered experimentally,

looking at Public Opinion. But this changeful

deity was no longer with him, and he heard it

variously assenting, "That's so," and "She's a

lady" and otherwise excellently moralizing.114

There is no doubt that regeneration is at hand in the sagebrush.

The Virginian must undergo other changes. Molly represents

the best of that genteel society in the East that was even then

being overrun by the Replacers. Her family had been prominent

and respected since the American Revolution. But, as for so

many of Wister's old American families, fortune had turned upon

the Woods. Molly, instead of taking her rightful place in a

small, select society, must do fancy needlework and give music

lessons. The desire to escape the confines of Bennington and

her hapless position as a lady of family and no fortune brings

her to Wyoming as a schoolmarm.

The hero must be made to fit this genteel heritage. Though

a gentleman by nature, he must assume those "outward graces" of

cultivated society. Principally this seems to mean Shakespeare

and spelling, with Molly his willing teacher. He is an apt pupil,

and soon the insight given him by his days in nature's bosom is

opening up for Molly the mysteries of Browning's poetry. But the

 

114%. Virginian, p. 111.
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Virginian must also give over his wild ways. Quickly he becomes

a philosopher of natural selection, determined that he is to

come out on top. He lectures Molly:

"I'll tell you what...equality is a great big bluff.

It's easy called....Some holds four aces...and some

holds nothin' and some poor fello' gets the aces and

no show to play 'em; but a man has got to prove him-

self my equal before I'll believe him....I know what

yu' meant...by sayin? you're not the wife I'd want.

But I am the kind that moves up. I am going to be

your best scholar."115

In good part The Virginian is the story of man moving up in the

West.

Judge Henry, the hero's employer, recognizes virtue by pro-

moting him to foreman. The Virginian is soon matured to his new

responsibility by having to chase down and lynch an old friend

to protect the interests of his employer. This is the supreme

moral decision of the Virginian's life. The boyhood chum is a

rustler; the courts of Wyoming's Johnson County are packed with

the friends of rustlers, and justice is never done; but the con-

flict between loyalty to an old friend and loyalty to justice

and his employer wrenches the hero deeply. ”YOu have a friend,"

muses the Virginian,

and his ways are your ways. You travel together,

you spree together confidentially, and you suit

each other down to the ground. Then one day you

find him putting his iron on another man's calf.

You tell him fair and square those ways have never

been your ways and ain't going to be your ways.

Well, that does not change him any, for it seems

he's disturbed over getting rich quick and being

 

1151's. Virginian, pp. 144-45.
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a big man in the Territory. And the years go on,

until you are foreman of Judge Henry's ranch and

he-—is dangling back in the cottonwoods. What can

he claim? Who made the choice? He cannot say,

"Here is my old friend that I would have stood by."

Can he say that?116

This moral dilemma is solved easily-all moral problems are in

Wister's books-by having Steve, the friend, go to his death

gamely and leave behind a note forgiving the hero.

The narrator is an innocent observer at this affair, and

thus provides Wister his opportunity to justify lynching as a

necessary folkway.

How could I tell them that I shrank from any con-

tact with what they were doing, although I knew

that only so could justice be dealt in this country?

Their wholesome frontier nerves knew nothing of

such refinements.117

Wister, the lawyer, stood ready to see law give way to

murder. For in the West his respect for law collided with two

things far deeper in his nature: his hatred of disorder and his

deep belief that law should support those on the top rung of

society's ladder. In the South, and in the traditional Eastern

past for which he always longed, law, as he saw it, was the in-

strument by which those whom natural selection had placed at the

top of society's heap imposed their will on the masses. Like tra-

dition and custom, law was the protection of society's best

values-the values of the aristocracy. But in Wyoming Territory

 

116The Vir inian, p. 396.

117The Vir inian, pp. 381-82.



235

during the Johnson County War of 1892 (and this, despite Wister's

misleading use of dates, is the era of The Virginian) law might
 

be used for other purposes. Homesteaders and small ranchers

might not recognize immediately that the big cattlemen were the

aristocratic result of natural selection, that their values

represented the accumulated wisdom of an inevitable historical

process. Homesteaders might, like the Replacers, make the law

an instrument for their own rise. Then Wister's beloved West

would also be overrun with trusts and labor unions, from which

would emerge the same unnatural aristocracy of rich Jews and

foreigners that plagued the industrial East.

The Virginian and his employers are determined that this

shall not happen, that the order imposed by those who naturally

stand above their fellows shall not be broken by so small a thing

as law. In describing Shorty, a hapless incompetent at rustling

as he is at all things else, the hero tells us how it is in the

West:

Now back East you can be middling and get along.

But if you go to try a thing on in this Western

country, you've got to do it well. You've got

to deal cyards well; you've got to steal well;

and if you claim to be quick with your gun, you

must be quick, for you're a public temptation,

and some man will not resist trying to prove he

is the quicker. You must break all the Command—

ments well in this Western country, and Shorty

should have stayed in Brooklyg, for he will be

a novice his livelong days.1

Out of a nature red in tooth and claw have arisen the men competent
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to lead all the Shortys of the West. To break through their or-

der by so frail a thing as law would be to sin against nature.

Judge Henry, who is one of those whom nature has selected

to lead others, explains it all to Molly Wood, for the East must

become accustomed to watching its primitive inheritance being re-

enacted in the West.

"Call them the ordinary citizens....They are where

the law comes from, you see. For they chose the

delegates who made the Constitution that provided

for the courts...These are the hands into which

ordinary citizens have put the law. So you see,

at best, when they lynch they only take back what

they once gave. Now we'll take your two cases

that you say are the same in principle. I think

that they are not. For in the South they take a

negro from jail where he was waiting to be duly

hung. The South has never claimed that the law

would let him go. But in Wyoming the law has been

letting our cattle-thieves go for two years. We

are in a very bad way, and we are trying to make

that way a little better until civilization can

reach us. At present we lie beyond its pale. The

courts, or rather the juries, into whose hands we

have put the law, are not dealing the law....They

cannot hold a cattle-thief. And so when your

ordinary citizen sees this, and sees that he has

placed justice in a dead hand, he must take jus-

tice back into his own hands where it was once at

the beginning of all things. Call this primitive

if you will. But so far from being a defiance of

law, it is an assertion of it-the fundamental as-

sertion of self-governing men, upon whom our whole

social fabric is based. There is your principle,

Miss Wood, as I see it. Now can you help me to

see anything different?"

She could not.119

It does not occur to the nonertoo—bright Molly to ask how it hap-

pens that all those citizens who sit on juries are such
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"extraordinary" ones. So thus easily are East and West reconciled,

the best that is in them both brought to mutual appreciation.

It is in this conflict of East and West that some critics

have seen the novel's greatest val'ue.12o The conflict is con-

cretized, of course, in the troubled courtship of Molly and her

hero. ,After Judge Henry has overcome her scruples about lynching,

Molly and the Virginian are engaged. At this point he writes to

her mother of his humble (but thoroughly Anglo-Saxon) origins

and informs her that he has "never killed for pleasure or profit."121

But the mother never replies, for much of the East has forgotten

its primitive inheritance, now mirrored in the pristine virtues

of a new land and people. Only the best of the East is capable

of learning the Western lesson. While Molly is teaching him

Shakespeare, her lover is teaching her the virtues that come from

life lived in nature. Through his eyes she learns to see through

the shams of certain of civilization's customs, to recall the

primitive nobility of her Revolutionary War-hero forefathers.

When East and West meet in these pages it is to prove that the

Eastern aristocrat, the infinitely refined product of society's

selectivity, and the Western aristocrat, produced by an equally

rigorous process of natural selection, are perfect mates.

But before a fruitful union can occur the old, wild West

must have its final assertion. The Virginian must have his

 

120Ernest E. Leisy, The American Historical Novel (Norman,

Oklahoma, 1950), pp. 207-08.

121The Vir inian, p. 372.
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‘walkdown, in which Evil is obliterated from the face of the

earth-and must have it on his wedding day at that. Trampas, the

villain, is faceless throughout the book. We know nothing of his

motivations, nothing even of his personality and speech beyond

an occasional snarl. In the childishly oversimplified moral

values of this novel, he is Evil Incarnate, and Good must destroy

him. .After receiving the blessing of Wyoming's bishOp (a ritu-

alistic necessity for the knight going to joust), the Virginian

goes forth to duty. ”It had come," writes Wister, “to that

point where there is no way out, save only that ancient, eternal

‘way between man and man. It is only the great mediocrity that

goes to law in these personal matters."l‘22 Thus did Wister es-

tabliah for posterity the final stone in that ridiculous edifice,

the romantic code of the West. The ritual of the walkdown,

Southern chivalry transferred to cowpunchers, the strong and silent

gun god on horseback-all of these trace to The Vigggnian.

Molly's Eastern sensibility manages to encompass murder as

handily as it swallowed lynching, and hero and heroine are married.

But marriage presented new problems for the novelist. What hap-

pens to nature's nobleman in that blessed state? Again Cooper

had pointed the way. He had brought Jasper Western back to the

East, into society, and made him a successful businessman. Enough

had changed in American values (Cooper had been able to go no

higher than a sergeant's daughter as a romantic heroine for his
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natural nobleman; Wister could give his the best that society

had) so that Wister need not follow his predecessor literally,

but the pattern of his solution is the same. After a trip to the

East, where he wins the admiration of those rare souls possessed

of enough nobility themselves to recognize it in others, the

Virginian and his bride return to Wyoming and prosperity.

Judge Henry at Sunk Creek had his wedding present

ready. His growing affairs in Wyoming needed his

presence in many places distant from his ranch, and

he made the Virginian his partner. When the thieves

prevailed at length, as they did, forcing cattle

owners to leave the country or be ruined, the Vir-

ginian had forestalled this crash. The herds were

driven away to Montana. Then, in 1892, came the

cattle war, when, after putting their men in office,

and coming to own some of the newspapers, the thieves

brought ruin on themselves as well. For in a broken

country there is nothing left to steal.

But the railroad came, and built a branch to that

land of the Virginian's where the coal was. By that

time he was an important man, with a strong grip on

many various enterprises, and able to give his wife

all and more than she asked or desired.123

So the Virginian becomes a part of that prosperous, settled

society in which East and West are indistinguishable. Mody

Boatright, in one of the most perceptive studies yet written of

Wister, has pointed out that The Virginian thereby answers to

one further version of the American dream, "the myth of the

faithful apprentice, the Horatio Alger story."124

It is in this solution of its problem that Wister's novel

founders on the same rocks that split Cooper's fragile hulls.

 

123The Vir inian, p. 505.

124"The American Myth Rides the Range: Owen Wister's Man
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The hero is good because he exists outside society, he is noble

because nature made him so. But if he is to enter that state

of respectability implied by marriage in a genteel novel he must

come into society and accept its values. The Virginian may have

taught his lady something about lynch law and natural inequality,

but hers is the ultimate victory; her Shakespeare and spelling

and Eastern tailors end by transforming him into a successful

businessman, cut off from his youthful freedom in a state of

nature, indistinguishable from all his brothers in commerce. In-

capable of achieving an imaginative synthesis of his two regions,

Wister concludes by making his West a replica of the East-—of

that lost and desired East before the advent of Jews and steel

trusts, when commerce belonged to the right sort of pe0ple and

everyone knew his proper place.

DeVoto, as an historian, scored The Virginian for its in-

disputable distortion of the Johnson County War, assigning this

distortion to Wister's association with the big gentleman—ranchers

and the hours he spent at the Cheyenne Club.125 Yet these were

only surface symptoms. 'Wister had indicated uncritical acceptance

of the theory of societal aristocracy in Philosophy g_and else-

where before he wrote The Virginian, and he did so again in ngz_

Baltimore, two years later. He could not help it. Everything
 

in him cried out against those changes in American life which

seemed to be sweeping away the order his class had represented
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and to be leaving America in chaos. The West and C00per and

Parkman gave him the notion of a natural aristocracy to add to

his belief in a societal one. Rousseau and Spencer combined in

Wister's pages to produce the Virginian. If we ignore the ques-

tion of whether these beliefs were intellectually tenable, there

can yet be no doubt that the attempt to merge them in fiction

was a mistake artistically. If The Vigginian is Wister's most

ambitious work on the West it is also his most complete failure.

It is to Wister's credit that he never returned to the

themes and conventions of The Virginian. Gone were the code of

the gentleman cowboy, the figure of the natural nobleman, the

elaborate ritual of the walkdown, and the subjugation of raw

West to cultivated East. When violence flares in these later

pages, and it does so infrequently, it is a matter of a difference

of opinion, not of Good vanquishing Evil from the world. Wister

returned in his final books to the short story form, thus having

no further need of the well—bred hero and heroine and the other

trappings of the genteel novel. His subjects once again are a

general mixture of interesting facets of Western life before and

after the turn of the century. His characters are cowboys,

Indians and Indian agents, and army people—awithout a single

natural nobleman-hero among them.

The nearest thing to a hero in the collection of short

stories which Wister called Members _o_f_ 3153 Family (1911) is the

often-married Scipio Le Moyne, a nomad so far from being a

totally innocent product of nature that once, in a moment of
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desperation, he became a road agent. And Scipio will not have a

proper moral drawn from his story; he enjoyed his illdwon gains

and prospered, never regretting his moment of crime. ‘Wister had

pregressed far enough beyong the rigid code of the West that he

himself had in part erected to suggest there might be gradations

of moral evil in the world.

Once again these are simple stories, full of the West and

its pe0ple. In one of them an enterprising Eastern novice, backed

by an influence-peddling Senator, undertakes to capture the Indian

trade on a reservation. But on the day his lavish store opens,

prodded by the more knowing Scipio, the greedy young merchant

provides a bit of theatrical entertainment for his customers by

running through his repertoire of parlor tricks, thereby driving

the superstitious Indians forever away from his emporium. In

another, two old trappers return to town and lose their winter's

trapping because they can no longer put off settlement of a be-

devilling argument about the location of Washington, D.C.; one

holds that it is in Maryland, while the other is equally strong

for Virginia. One story here is again in the tall tale tradition

of were and Twain, while in another an army post has its moment

of revenge against a blathering Secretary of War and all his vapid

promises. In a story called "The Gift Horse" the narrator learns

that lynch law may not be so certain an instrument of justice as

the lynching episode in.Ihg_Virginian had suggested it was. This

story also proposes that a horse thief may not be wholly evil.

Wister, in his later stories, was loosing the tight bonds of the
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code of the West which he had helped to tie.

Wister's next book on the West was also his last. Published

in 1928, When West Was West is once more a collection of short

stories. And again they are tales without heroes, tales of an

army captain who fights Apaches but wins a greater battle on the

domestic front against his wife's disapproval of the tobacco

habit; of a Shoshone Indian who becomes a victim of admiring

tourists just as his peOple had been victims of white fur hunters

and settlers-one more casualty of change in the West; of the

reign of terror of a quack medicine woman in Flanagan County,

Texas, and her eventual defeat by the forces of law and order and

medical sanity; and a tale, inspired by Leonard Wood, who is the

obvious model for Doc Leonard in several of Wister's stories,

of a contract chaplain at Fort Chiricahua who believes that Apaches

are descendants of the ten lost tribes of Israel. The latter

story makes it evident that Wister never lost his anti-Semitism:

"Can I persuade you that the Indians are the ten

lost tribes of Israel?" Lloyd now inquired.

”Our American Indians? Jews? ‘You cannot.”

"I cannot persuade myself. Do you know why? If

they were, we'd be confined to the reservations and

they'd go to Harvard and have offices in Wall Street

and spend their summers in Paris."126

Two stories here deserve special mention, for they are the

best that Wister ever wrote and they represent most completely

what he had to say, finally, about the West. "The Right Honorable

the Strawberries" is a restrained, convincing study of a disgraced
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British younger son in the West. He has come to Drybone,

Wyoming, because he had to go somewhere. Drybone, so often for

'Wister the symbol of that West which rioted itself into oblivion,

is a lawless patch of government preperty which waits stolidly

from month to month to take away the cowboy's wages with its

women, its faro games, and its raw liquor, subsiding patiently,

when the cowboy's spree is over, until next time. Occupying

the abandoned military quarters of one era, it provides the de-

lights of another era to men who live in yet a third. In its

few acres of Wyoming landscape Drybone has transcended space and

time, become an oasis of carousing history left behind to harbor

those infrequent outlaws who have not accompanied the West in

its transition to a new age. Drybone will ask a disgraced peer

no questions about his past; it can afford no prejudices against

remittance men.

The cowboys from the neighboring ranches accept the Britisher

readily. Unable to fathom the intricacies of the peerage system,

they reduce his six inches of name to their own version of his

family crest and call him "Strawberries." They are fascinated

by his talk and wit, admire his skill with a shotgun, and grow

to like him. They devise as many excuses as possible to visit

the old quartermaster office which he has transformed into an

English gentleman's flat in miniature, complete with hunting

crops, sporting trephies, mementoes of Oxford. The cowboys wel-

come Strawberries, in turn, to the wild exuberance and simple

joys of their way of life. One of them, a puncher called
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Chalkeye, becomes the Englishman's stout defender against all

detractors. It is a fresh life in a new land that Chalkeye and

his friends offer Strawberries. Cries Chalkeye:

"When I look at that"-—he swept his arm toward the

splendid plains and the hills glowing in the sun-

”well, I want to swallow it, and I want to jump on

a horse and dive into it." He drew in a huge

breath and became lyric. "It makes a man feel like

he could live the whole of himself at wunst. I'd

like to have ten fights, and ten girls, and ten

drinks, and I'd come pretty near enjoying sudden

death."127

This can be enough for a while, but it does not make up to

Strawberries for England and all he has lost. Even a thousand

years of breeding cannot save him from spiritual demolition in

exile. He is sustained for a time by the hope that exile is not

permanent and manages to keep up the illusion of the past in

hunting, in coursing greyhounds, in steeplechasing with army of-

ficers eager for any break in their pattern of constant boredom.

Only occasionally does he lapse into physical and mental lethargy

and spend days lying abed at the Cheyenne Club.

But when word comes that England will never relent he

quickly reverts to the cause of his original disgrace-—cheating

at cards. Finally he stoops to cheating his friends and even

Drybone's patience is exhausted. Strawberries has to flee and

Chalkeye is killed (without benefit of walkdown) in protecting his

escape. Others report seeing the Englishman occasionally over the

years, clerking in a store and being discharged, pounding a piano

 

127When west Was West, p. 178.
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in a honkeytonk for a roomful of drunken men and women.

The final glimpse of the disgraced British younger son

comes to the narrator when the West——Wister's West-is all over,

when it has changed so much that one can drive to Drybone in a

Ford.

My last news was in 1910, when I ran up the river

from Cheyenne in a flivver. Two railroads had come.

There was a new town called Casper. Drybone had been

wholly abandoned. There were oil claims. Along the

river where the sagebrush had grown and the cattle

had been rounded up were fields and fruit and fences:

not everywhere: but it was gone, the true, real

thing was gone. The scenery was there, but the play

was over....We came to some high sagebrush along a

bottom...and one of those sudden cravings for days

bygone rushed over me-to hunt, to camp, to revel in

young joys; I longed to speak some magic word and

evoke the golden years....Then we reached what had

been Drybone....

I walked through weeds, and splinters of sheds,

and rusted objects. Three boards of the hotel were

standing. Part of the post-office was there. The

cabin of luxury was fairly whole, and all around it

gleamed empty tin cans. There was a door; and when

I saw that, I walked up and opened it.

He was lying in bed, reading a paper.

"Oh, there you are!" he said.

So he had come back, actually summoned by that

same Past which we had shared for a while, the Past

where his real friends had been: I liked this remnant

of the man better than ever I had liked the man.

"Thank God somebody has come to lunch," said he.

"Now I'll have to get up and cook something."

This he did; and for an hour we talked about any-

thing to keep off the one thing in our minds. The

photographs were there....And now he lay in bed and

ate tinned food, unless company happened by.

The young, green chauffeur came to see what had

become of me, and as I was walking away, Strawberries

stood in his door.

"It all used to be very jolly," he said.
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I nodded and walked on.

"I say,” he called.

I turned. There he stood, and into his face came

a something that recalled the old smile like a pressed

flower.

"Chalkeye was a good fellow, you know."

"Yes."

"I liked Chalkeye."

"Yes."

”I suppose you're thinking he was a better fellow

than me?"

"Yes."

"Right."128

Indeed Wister did think that Chalkeye and the Doughgy and

their fellows were better than the things which destroyed and re-

placed them, whether railroads or fences or such consummate pro-

ducts of civilization's process as disgraced younger sons. In

this story he accomplished most convincingly the aim he had pro-

fessed in the very beginning, the study of the effect of the West

upon character. For in the slow and unspectacular deterioration

of Strawberries there is a quiet inevitability, the inevitability

of a man's destruction when out off from his cultural and moral

sources in an older society.

Yet the story is much more than this. All men in Drybone,

in the early West, were cut off from their sources, were living

in a magic moment of time which had escaped history. To them

comes Strawberries, bringing with him both the graces and the

evils of civilization. He is at once the destroyer and the

 

128When West Was West, pp. 209—11.
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destroyed, the agent of Chalkeye's destruction as well as his own.

And in Chalkeye's death is symbolized the passing of Drybone, for

oblivion was Drybone's inevitable fate. Here were concretized

all the changes that Wister had chronicled in the West, concre-

tized in the death of that phase which he had shared. Drybone's

passage to oblivion summed up all the Wests which lived on bor-

rowed time in the oasis Drybone provided and portended oblivion

for that West which briefly survived it. Loyalty, friendship,

joyousness, the easy tolerance that made room for any man of good

will, a wild holiday of freedom-all these the early West had,

but they were not enough for its survival. Wister's mind knew

that history must overtake and obliterate that bright time, but

his heart could not cheer progress.

The early West, he had written in 1911, had in its very

air the "promise of a democracy which the East had missed"-—

a democracy where all men were kings. This time was that "bright

brave ripple" beneath which "moved the ground-swell of tragedy."

Strawberries's return to Drybone is the search of all men who

had known the West when it was young for the good time of their

shared past. The return is Strawberries's mark of grace, his

realization that the world which he had helped destroy was the

more valuable. American progress demanded, Wister was sure, that

the simple yield to the complex, but it was fitting for those who

had lived on into the new time to return and pay homage to the

better thing which had died. For him, the best that America

promised had shared in that death.
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The story which Wister chose to close his final volume on

the West again explores his favorite theme of nostalgia. "At the

Sign of the Last Chance" takes its title from the Western custom

of using a double sign for hotels and saloons. .As the cowboy

rode into town with jingling pockets the den of delight greeted

him with the terse notice that this was his "First Chance.” As

he rode out in the morning with pockets empty the other side of

the sign proclaimed that it was the "Last Chance" for many weary

miles. To Drybone's hotel of this name comes the narrator, Wister,

after an absence of six years, to find several old friends sitting

at a quiet game of poker.

I had begun to see those beards long before

they were gray; when no wire fence mutilated the

freedom of the range; when fourteen mess-wagons

would be at the spring round-up; when cattle wan-

dered and pastured, dotting the endless wilder-

ness; when roping them brought the college

graduate and the boy who had never learned to

read into a lusty equality of youth and skill;

when songs rose by the camp-fire; and the dim

form of the night herder leaned on his saddle

horn as under the stars he circled slowly around

the recumbent thousands; when two hundred miles

stretched between all this and the whistle of

the nearest locomotive.

And all this was over. It had begun to end

a long while ago. It had ebbed slowly away from

these now playing their nightly game as they had

once played it at flood-tide. The turn of the

tide had come even when the beards were still

brown, or red, or golden....And here in this

place, at the poker table, the ghost still clung

to the world of the sage-brush, where it had

lived its headlong joys.

I watched the graybeards going on with this

game that had outlived many a player....They

played without zest, winning or losing little,

with now and then a friendly word to me.
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They had learned to tolerate me when I had come

among them first; not because I ever grew skilled

in what they did, either in the saddle or with a

gun, but because they knew that I liked them and the

life they led, and always had come back to lead it

with them, in my tenderfoot way.129

The poker game is a ritual at which these quiet men gather

because their days are empty and because it maintains a link

with the past. At the back of the room a man is reading an ar-

ticle about sign-boards from an old magazine, telling the rest

of the company when he comes upon an interesting sign and its

history. One of the group has a fiddle, and now and then, as he

watches the desultory game, he plays "some fragment of tune, like

a man whispering memories to himself."130 Old Man Clarke, a soli-

tary prospector for longer than anyone can remember but this year

forced by the others to come to town for the winter, completes

the party.

The narrator's arrival and his questions serve to remind

the card players how much things have changed at Drybone and at

the Last Chance.

"Why, where's your clock, Henry?" I asked.

Henry scratched his head. "Why," he meditated-—"why,

I guess it was last January.”

"Did she get shot up again?"

Henry slowly shook his head. "This town is not what

it was. I guess you saw the last shooting-up she got.

She just quit on me one day. Yes; January. Winding of

her up didn't do nothing to her. It was Lee noticed

she had quit. So I didn't get a new one...."

 

129WhenWest Was West, pp. 414-15.

130When West Was West, p. 414.



"Where's your Chink tonight?" I inquired. Lee

was another old acquaintance; he had cooked many

meals and made my bed often, season after season,

when I had lodged here for the night.

"I let Lee go-—let's see—-I guess that must

have been last April. Business is not what it

used to be."

"Then you do everything yourself, now?"

"Why, yes; when there's anything to do."

"Boys don't seem as lively as they used to be,"

said Work.

"There are no boys," said Henry. "Just people."

This is what Henry had to say. It was said by the

bullet holes in the wall, landmarks patterning the

shape of the clock which had hung there till it stopped

going last January. It was said by the empty shelves

beneath the clock and behind the bar. It was said by

the empty bottles which Henry had not yet thrown out.

These occupied half one shelf. Two or three full bot-

tles stood in the middle of the lowest shelf, looking

lonely. In one of them the cork had been drawn, and

could be pulled out by the fingers again, should any-

one call for a drink. 31

But with the stimulation of the narrator's questions and

presence also come happy memories. For a little while these

lonely cast-offs of history emerge from their lethargy. The

conversation becomes animated as they relive the past. 'What they

remember has nothing to do with gunfights or lynchings or wild

heroics but what cowboy told the tallest tales or who was the

best rider; or the time that Toothpick Kid, dead drunk, got Doc

Barker out of bed at two in the morning for some dental work and

fled in panic when Barker, a physician not a dentist, lined up

his surgical knives and saws. They recall good friends who are

 

131When West Was West, pp. 419-20.
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dead, high times when every day had its share of joy and good jokes

and no man could have believed it wouldn't last forever. As the

stories flow their eyes glisten and their hands thump the table

in laughter, just as if it all happened yesterday and tomorrow

would have something just as good.

From time to time, his thoughts catching at some item in

the talk and then slipping away again, Old Man Clarke interrupts

them, his remarks forming a counterpoint to their own. In his

wandering mind past and present are inextricably confused. He

remembers his long-dead Indian wife ("She was a buck-skin son-

of-a-bitch....And she could look as pretty as a bride.")l32 and

takes an old man's inconsequent pride in being longer in the

country than anyone who is left ("Rutherford B. Hayes was Presi-

dent when I came into this country. But Samuel J. Tilden was

")133 To the old man's inattentive mind, filledelected. Yes, sir.

with the shifting images of so many lost El Dorados, the dances

and the hunts and the mines of long ago are as present as this

morning.

Occasionally, from the back of the room, the magazine reader

calls out the signs that sum up other civilizations that belong

now to history; "Goat and Compasses," he tells the others, was a

sign in England that came from "God encompasseth us." So also,

reflects Wister, with "First Chance-Last Chance," for more "of

 

132When West Was West, pp. 425, 428.

133When West Was West, p. 433.
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the frontier life could hardly be told in four words. They were

quite as revealing of the spirit of an age and people as Goat

and Compasses."1

Thus once again Wister sets up his favorite counterpoint

of multiple moments of time, coalescing the all—time of history

into the now-time of the story to mark the passing of the West

and the meaning of that passing. While the middle-aged cronies

revel in their memories of days that will not come again the

cracked voice of Old Man Clarke recalls an earlier West that

passed to make room for theirs. And from the back of the room

the man with the magazine tolls off the brave signs erected by

hopeful men of other ages when the world seemed young and full

of promise. And all, of course, in Drybone, that mute record of

so many moments in history that met there and jostled for space,

and in a room where the clock has stopped.

The interlude ends when the magazine reader comes upon

the record of an old custom.

"It says...that many a flourishing inn which had

been prosperous for two or three hundred years

would go down for one reason or another, till no

travelers patronized it any more. It says this

happened to the old places where the coaches

changed horses or stopped for meals going north

and south every day, and along other important

routes as well. These routes were given up after

the railroads began to spread.

"The railroad finally killed the coaches. So

unless an inn was in some place that continued to

be important, like a town where the railroads

brought strangers same as the coaches used to,

 

134When West was West, pp. 418-19.
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why, the inn's business would dry up. And that's

where the custom comes in. When some inn had out-

lived its time and it was known that trade had

left it for good, they would take down the sign

of that inn and bury it. It says that right here."

He touched the page.135

Quickly the conjured youth of the card players evaporates

and the flow of stories stops. Quietly, with the constraint of

men who know that their solemnity stands just one step short of

farce but who share a deep momentary need for ceremony, they take

down the sign of the Last Chance. As they stand by the grave in

the night air that already bears the thin edge of winter-—the

winter that will close forever the long golden summer of the

West-the fiddler plays "The Cowboy‘s Lament," more familiar to

us as "The Streets of Laredo," with its somber march for the dead.

And Old Man Clarke, puzzled and uneasy, goes from one to another

mumbling, "Boys, what's up with ye? Who's dead?" "That's all,

I guess," remarks Henry when it is over,

"Thank you, Jed. Thank you, boys. I guess we

can go home now."

Yes, now we could go home. The requiem of the

golden beards, their romance, their departed West,

too good to live for ever, was finished.

As we returned slowly in the stillness of the

cold starlight, the voice of Old Man Clarke, shrill

and withered, disembodied as an echo, startled me

by its sudden outbreak.

"None of you knowed her, boys. She was a buck-

skin son-of—a—bitch. All at the bottom of Lake

Champlain."136

 

135When West Was West, pp. 443—44.

136When West Was West, p. 447.
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No one contradicts the old man. Perhaps, just as they had

not known his buck-skin bride, they had not known his greater

bride, the West. Perhaps no one had known her since the first

white man came and brought with him the seeds of inevitable

change. They could only be sure that what they remembered was

good, and that it was irretrievably at the bottom of Lake Champlain.

In burying it according to ancient ritual they made their pact

with continuity. Wister's people now held their rightful place

in history, in the long line of players who had filled the stage

with their simple joys and sorrows and then moved off into the

quiet wings to make way for new faces. There might be other fron-

tiers, but Wister, sixty-eight when this last book was published,

could not look forward to them. With quiet acceptance he had con-

signed his West to history, to its place in that row of joyous

epochs when man and the land he lived in had both been young.

He had nothing more to say about the West.

The narrow view of history that led Wister to see Jefferson,

Bryan, and La Follette as essentially un-American blinded him to

much of the meaning of the West. His understanding of America

and Americans was too shallow, too circumscribed, to admit the

complexity of America's experience in the region. His uncritical

acceptance of societal aristocracy effectively denied him the

meaning of the Johnson County War and the wagons of the emigrants.

His notion that every young cowboy worth his salt should grow up
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to be a gentleman rancher was just as sophisticated as the eco-

nomics of Horatio Alger and no more so. Though he grasped mo-

mentarily at a fundamental conflict between order and freedom in

American life, he never brought this conflict to fruitful explo—

ration in his fiction. He preferred, on the whole, to sing of

men and times untroubled by such difficulties. Only occasionally

do his tales suggest something of the complexity by which people

learned to live in an untamed and arid land. It was a new thing

in the American experience, not at all prepared for by settlement

of the humid lands behind the 98th meridian, but Wister was not

the man to master it.

His attempt to view the West in the light of the East came

to ponderous failure, to the artistic absurdity of merging socie-

tal and natural aristocracy, to the intellectual impossibility

of marrying Spencer to Rousseau. In a way he must have recognized

this, for in his later work be cast his lot fully with the West,

choosing Chalkeye over Strawberries without reservations.

Most fundamentally, perhaps, his books lack the sense of

moral tension that we expect in significant literature. Wister's

idealized West had room for no moral peril. The motiveless

Trampas is simply a more restrained version of the grotesque

villains to be found wholesale in the dime novel. The peOple

who inhabit his books, though the species may produce an occa—

sional sport in the biological sense of the term, were the manly

men and womanly women of Roosevelt's childish desire. Their

moral problems are either preposterously over-simplified or
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non-existent. As was the case with so many others who came to

the region, Wister was betrayed by desire; the West was the place

to escape the complexities of civilization, not to see them in

wider perspective.

He was betrayed also by the education and training that

led him to his narrow racial views. He could take no real account

of the diverse ethnic strains that contributed to the west. One

would never learn from reading Wister's books that people of

Spanish descent had erected a civilization of great status in

the Southwest—-an area he wrote about often-or that some of the

cowboys punching Texas cattle were Negroes. His West had room

only for people of irreproachably Anglo-Saxon blood lines. It

is to this narrowness, this lack of vision as an artist and

breadth of sympathy as a human being, that the most telling cri-

ticisms of his books must finally return.

Yet literary history has not dealt him his due. If he

tells us but little of how the West of his time lived, the mecha-

nics of raising and marketing cattle, he worked hard and earnestly

at capturing the spirit by which it lived-—its humor, its idiom,

its merriment and joy. To succeed in this he had to graduate

from some of the conventions that had long plagued the West in

fiction. He had to leave behind Cooper's natural nobleman and

transcend the device of action as a substitute for character and

meaning left behind by the dime novelists and their inheritors.

The West was never so simple as he made it, so filled with manly

men and innocent joys and uncomplicated exhilaration. But he
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did learn to forego the Hollywood heroics of The Virginian and
 

to try for something more significant, more universal. Fiction

of the West is richer because he did. His unpretentious stories

and quiet elegies, though often they more accurately describe an

American dream of the West than the actuality, have a dignity of

their own. It was, Wister's best stories propose, a good dream,

one not unworthy of men of good heart and high humor. His books

form a modest accomplishment, but one that history, in justice

and charity, should credit him with.



Chapter Seven

The Limitations of Western Egalitarianism:

Eugene Rhodes

In nearly every sense, Eugene Manlove Rhodes's books on

the West are a direct contradiction of Owen Wister's. In all the

things that give substance and definition to the human mind,

these two men differed markedly. They held opposing class sympa-

thies, widely divergent views of history, contrary concepts of

America and Americans. Most of all, perhaps, they disagreed

about the West and its role in American life. It followed that

their literary purposes were in marked opposition.

The differences began in background, for more than distance

separated Philadelphia's Main Line from wind-blown shacks huddled

on the Nebraska and Kansas plains. At the boyhood age when Wister

was returning from a European tour to the concerns of adolescent

life in an exclusive Eastern preparatory school, Rhodes was a

working ranch hand, denying himself even the cowboy's pleasures

in order to send home his pay. At the age when Wister was ready

for college Rhodes had already served on an army expedition against

Geronimo. Instead of Wister's Harvard and Hasty Pudding theatri-

cals, Rhodes could afford only two years at an obscure college

that Harvard would not have heard of and had to exist on a subsis-

tence diet while he was there. Wister had been born to a tradi—

tion of settled existence, class consciousness, and tasteful appre-

ciation of such civilized institutions as Stuart's portraits and
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Moore's melodies. Rhodes belonged instead to the migratory tra-

dition of those whom economics and hope pushed steadily west-

ward, to the Jacksonian democracy of the dirt farmer, and to a

world of biblical prints on parlor walls and border ballads that

had made their way from eighteenth century Scotland to the cattle

range of the Southwest.

The contrast between the two men is somewhat mitigated by

the fact that the West broadened Wister. To the extent that he

was able to escape the traditions of his Eastern background and

look at the West through eyes not veiled by the preconceptions of

his class, he became receptive to the Western experience for it-

self. In the nostalgia of his final pages on the region, the West

takes on a melancholy dignity that has nothing to do with the

genteel values Wister brought with him from the East.

Rhodes had no such barriers of class narrowness to prevent

his understanding America's Western experience; his problems as

a writer were quite otherwise. Environment and training had given

him sympathies almost too broad. His problem was not that of ac-

cepting the West but of seeing it in perspective, with the discri-

minating habit of mind that makes for significant literary effort.

Though he did not fully achieve this, he contradicted every con-

vention that had crystallized in The Virginian, and he Opened a

new direction for fiction of the West.

Eugene Manlove Rhodes was born in a log house in Tecumseh,
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Nebraska, in 1869, the son of a farmer who had been the colonel

of an Illinois volunteer regiment in the Civil War. Prairie

fires, cyclones, and grasshoppers soon pushed the family south

to Cherokee, Kansas, where Colonel Rhodes operated a general

merchandise store. Here his son Gene became a wonder to the

townspeOple by reading his way, while still a child, through the

entire Bible, an influence reflected in the biblical allusions

that pervade his books. Less openly, as he confessed to his

mother years later, the boy also read his way through stacks of

dime novels.1

Still seeking fairer prospects, the Colonel moved on in

1881 to New Mexico and ranching, his family following two years

later. Here Rhodes finally settled, but young Gene was never to

forget that his pe0ple had been part of the Great Trek that set-

tled the West. Colonel Rhodes became Indian Agent of the Mescalero

Apaches, providing his son with a courageous example of the little

people's struggle against the "interests" by fighting to keep the

cattle barons from making the reservations their private province.

This too was a lesson never forgotten. Young Rhodes himself

achieved a measure of local fame among the Indians by throwing a

rock and killing a bull that was attacking an Apache boy. For

this the Indians dubbed him "Ox-Killer."3

 

1May Davison Rhodes, The Hired Man 22_Horseback: My Stogy

g£_§ggene Manlove Rhodes (Boston, 1938), pp. 15-19.

2William Aloysius Keleher, The Fabulous Frontier (Santa

Fe, 1945), p. 138.

3May Rhodes, The Hired Man, p. 21.
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At the age of thirteen or fourteen (opinions vary), Gene

Rhodes, small and shabby, afflicted with a speech impediment that

older men found humorous,4 riding a saddle he had bought by saving

soap coupons, went to work as a horse wrangler on a ranch at the

edge of that forbidding land lying between the San Andres

Mountains and the Rio Grande which the Spanish had named Jornada

del Muerto.5 At seventeen he was experienced enough to serve

as guide for an army detachment hunting Geronimo, though his

group never got close to the Apache chief.6

His schooling during these years was scanty and haphazard,

consisting of a few years in the grade schools of the area. Al-

ways, however, he read omnivorously; and one winter he managed

to attend a course of lectures on English literature at New

Mexico's nearby College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts.7 In

1889 he borrowed fifty dollars from his father and set off for

college at San Jose, California. Rhodes had read so widely that

he was able to meet the entrance requirements despite his meager

schooling. Here he lived with two other students in one crowded

 

4Keleher, Thg_Fabulous Frontier, p. 139. Rhodes could not

pronounce the letters g.and E, which of course gave him difficul—

ty even with his own name. He may have been making an ironic

comment on himself in his character Lithpin Sam, who has a like

disability and is a tinhorn gambler.

5Eddy Orcutt, "Passed By Here," Saturday Evening_Post,

ccxx (August 20, 1938), 20.

6Frank Marion King, Pioneer Western Empire Builders

(Pasadena, 1946), p. 242.

7K'eleher, The Fabulous Frontier, p. 139.
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room so close to the railroad tracks that everything shook when

the trains went by. ‘Working as a janitor to support himself,

he managed to exist on a diet consisting principally of oatmeal,

the cheapest food he could find. After two years, his money

exhausted, he had to return to New Mexico and cowpunching.8

The picture we have of him in those years immediately after

his return from California presents strange contrasts. He quickly

achieved a reputation for wildness even in a region which placed

a liberal interpretation on proper behavior. For a year he

dodged a county sheriff on a grand jury indictment for resisting

arrest and drawing a deadly weapon. He finally submitted volun-

tarily to the law, and the charge.was eventually dismissed.9 He

was known throughout the Jornada district for his willingness to

ride any wild horse and his equal willingness, despite the fact

that he was small and slender, to box or wrestle any man he met.

"He was not a trouble-maker," remembered the foreman Rhodes worked

for in those days, "far from it, but no one stepped on his toes

....I never knew any man to throw Gene in a wrestling match. He

feared no bad man or bad horse."10 It was during these years,

said one writer, that Rhodes "rose to his own picturesque version

of man's estate, and attained his fame as bronc twister, fighter,

 

8May Rhodes, The Hired Man, p. 24.

QKeleher, The Fabulous Frontier, pp. 224-25.

10J. Frank Dobie, Introduction to Eugene Manlove Rhodes,

The Little World Waddies (Chico, California, 1946), p. xiii.
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and poker player."11 One day, for the Sport of it, he boxed and

beat six picked men one after the other.12

He also had a good deal of contact with those outside the

law. The ranch which he stake-claimed in the San Andres Mountains,

a ranch "invitingly situated for anyone who wished to remain in-

cognito, was sanctuary, and sanctuary never betrayed."18 "For

years," Rhodes said later, "I was the only settler in a country

larger than the state of Delaware."14 To this lonely avenue to

Old Mexico came those whom the law wanted—~Sam Ketchum, Bill

Doolin, two of the Dalton gang. Rhodes, asking no questions, put

them to work until they were ready to move on. In his maturity

he was able to use these men in his fiction, to see in them part

of the message he wanted to convey about man in the West, but at

this time he was dangerously close to joining their ranks himself.

In his old age he confessed to his wife that, but for meeting her,

he probably would have been a criminal, for in his search for ad-

venture he was drifting that way.15

But there was another side to this young cowhand just back

from college. If he was notorious for his fighting and gambling

and riding wild horses, he was at least equally notorious as the

 

11Orcutt, Saturday Evening.Post, CCXI, 21.

1allay Rhodes, The Hired Man, p. 51.

13Henry Herbert Knibbs, Introduction to Eugene Manlove

Rhodes, The Proud Sheriff (Boston, 1935), p. iv.

14May Rhodes, The Hired Man, p. 27.

15May Rhodes, pp. 28, 253.
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"reading cowboy." "They used to say jokingly," recalled the fore-

man of the ranch where Rhodes worked, "that young Rhodes carried

a book instead of a gun. I never knew him to carry a pistol. I

believe he liked to herd the saddle horses because that work gave

him more time for reading."16 "I want to contribute," wrote

Frank Dobie,

to a fund for erecting a bronze figure of Eugene

Manlove Rhodes, at whatever may be the most appro-

priate spot in New Mexico. I want the figure to

be of Gene reading a book on a gentle cow horse

manifestly in harmony with the philosophy of his

rider.17

There are many stories of Rhodes's obliviousness to the world and

his work while he rode and read, but perhaps the best—known con-

cerns the day he was thrown and rather badly hurt; his only com-

plaint, when men ran to pick him up, was that the horse had made

him lose his place in the book.18

It was at this time, also, while working on a ranch owned

by a man named Graham, that he began to write, an occupation that

combined with his reading to lessen his usefulness as a cowhand.

Mrs. Graham served as critic. Rhodes, writing at night and

wrangling horses by day, would shout out to her at any hour to

come hear what he had written. "He wore me out so while he was

writing those stories," she told an interviewer, "that I never

 

16Dobie, Introduction to Rhodes, The Little World, p. xiv.

17Dobie, p. xvi.

18Knibhs, Introduction to Rhodes, The Proud Sheriff, pp.
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did want to read them after they were printed."19 Writing at

night and reading at work during the day made Rhodes so absent-

minded about his duties that Graham's recollections are even less

flattering.

Meanwhile a young widow lay ill with diphtheria in Apalachin,

New York. To cheer her, her sister read to her some poems

published in out-of—the-way magazines by a young New Mexico cow-

boy. Liking the verse, the widow wrote the author. After three

months (Rhodes had been out on roundup when May Davison's letter

arrived) she received a twentyhpage reply signed, "With love,

Jean."20 Romance by mail flowered quickly from this improbable

beginning. Even in love letters Rhodes could not refrain from

that wry humor that was later to be characteristic of his books.

He wrote the young widow that his place had a large lawn, "but

it was somewhat neglected."21 When she finally saw the ranch she

found that the "lawn" stretched for sixty miles to the San Andres--

and hadn't a spear of grass in it. After two years of letters,

in July of 1899, battered and bruised from a fight with a train

brakeman, Rhodes arrived in Apalachin. He brought as gifts a

pearl-handled revolver and a book of Kipling's poems.22 The cou-

ple were married in August and Rhodes returned to New Mexico and
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his work, Mrs. Rhodes following with one of her two sons the

next June. For the next few years Rhodes and his wife divided

their time between the small town of Tularosa and their lonely

ranch in the San Andres, where they were twentyhfive miles from

their nearest neighbor.23

These were lean years in the cattle country. Rhodes's only

income was from his few steers, and prices were low. Often he

was without money and had to buy food on credit. To ease matters

he took the necessary examinations and received certification to

teach in elementary school, but his reputation for wildness still

plagued him and he was refused a position because his "moral con—

duct" was not such as to warrant it.24 In desperation he turned

back to writing. He had published a couple of stories in 233

‘flggtj a magazine which did not pay for its material. Sometime

in 1904 or 1905 he wrote to Agnes Morley Cleaveland, a lady who

in his eyes had achieved the pinnacle of success by publishing

one story on the West and receiving forty dollars for it, and

asked her how one came to write for pay. She replied that he

should get in touch with Bob Davis, editor of Munsey Publications,

and herself wrote to Davis about her enthusiasm for the Rhodes

stories she had seen.

Bob Davis promptly wrote to Gene and invited

him to submit a story. .Although Davis rejected

the story, this was the turning-point in Gene's

career. However, with that overgenerosity in
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giving credit so characteristic of him, he al-

ways insisted that his letter to me was the

turning-point, that it was a toss of a coin:

if I deigned to answer, he would turn from cow punching

to literature; if from my barren heights of the

"arrived" I did not answer, he would take it as a

sign that he must stick to what he could do--

ride a horse....

That Davis accepted my stories and not Gene's

was proof of his discernment, for Munsey was

using mere yarns, and Gene was writing literature.25

Despite this encouragement it is doubtful that Rhodes,

harassed by the necessity of paying grocery bills and performing

the endless chores of a small ranch, would have found time for

so long-range a project as becoming a selling author if it had

not been for a sharp turn of events. In 1903, Mrs. Rhodes,

taking with her the son born two years earlier, returned for a

visit to her parents in Apalachin and found that she must remain

and take care of them. Rhodes sold off the stock from the

ranch in the San Andres. For a time he worked on construction

jobs and ranches, still writing, and then, very suddenly one day

in 1906, he followed his wife to New York.26 He fled New Mexico

as a fugitive from the law with at least one posse in close pur-

suit, but there is disagreement about the nature of his offense.

One local faction believed that a bank holdup in the town of

Belen, an incident that Rhodes later used in one of his best

stories, was the explanation of his flight.27 Far more likely
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is the account Rhodes hinmelf gave many years later when, in

1928, Governor R. C. Dillon of New Mexico issued an amusing par-

don for whatever youthful indiscretions Rhodes may have committed.

In a letter back to the governor Rhodes told his story.

I ran across a young fellow-—one of the Hargis family

of Kentucky feudists. He was broke, hungry, ragged

and lousy. I bought him boots and clothes and a sad—

dle, also deloused him, and killed the fatted calf

for him. Unfortunately, that calf-not to go into

unnecessary details, there was a clerical error con-

nected with that calf. Now, one of my neighbors

was a purist, and he had a steady offer of 8500 reward

for correction of such errors. So what does Hargis

do but wander over to White Oaks and confide my good-

ness to John Owens, the sheriff of Lincoln County?

These oldtimers are clannish. .A man who had never

liked me--and whom I had never liked-rode some

hundred and fifty miles to Las Cruces, just to bring

the good news.

So I went to White Oaks unostentatiously, no man

seeing me-and persuaded this willing witness to

leave the territory. I did not have to use my per-

suader, but I escorted him to the Texas line, and

spoke to him severely at parting.28

This may not have been the specific incident that occasioned

Rhodes's departure, but the best evidence is that the charge

against him when he left was intimidating a witness for the Ter-

ritory. In his haste he had to leave behind what little fortune

he had accumulated, a herd of seven hundred saddle horses.

"Gene reached my home," wrote his wife, "the twenty-third

of April, 1906. He had my guitar, a rug of which I was very

fond, and three dollars. I welcomed him with joy."29 Rhodes re_.

mained in Apalachin for twenty years. He farmed with Mrs. Rhodes“s
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father and, for the first time, found time to work fairly

steadily at his writing. Soon after he arrived, he collaborated

with Harry Wallace Phillips for six weeks. The results of this

collaboration, three stories, were published in the Saturday

30
Evening Post. At last Eugene Rhodes was a selling author.
 

Even as he began to succeed as a writer sorrow came to him

and his wife. In 1910, their second child, a little girl of two,

fell ill and died. Rhodes, who had adored the child, nearly lost

his mind with grief. In one of those almost incredibly sentimen-

tal acts that abound in his books he "wrote a little letter to

God, telling Him her favorite games, that she liked to help, and

would He put her in care of some very motherly angel....Then

Gene placed the letter in her tiny hand, shrouded with smilax

and rosebuds."31

Yet these were perhaps the best years for the young couple.

In addition to his farming and writing, Rhodes, as always, read

voraciously. It would be useful to know what constituted his

reading list, but Mrs. Rhodes apparently did not follow her hus—

band‘s intellectual growth closely, for her biography is chary

with titles and authors. We do know, however, that Kipling,

Stevenson, and Rostand's Cyrano g£_Bergerac were among his

favorites, all of them lasting influences. He apparently had al-

most total recall of everything he read, for his talk was always
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filled with quotations. His love of physical contact sports

was transferred by now almost entirely to baseball, which he

played with passion. .According to Mrs. Rhodes's testimony he

did almost no writing from beginning to end.of the baseball

season. The war was also an interruption. Rhodes, with a step-

son in uniform, felt the war strongly, could take little interest

in his writing, and produced only one story during its course.

In 1918 he gave up writing altogether for a time and went to

Hollywood to try to sell some of his stories to the film produ-

cers, without success.32

At best Rhodes was never a prolific or facile writer. In

an interview he explained that he mulled over each story or book

for weeks or months in his mind. Every incident of plot, charac-

ter, and setting, he felt, had to be clear in his mind before he

could begin putting it on paper. During this time be pasted a

prodigious amount of notes about the walls of his workroom, using

different colored paper to indicate the draft number. Often his

work went through twelve drafts, and his best writing speed never

rose above twelve hundred words for a nine-hour day. His novels,

which were not long ones, each required eight months of such

labor.33

Nevertheless, by the time Mrs. Rhodes was free to return

to New Mexico with her husband, he had written seven novels and
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many short stories. Always his subject matter had been the West,

which he missed desperately and dreamed of almost nightly. Among

other things, Apalachin was somewhat too class conscious for this

egalitarian from the west. Disguising it as Ahingdon, he said

of it in one of his books: "A.most desirable neighborhood: the

only traces of democracy on the river road are the schoolhouse

and the cemetery."34 He expressed his loyalty to New Mexico over

the early years of his exile by working assiduously for its

statehood. Passages from one article in support of the cause were

read into the Congressional Record.35

In 1926 Rhodes and his wife moved back to the West, settling

first in Santa Fe before Rhodes's longing for his own part of New

Mexico sent them south to Alamogordo. As always, there was not

much money, partly due to Rhodes's lifelong passion for poker.

"He said he didn't care for money,” wrote Mrs. Rhodes. "I can

36 In
well believe it. ‘We were always up to our necks in debt."

addition there was sickness. The dust of New Mexico roundups

had combined with the dust of New York threshings to produce a

.tormenting bronchitis and a constant, racking cough. Two years

after their return to the west, while his wife was back in the

East on a brief visit, Rhodes had a near-fatal heart attack which

left that organ terribly enlarged.37
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Yet for a moment there was respite. Rhodes was at work on

a project very dear to him, a history of New Mexico. Utterly

ignoring doctors' orders he stumped the state gathering informa-

tion and reminiscences from old settlers. The traveling seemed

to revive him, and by the summer of 1929 he was writing and selling

stories once more. But in 1930 bronchitis drove him to try the

California climate, and the next year he and Mrs. Rhodes returned

to the coast to stay.38

The brief images of those final years are sad ones. Soon

after their arrival in California Rhodes wrote to one of his best

friends: "Sir-—this is a charming place. But it does not satis-

39
fy the soul." And Mrs. Rhodes: "The fledglings were grown.

They were gone. There were only a very lonely man and a very

lonely woman, long, weary miles from the special lands we loved."40

As always, too, there was the matter of money. All his life

Rhodes had loaned people money which they didn't repay, money which

would have made old age more than comfortable for him. Now pover-

ty was at hand. "Not all the California sunshine," wrote Mrs.

Rhodes,
\

could brighten the knowledge that we were old and

broken and practically penniless....

It had reached the point where the question was

no longer how many stories could he write, but
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could he write any? He was too sick to concen-

trate, to study out the elaborate plots that

made his stories.

was it only a matter of time, how soon would

we be dependents, objects of charity?41

For a moment, in 1932, there was a glittering hope. A

uniform edition of Rhodes's books had been projected, but as

he anticipated they might, the publishing plans fell through

because of the depression.42

Indignities of the spirit also awaited the old and poor

in an alien land. An eagerly-planned and long-awaited trip to

visit friends was ruined by a bullying traffic policeman when

Rhodes inadvertently ran a red light. Old and sick and shabby,

he had to sit nursing a protesting heart in his rattletrap car

and listen to an irate officer invite him to step out and defend

himself.43 Perhaps there could be no greater pain for Happy

warrior Gene Rhodes, a man who had made fighting the bullies of

the world his life's work, and who one day would have leaped so

joyously to battle, perhaps first inviting the officer to bring

five friends.

Dying day by day, be yet had to go on working, for there

were bills.

Gene was so very weak and ill by now, and

would often work all night on eight or ten pages,

only to destroy them in the morning. Beyond the
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Desert progressed but slowly. He was working

with all his might to get the story done, which

would pay off our debts and give us a slight

balance. .At last it was finished. He sent it

off without return postage, because he didn't

have it. We had exactly forty-eight cents in

the world.44

After much haggling the Saturday Evening Post accepted the story,
 

even sending the hundred dollar advance that Rhodes had been

forced to request. So ill now that he often had to sit up all

night to ease the pain in his heart, he barely got the proofs

of this last work corrected before the end came. Early one June

morning in 1934, after a series of heart spasms, he died in his

wife's arms. True to a promise made long before, Hrs. Rhodes took

the body to a place high in New Mexico's San Andres Mountains,

where the grave looked out on that country which Eugene Rhodes

had loved so well and which had been denied to him for so much

of his life.45

Such a bare account of Rhodes's life, based primarily on

May Rhodes's somewhat rmmbling and anecdotal biography of her

husband, suggests little of the man. For despite the precedence

that action seems to take in any account of his reckless riding,

his fighting and ranching and fleeing from sheriffs, Rhodes was

a man of thought. From the migratory tradition of his pe0p1e,
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from life lived by the labor of his hands in the still unsettled

Territory of New Mexico, and from the imaginative flight of his

mind in the books he read so eagerly, came a view of history and

man's place in it just as surely as a view of these matters came

from Harvard and Europe and Philadelphia's Main Line for Owen

Wister. Yet it would be difficult to find two Americans, separated

in age by only nine years, who held such Opposing convictions about

the region they both chose to explore in fiction. Wister's heri-

tage made him an instinctive aristocrat; Rhodes's heritage made

him a militant democrat. The differences are instructive, for

they define Rhodes more sharply, not simply as a man and a writer,

but as a writer giving new direction to the use of the West in

literature. Rhodes wrote about the West because it was the sec—

tion of America that he knew and loved best. But on another level

he wrote about the West because there, more than anywhere else,

had been expressed for him the real meaning of history and of

America.

Wister, when he looked back at history, saw the appalling

disappearance of class aristocracy, the frightening inundation

of immigrants from foreign shores, and the disturbing rise of a

traditionless and un-American nouveau riche. Rhodes saw the past

quite otherwise. The lesson of history was the emerging triumph

of democracy over societal aristocracy and all the other tyran-

nies of the past. The immigrant, far from being a menace, shared

a central place in the American experience with the pioneer. To-

gether, in their search for food and land, they had built America.
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Francis Parkman, from the lofty position of a Brahmin off on a

vacation search for Indians, had been contemptuous of the agri-

cultural emigrants he saw moving West. Wister, himself a latter-

day Brahmin in search of cowboys and local color, echoed Parkman's

scorn. But to Rhodes, whose people had been part of the Great

Trek, the migrants were not the shiftless dispossessed but ven-

turesome Vikings. He would not have them seen from the disparaging

perspective of soft-palmed gentility.

There are two sorts of people—~those who

point with pride and those who view with alarm.

They are quite right. The world will not soon

forget Parkman "of Ours." Here was a man of

learning, common sense, judgment and wide sym-

pathies. Yet once he stumbled: the paregorical

imperative, which impels each of us to utter ig-

nominious nonsense, urged Francis Parkman to the

like unhappiness, drove him to father and put

forth this void and singular statement.

"I have often perplexed myself to

divine the various motives that

give impulse to this strange mi-

gration; but whatever they may be,

whether an insane hope of a better

condition of life, or a desire of

shaking off the restraints of law

and society, or mere restlessness,

certain it is that multitudes bit-

terly repent the journey."

....We, wise after the event, now point with pride

to that strange migration of our fathers. The

Great Trek has lasted three hundred years. To-day

we dimly perceive that the history of America is

the history of the pioneer; that on our shifting

frontiers the race has been hammered and tempered

to a cutting edge.

That insane hOpe of better things-the same

which beckoned on the Israelites and the Pilgrim

Fathers; restraints of law and society, which in

Egypt made the Israelite a slave, in England gave

the Puritan to the pillory and the stocks, and in

this western world of ours took the form of a

hollow squire, founder by letters patent of a
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landed oligarchy-—so that the bold and venturesome

sought homes in the unsquired wilderness; and rest-

lessness, that quality which marks the most notable

differences between man and the sandstone....

That which perplexed Parkman looked upon, disap-

proving, was the settlement of America--the greatest

upbuilding of recorded time; and the prime motive

of that great migration was the motive of all migra-

tions-—the search for food and land. They went

west for food. What they did there was to work; if

you require a monument--take a good look!46

Rhodes called those who did the migrating and thereby built

America the "little people." They had led no armies, only fought

the battles; they had captained no far-sailing galleys, only

plied the oars. The history books, by neglecting them, had

missed the meaning both of history and America. Wister had

divided the world into two camps: those Anglo—Saxons who belonged

to a societal or natural aristocracy, and other inferior crea-

tures. Rhodes, too, saw a divided world, but his divisions

crossed the lines of race and nationality. He saw the history

of mankind as a pitched battle between the decent and downtrodden

and the rich, powerful oppressors who had robbed and gulled them

for so long. The beginning of one of his poems provides us with

Rhodes's equivalent of that "we" Wister had used to describe the

exclusiveness of his Harvard club:

‘We are the little people who never have won to fame

‘we who tamed the grass to wheat, gave the stars a name,

'we who made the wolf our friend, sharing woe or weal,

Yoked the ox and backed the horse, shaped the wedge and wheel,

With our strong hands magical.47
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The writers of history books, directing their attention to

the politicians and generals, had left these people nameless and

unsung. They had immigrated and emigrated in their search for

food and land, always building America, and Americans did not know

their story. 0f the version of history taught to schoolchildren

in Apalachin he wrote:

For the rich and unmatched history of their own

land, they have but a patter of that; no guess

at its high meaning, no hint of a possible des-

tiny apart from glory and greed and war....The

history of America is the story of the pioneer and

the story of the immigrant. The students are

taught nothing of the one or the other-except for

the case of certain immigrant pioneers, enskied

and sainted, who never left the hearing of the sea;

a sturdy and stout-hearted folk enough, but some-

thing press-agented.48

It was to the cause of the anonymous ordinary peOple who

had done the world's work without benefit of press-agentry that

Eugene Rhodes devoted himself as a writer. He attacked the pre—

judices by which they had so long been maligned, celebrated their

virtues, paid honor to their neglected champions of the past.

And everywhere, in his articles and his fiction, he tried hard

to suggest that there was indeed a destiny for man and America

apart from glory and greed and war.

His battles in defense of his chosen pe0ple carried Rhodes

into many arenas. It was characteristic of him to eXpend his

energy with equal profligacy on causes important and relatively

trivial. Injustice anywhere was his enemy. He wrote in
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defense of Pat Garrett, the sheriff who killed Billy the Kid,

because Garrett had been maligned in a biographical attempt to

make a Rabin Hood of Bonney.49 He took up the cudgels to pre-

serve the name of a New Mexican town named after a local pioneer

when there was a proposal afoot to court favor with a vice presi-

dent of the Santa Fe Railroad by re-naming the town after him.50

One of the first things he published was a strident poem attack-

ing America's subjugation of the little peOple of the

Philippines.51

Yet there was reason behind the shotgun nature of Rhodes's

attack. Barriers of caste, provincialisms of region, snobbery

in language, jingoism on a national level-—these were related

matters, all a part of the gargantuan lie by which those who had

made the world's destiny a matter of glory and greed continued

to blind and divide the little people. Thus "Say Now Shibboleth,"

one of Rhodes's more important blows against those barriers by

which Wister had separated his "we" and "they" of the world, finds

a direct relationship between linguistic snobbery and the provin-

cialism in history which had distorted the American story by de-

basing the pioneer. It begins:

While yet a small boy I was persuaded to earnest

and painstaking study of language by hearing a report

of a memorable examination. Some of you may have seen

it:
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"And the Gileadites took the passages of

Jordan before the Ephraimites; and it was so,

that when those Ephraimites which were escaped

said, Let me go over; that the men of Gilead

said unto him, art thou an Ephraimite? If he

said, Nay: Then they said unto him, Say now

Shibboleth; and he said Sibboleth; for he

could not frame to pronounce it right. Then

they took him, and slew him at the passages

of Jordan."52

Rhodes's discussion centers upon three books by three

modern Gileadites. All three authors are scholars; their books,

one on English, one on word usage, and a biography of Lincoln,

are all marred by a hateful intolerance and narrowness of compre-

hension. The book on English proposes that the

metaphorical use of the phrases "to cross swords"

and "to parry a thrust" are elegant, reminiscent

of the days when homicide was a fashionable recrea-

tion. But the metaphorical use of "bedrock,"

"rolling hitch," "Cinch" and "balance" carry with

them low suggestions—-of work.

The Lincoln biography is similarly intolerant.

Its usefulness is heavily discounted by the

opening pages, which are given to indiscriminating

attack upon the threefold nature of the early set-

tlers of Illinois and Indiana. The author imputes

to them the lowest motives....

That the pioneers built log huts before building

palaces is a shameful thing; the forest was their

personal misdemeanor....Decency, cleanliness,

morality, truthfulness, honor, common honesty, the

author denies to them....Indeed, of all possible

virtues he grants them only two: "an ignoble physi-

cal courage“ and "a sort of bastard contempt for

hardship." -These.are his prudent words....

What sticks in his gizzard most, however, is

that these men were migratory. He doesn't approve

of that....He intimates pretty strongly that they
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"moved on" to avoid paying their debts. He does

not explain how they could have settled the West

if they had stayed at home.

....I have done the man an injustice. He does

credit these people with another virtue, a notable

one. He says: "Finding life hard, they helped

each other with a general kindliness which is im-

practicable among the complexities of elaborate

social organization."

 

We have noticed that. Our sort of objects

seldom receive help or kindliness from really cul—

tured people-—or politeness, either. They invite

us to say Shibboleth, generally. Then they slay

us.53

It was a result of such provincialism in history and

biography that those rare champions of the common pe0ple's cause

had been forgotten. When Wister wrote biography he chose as his

subjects Grant and Washington, men of great prominence, and made

of them heroes and aristocrats. But Rhodes's imagination was

fired by different stories. When he turned to biography it was

to a man neglected by the press-agents of the past, a man born

to riches and nobility who nevertheless struck the first blow for

democracy and freedom in his part of the new world.

Don Diego Dionisio de Pefialosa was born to wealth and high

position in Lima in 1624. .A brilliant soldier and skillful ad-

ministrator when Albuquerque was Viceroy of New Spain, he rose

to receive his commission as Governor and Captain-General of New

Mexico in 1660. An able and just governor, Pefialosa was also an

explorer and made one of those almost unbelievable expeditions

into the wilderness in search of mythical Quivira, reaching the
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point on the Missouri now occupied by Omaha before turning back

to Santa Fe.54

None of these accomplishments would have made him important

in Rhodes's view of history. He gained that importance on the

day he defied the powers of the Inquisition. Two factors were

dominant in Pefialosa's personality: tolerance toward the con—

quered Indians and an arrogant pride with those of his own status.

Both qualities came into play the day the Commissary General of

the Inquisition in New Mexico caught a native boy worshipping the

sun in the manner of his ancestors. The Inquisition officer

wanted the child lashed as a heretic. Pefialosa, who did not be-

1ieve in the lash for subject peOples and children, refused,

and imprisoned the officer to prevent the act. For this, when

he returned to Mexico in 1665, he was arrested, imprisoned, and

stripped of his wealth; no one defied the Inquisition with im-

punity.55

The rest of Pefialosa's life was a long, fanatic struggle

against the unjust powers he had earlier served. For years he

pleaded and intrigued throughout the capitals of the world for

someone to contest the power of Spain in America. Finally, in

France, he was able to promote La Salle's expedition of 1684 to

Louisiana. Though La Salle's force missed the mark and received

no support from home, France had been made aware of the Louisiana
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area, and boundary to Spain's Oppressive empire was on the way.

When the tribes of New Mexico rose up and slaughtered the

Spanish in 1680 the boy Pefialosa had rescued from the whip was

at their head; he remembered the Captain-General's kindness by

sparing the bastard daughter he had left behind. Concluded

Rhodes:

On this troubled planet perhaps there has been

no man, missing greatness, who came so near that

frantic blame and praise which men call Fame, and

prize so strangely, as this baffled Pefihlosa. He

set a bound to the empire of Spain, that dim ad-

venturer; his dream became Louisiana; his hand was

first in America to strike a blow for freedom,

first to dare the Inquisition; be that his epitaph.

Our Bancroft terms him imposter, perhaps because

the Inquisition indicted him as "embustero." I

prefer the testimony of Popé the Tegua {the boy

Pefialosa rescued], who knew the man and spared his

1ove-ohi1d.56

Pehalosa's story recommended itself to Rhodes as more than

a blow for freedom, however. Rhodes's democratic faith had two

principal components: belief in cooperation among the little

people and belief in almost infinite possibilities for individual

action. It was a compound of the spirit of community barn rais—

ings and the rugged individualism of the pioneer left to his own

resources in the wilderness. Pefialosa's singlehanded struggle

against one of the world's most powerful empires answered admirab-

1y to the individualistic aspect of Rhodes's faith. Here indeed

was that spirit ready to charge hell with a bucket of water, the

spirit of Cyrano going forth to meet the swords of a hundred
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ambushers, "alone as Lucifer at war with heaven." In his last

years Rhodes wrote, in a letter to his good friend Dana Johnson

of the Santa Fe New Mexican,

I have always disliked the Puritans, just because

none of them had enough presence of mind, at the

witch hanging time, to load up a blunderbuss with

scrap iron and declare a referendum. That was the

time to shoot the moon. One page of thoroughly

dead magistrates would have stopped that foolish-

ness. And it would have been the brightest page

of history.57

Once the issue was brought before the little pe0p1e you could de-

pend upon the referendum, but for that to happen someone had to

dare the power of the oppressors and take a stand with a blunder-

buss. The romantic defiance of a Cyrano was a necessary prelude

to the neighborly c00peration of the husking bee. Both themes

were a part of Rhodes's frontier heritage, and be celebrated

them equally.

It was romantic individualism, with its inherent distrust

of "system," that kept Rhodes from promulgating any very specific

political or economic creed. His voice was the voice of protest,

but it offered no elaborate programs, no panaceas. His faith

remained in grass roots democracy, in simple c00peration of the

ordinary pe0p1e against the "interests" that would rob them.

He spoke out often, for the little pe0ple must have their gad-fly

Cyrano to goad them into setting things right by referendum. His

function was to set them thinking.
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Is this not, indeed, a most beautiful world,

and ours the land of Opportunity, progress, education?

Let our faces, then, be ever glad and shining. Let

us tune ourselves with the Infinite....Let us then, be

up and Doing.-Doing certainly, but why not think a

little too?

Why is thinking in such disfavor? gWhy is thinking,

about subjects and things, the one crime never for-

given by respectability? We have given away our re-

sources, what should have been our common wealth;

we have squandered our land, wasted our forests.

"Such trifles are not my business," interrupts History,

rather feverish of manner; "my duty to record and mag-

nify the affairs of the great." Allow me, madam; we

have given away our coal, the wealth of the past; our

oil, the wealth of today; except we do presently think

to some purpose, we shall give away our stored elec-

tricity, the wealth of the future-our water power which

should, which must, remain ours and our children's.

"Socialist!" shrieks History.

As the rioting twenties faded into the bleak dawn of the

depression Rhodes struck out more stridently than ever (though

his poems did not improve), for the little peOple were suffering

under the complacent Hoover administration. Adopting the manner

of his admired Kipling, he set forth a blistering account of the

situation.

Nineteen Thirty-One

"We have the situation well in hand."

-Mayor ' s Report

"What are them farmers kneelin' for?" said Files-on-Parade.

"They're thankin' God, they're thankin' God," the Color

Sergeant said. _ -

"Concernin' what? Concernin' what?" said Files-on-Parade.

"The bloomin' moratorium," the Color Sergeant said.

"We scaled the blessed war debt down to less than half we

lent,

Paid now and then in sixty years-—a—barrin' accident-
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But the farmer 'e pays on the dot with use at eight

per cent,

Or 'e'll interview the sheriff in the Mornin'."

This is followed by several stanzas describing an America

run by bootleggers and racketeers, with no one representing the

interests of the honest working citizens. The poem ends:

"Then why not tidy up a bit?" said Files—on—Parade.

"We're tryin' 'ard, we're tryin' 'ard," the Color Sergeant

said 0

"Beginnin' when? Beginnin' where?" says Files-on-Parade.

"We're takin' steps, we're takin' steps," the Color Ser-

geant said.

"We are sendin' back the same old bunch to steer us

through the fog,

The lawyer and the banker and the wordsmith and the 'og-

For the workin' man in office is a lousy demagogue,

And you'll find that in the papers in the mornin'."59

For all the strength of his sentiments, for all his dislike

of such symbols of oppression as the banker and lawyer and the

wordsmith who carried their lies to the people, Rhodes could never

have brought himself to support a coherent left wing political

creed. The discontent that he expressed was a native product

deeply rooted in American political tradition. Further, it was

regional in origin, for Rhodes had been profoundly conditioned

by his native West. His protest was against the traditional sym-

bols of plunder in the Midwest and West, the usurious banker,

the wily lawyer, the ever-hated railroad; his creed was that of

a Populist or Wisconsin Progressive transferred to the cattle

range. He recognized no conflict between individualism and col-

lectivism, envisioned no circumscription of freedom by a
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proletarian dictatorship. Certainly his traditional democratic

faith held no commop ground with so alien an importation as

Marxism. For all his dislike of the Puritans, he once said, "When

it comes to a choice between the ethics of Plymouth Rock and those

of a Rhode Island Red, I string along with the Puritans."60

Unfortunately, we know little of Rhodes's reaction to the

social planners of the early New Deal years. The depression,

though it meant bitter hardship for the common people, paradoxi-

cally held great hope for a new justice and decency among men.

Adversity, Rhodes believed, was a far more effective spur to set

men thinking of their common bonds than his books and articles

could ever be. Remarked one of his characters of the ordinary

pe0ple: "We're not such a poor lot after all-not when we stop

to think or when we're forced to see. In fire or flood, or sick—

ness, we're all eager to bear a hand-fo ‘we see, then. Our purses

and our hearts are open to any great disaster."61 In California,

impoverished and dying, Rhodes drew hope from this new calamity

which had befallen the people. "I am loath," he said, "to quit

living for a while, being intensely curious. Hard times-but for

the first time in my life I see ground for a thinking man to hape

for a decent world-—in time. I recommend this planet as a good

place to spend a lifetime."62
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If his political and social principles remained somewhat

diffuse and disorganized, Rhodes nevertheless redeemed them by

that most persuasive of testimonials, personal action, often at

considerable cost. His second short story, "Loved I Not Honor

More," published in 223.flg§t_in 1903, dealt with the refusal of

ranchers in southeastern New Mexico to sell horses to the British

army for use in the Boer War.63 Rhodes, who saw the British

cause as that of the big bully against the little people, was

using an incident from his own life. .As a struggling young rancher

he made a windfall sale of a large number of saddle horses at a

good price. Just as he was about to accept the money he learned

that the buyer was an agent for the British, purchasing horses

for use against the Boers. Without hesitation, though he needed

the money desperately, Rhodes opened the corral gate and drove

the horses out, saying simply, "I'm on the other side of that

war." Again, poor as he was, he threw away a glittering cash

offer in Hollywood because "the Script Department insisted upon

a band of cowboys raiding an; immigrant train and stealing the

immigrant girls."64 Cowboys and immigrants were among his favorite

little people; he would not have them used so.

He never lost his readiness to engage the enemy or his sym—

pathy with the underdog. Even when poverty-stricken and near

‘death he managed to arouse a newspaper campaign against corrupt
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politicians who were grabbing off welfare funds intended for

the poor. In those years too he engaged in a futile and embar-

rassing controversy over the prohibition question, taking his

stand, in an area where prohibition was extremely unpopular,

against those who broke the law. His lifelong and seemingly in-

congruous hatred of liquor sprang from his belief that it debased

the people and robbed them of their innate decency and kindli-

ness, and that it had been primarily responsible for the gunfighting

and killing which had besmirched the history of his beloved West.

Liquor was one more weapon in the arsenal of the oppressors who

deflected the little peOple from their true ends. "I was never

a prohibitionist," he said. "They are too mild for me. I want

to abolish the damn stuff. To forbid it does no good. I want

to have it stopped and forgotten-put away with cannibalism."65

Even when he was too old and ill to conduct any more cam-

paigns the spirit of combat did not flag. Unable to answer let-

ters, he made up a mimeographed form of amusing excuses and

answers to cover communications of every sort-—from those of well-

wishers to those of bill collectors. But even then the reformer

had to have the final word in a last fighting postscript: "Let

me add, as one biped to another, that poor men's homes are sold

for taxes, while rich men have made tax evasion an exact science.

Are you satisfied? I am not."66

A
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Beneath Rhodes's view of history lay a view of man and,

more particularly, of man in the West. Wister had hoped to find-

and for a time believed he had found-~in the West a natural aris—

tocracy which was disappearing in the East. Rhodes believed in

no aristocracies, natural or otherwise. .If anyone in his pages

lays claim to rule by right of being the strongest it means that

he is a villain, and the reader can be sure that the little people

will humble him in the end. Of natural selection Rhodes wrote:

Underfed and overworked for generations, starved

from birth, starved before birth, we drive and

harry and crush them, the weakling and his weaker

sons; we exploit them, gull them, poison them, lie

to them, filch from them. We crowd them into our

money mills; we deny them youth; we deny them

hape, or any hope of hope; and we provide for age

—-the poorhouse....Meantime we prate comfortable

blasphemies, scientific or other; natural selec-

tion or the inscrutable decrees of God....0r we

invent a fire-new science, known as Eugenics, to

treat the disease by new naming of symptoms; and

prattle of the well born, when we mean well fed;

or the degenerateé when we might more truly say

the disinherited. 7

For Wister the West had been the proper place for an aris-

tocracy in nature because it was the last refuge of the Anglo-

Saxon, the land where noble blood, uncorrupted by the alien ele-

ments of the foreigner-ridden East, might once more come into

its own. But Rhodes would accept no cult of blood. The west had

always been the haven of the immigrant; its strength lay in the

diversity of its national strains and the democracy that made room
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for them all. Of his beloved Jornada region he wrote:

Doniphan passed this way; Kit Carson rode

here; the Texans journeyed north along that

old road in '62-—to return no more.

These were but passers-by. The history of

the Jornada, of in—dwellers named and known,

begins with six Americans, as follows:

Sandoval, a Mexican; Toussaint, a Frenchman;

Fest, a German; Martin, a German; Roullier,

a Swiss; and Teagarden, a Welshman.68

The Mexican, whom Wister had seen as small, dirty, and in-

ferior, was a particular object for Rhodes's defense:

Since the days of the Invincible Armada, the

English have been drilled, from the cradle on,

to hate and fear and despise the Spanish. In

the English novel, the Spaniard is the villain

ex officio....

In this country, the Mexican has fallen heir to

this race prejudice. The Mexican in our novels is

a man of straw: not only a scoundrel, but a stupid

and feckless scoundrel, sure to be outwitted, out—

fought, and foiled by any blond in the book....The

peOple who write this tosh know nothing about

Mexicans....The Mexican has his faults, like the

peOple in forty-seven of our own states: but,

generally speaking, he is hospitable, courteous,

frugal, hardy, proud, uninventive, generous, gay-

hearted, unthrifty, unindustrious, liberty-loving,

cheerful, patient, and brave.69

Rhodes rejected other aspects of the body of thought Wister

represented besides its narrow racism. Beneath Wister's original

admiration for cowboys (though he was to grow beyond this to a

more mature understanding) had lain the idea that the Anglo-Saxon

in nature reverted to a state of healthy animal innocence. His
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vices were the natural ones (quite different from the societal

variety) and his sins most often the mischievious results of

high spirits. To Rhodes, who in his early days had known in-

timately some of the West's criminal class, natural innocence

was as false as natural selection. Every man was a symbol in

little of the forces that had rocked the world through history:

the spirit of c00peration with others that had characterized the

uphill struggle of the common man; and the flaming potential for

individual action which might lead with equal facility to indi-

vidual aggrandizement or to a stand with a blunderbuss and the

declaration of a referendum in the cause of righteousness. "There

has never," cries the tormented heroine of Rhodes's final story,

"been anything but wrong and hate here, outrage and

revenge....It is enough to make one believe in the

truth of original sin and total depravityi"

"No truth at all!" cried Maxwell warmly. "Original

sin is just merely a fact-no truth at a'3 Folks are

aye graspin‘ at some puir halflin fact and settin' it

up to be the truth. It takes at least three trees to

make a row, and it needs at least three facts to make

a truth. Mankind is blind, foolish and desperately

wicked-—yes, take it from me, that am an old ruffian.

But mankind is also eencurably good-dwise and strong

and splendid and kindly and brave-in your time of

sorrow you will find it so-and there's another glaring

fact for you: ‘With endless rain earth would drown,

wi' endless sun it would be a cinder: look about you

now, see what sun and rain and evil and good have

wrought together, grass and flower and bud and fruit,

the bonny world and the bonny race 0' men: World and

man, the machine Works! And there's a third fact for

you, lassie, and the weightiest fact. We are a Going

Concern: we pay a profit to our Owner!”0

 

70The Best Novels, pp. 462-63.





294

"For my part," Rhodes said near the end of his life, "I am

interested in the wandering foot, the empty belly, the shaping

hand, the generous heart and the vague and fumbling mind."71

The funeral oration preached over one of his heroes might serve

to characterize them all:

He was a simple and kindly man. He brought a good

courage to living, he was all help and laughter,

he joyed in the sting and relish of rushing life....

You know his faults. He was given to hasty wrath,

to stubborness and violence....It was never his way

to walk blameless. He did many things amiss; he

took wrong turnings. But he was never too proud to

turn back, to admit a mistake or to right a wrongdoing.

He paid for what he broke.72

This was the situation of man as Rhodes saw it. Often

blind, always fumbling, occasionally taking up his blunderbuss

against insuperable odds (the individualistic half of Rhodes's

democratic creed demanded this), he stumbled along his wayward

path with a good heart, turning aside to help when he was made

to see the need, paying so well for what he broke that the world

was left with something on the credit side when the bills were

settled. Rhodes would never have called his people sons of

light, only Stepsons g£_Light. But the end would be better than

the beginning. Man would little by little recognize the ties

that bound him to his fellows; democracy would replace the tyran-

nies that had held him chained tO'a destiny of greed and war.

Those were the lessons of history.
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His view of man closely conditioned Rhodes's literary theory.

He had no patience whatever with deterministic naturalism, for

it denied one half of man's nature: "They write very long books

in which they set down the evil on the one side-and nothing on

the other. That is 'realism.'"73 Such a desolate view of human

nature took no account of the potentialities for individual action,

the latent Cyrano, that lay in every man. "There is a great dis-

tinction," he said, "between realism and reality: It is the busi-

ness of a realist to preach how man is mastered by circumstances;

it is the business of man to prove that he will be damned first."74

Naturalism, he believed, had so constricted the boundaries of

literary expression that no room was left for life.

No splendid folly or violent sin—-much less imprac-

ticable idealisms, such as kindness, generosity,

faith, forgiveness, courage, honor, friendship, love;

no charm or joy or beauty, no ardors that flame and

glow. They show forth a world of beastliness and

bankruptcy; they picture life as a purposelsss hell.75

This bleak literary philosophy had come to encompass the

West as well, distorting the image of the region and its people.

Plainly, if these books tell the truth, then any

and all of my stories are shameless lies. And

yet, and yet....

What I remember is generosity, laughter, courage,

and kindness. Kindness most of all; kindness from

evil men and worthless men, as well as from good

men. Therefore this humble star is dear. And I
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have never had reason to believe that this our

world is greatly loved by the highly oivilized.76

'Naturalism thus incurred Rhodes's dislike on two counts.

It violated his view of the human situation, holding out no vision

that could possibly uplift the common pe0ple or point the way

toward human betterment. It was a literary philosOphy repugnant

to the reformer in Rhodes. But it also had a quality of apart-

ness, of non-involvement in the common lot, that he despised.

The militant democrat could tolerate no literary theory that

allowed the writer calmly to anatomize the common pe0ple as if

they were insects on a slide. Such passionless assumption of

aesthetic distance hinted at the esoteric; it suggested that

literature, though it remorselessly set forth the dreary circum-

stances of the common man, was somehow above him. By picturing

the little people in all their unexciting tawdriness, naturalism,

he felt, made itself the tool of class consciousness, parading

in its caricatures a crew of hapless sideshow freaks for the de-

tached amusement of the world's highly civilized.

Rejecting naturalism, Rhodes nevertheless based his own

literary theory first of all on factual realism, stressing always

that a writer must know his material intimately. He told a friend

that he used one actual person in each story "like a tuning-fork

-to chord the rest of the story." His preference for Stepsons

g£_§ight.over his other novels is significant: "I have a wist-

ful feeling toward that book that I have not for the others,
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probably because it owes little to fancy, being nearer to history

than to fiction or auto-biography."77 This novel was realistic

enough to earn Rhodes the lasting enmity of a fellow New Mexican

whose name and unsavory activities appeared there in unchanged

detail. Such authenticity in factual detail was demanded,

Rhodes believed, by his audience. "Every line I write," he told

his publisher, "is written for two audiences-—the casual and

highly hypothetical reader, and the oldtimers, the eyedwitnesses,

who instantly detect the slightest divergence from the facts."78

But there was another half of Rhodes's literary theory.

If his stories were grounded in the explicit facts of work-a—day

life among the little pe0p1e, illustrating the homely virtues

and common kindnesses by which men lived together and helped each

other, they also had to accord with the other component of his

democratic creed: romantic individualism. His literary theory

must provide room for the Cyrano latent in all the stumbling and

sinful stepsons of light of the world. This did not mean the

conventional strong man on horseback, who would have been prepos-

terous to Rhodes the democrat, but man in the West as Rhodes knew

him, a man with

a joyous and loving heart, a decent respect for others

and for himself, and courage enough to master fear.

No more than that: and what I tell you of these un-

forgotten friends is true telling and no lie. Not

the detailed adventures, but the arms that mocked at

weariness, and the feet that trod on fear.79

77
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Thus the two halves of Rhodes's political creed led to a

literary theory that included both realistic and romantic ele-

ments. His characters and settings were the ordinary people in

everyday circumstances that Howells had proposed as the prOper

material for realism. His method of treating their physical sur-

roundings was meticulous fidelity to fact; the work habits and

artifacts of a number of occupations in the West around the turn

of the century could be accurately recreated solely from his

books. But his belief in the possibilities for individual action,

in the indomitability of the human spirit-—these partake of the

view of life that we call romantic.

It was undeniably the romantic half of his literary theory

that governed Rhodes's use of women in fiction. Romantic love

had no important place in his message, and women exist almost

solely as preposterous symbols in his books. He was thoroughly

prudish about sex in literature, particularly in Western writing,

for it offended the romantic code of feminine purity he had inherited

from his native region. Personally he found great difficulty in

writing about women, admitting candidly that his feminine creations

"always squeaked when they walked."80 The present-day reader is

likely to feel that such criticism is too indulgent, for every

romantic heroine in Rhodes's pages is a near disaster. The West,

as he saw it, was a man's world; women existed in it, as DeVoto

remarked, "merely to stimulate the hero to precariously gallant

no
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behavior, usually on occasions when good sense in a woman would

have made it impossible, and to reward him when the complications

have been worked out."81

If the quality and direction of Rhodes's thought are borne

in mind it becomes clear why, in twenty years of exile from the

West, he should never have been tempted to use some other region

as material for his fiction. It was in the West, as Rhodes saw

it, that the full meaning of America's experience was being enacted.

Here was the latest battleground in an unending warfare, and here,

too, the way to victory could be glimpsed. This was a province

plundered by all the symbols of wealth and oppression; and here

the little people staunchly fought back. The West was a region

misunderstood, misinterpreted, and yet emblematic of the meaning

of America and all history. It was a society in that particular

stage of democratic development where all hung in the balance.

Rhodes's duty was to record and interpret, to carry the high

meaning of his native land to a world that badly needed the message.

He began in indignation. He resented the image of the West

being retailed to the East in the burlesques of Alfred Henry Lewis

and others.82 He resented the provincialism that kept those who

were trying to tell part of the West's story from receiving a
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hearing; he gave time and effort to defending the work of such

men as Charlie Siringo and Emerson Hough. "Oh yes," he wrote to

his publisher, "writers of Westerns are supposed to turn out

trash anyhow; s'matter of fact, they have as much conscience and

pride of work as writers of Metropolitan or Parisian stories,

'Eastern‘ or Asia Minorican stories. Depends on the story and

the writer-not on latitude or longitude."83

The cowboy had been particularly maligned. Said Rhodes,

in an interview with the Los Angeles Times: "The...oldtime cow—

boy was not a murderer, thief, drunkard, gambler, wastrel or

weakling-but a man who would rank as good at any time. Men

like Will Rogers, Charlie Russell, Will James, Ed Borein, Andy

Adams were not the exception. They were the rule."84

In Rhodes's pages the cowboy is neither a gun-toting vagrant

nor an Arcadian innocent nor the strong man on horseback. In-

stead he was America's final contribution to the proudest American

tradition of all. He was the forerunner of civilization, the

pioneer. His knotted and calloused hands were carving life out

of the wilderness, exemplifying for all Americans that efficiency

and self—reliance which had been our greatest heritage. In the

lonesome land between the Rio Grande and the San Andres,

Each man had to be cook, housekeeper, hunter,

laundryman, shoemaker, blacksmith, bookkeeper....

A.man who could do these things well enough to

make them work might be illiterate, but he
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couldn't be ignorant, not on a bet. He knew

too much. He had to do his own thinking.

There was no one else to do it for him. 5

Rhodes's cowboys are neither ignorant nor illiterate.

“What manner of cowboy was this," muses the Eastern heroine,

"from whose tongue a learned scientific term tripped spontaneously

in so stressful a moment-who quoted scraps of the litany una—

ware?"86 It was, as Frank Dobie has remarked, the Eugene Rhodes

manner of cowboy.87 With his usual fidelity to fact, Rhodes had

models for his literate cowhands; he had known some, and one who

quoted Shakespeare endlessly. He also had an explanation for

the habit his characters have of quoting the classics on the range:

We hear much of Mr. Andrew Carnegie and His

Libraries, the Hall of Fame, the Little Red School-

house, the Five-Foot Shelf, and the World's Best

Books. .A singular thing is that the most effective

bit of philanthropy along these lines has gone un-

recorded of a thankless world. This shall no longer

be.

Know, then, that once upon a time a certain soulless

corporation, rather in the tobacco trade, placed in

each package of tobacco a coupon, each coupon redeem?

able by one paper-bound book....There were three

hundred and three volumes on that list, mostly-—but

not altogether-fiction. And each one was a classic.

Classics are cheap. They are not copyrighted....

Cowboys all smoked: and the most deepseated in-

stinct of the human race is to get something for

nothing. They got those books. In due course of

time they read those books. Some were slow to take

to it; but when you stay at lonely ranches, when

you are left afoot until the waterholes dry up, so

you may catch a horse in the waterpen-—why, you

must do something. The books were read. Then,

85Stepsous 9;; Lilcrht,‘p. 73.

86The Best Novels, p. 112.

87Introduction to Rhodes, The Little World waddies, p. xv.
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having acquired the habit, they bought more books.

Since the three hundred and three were all real

books, and since the cowboys had previously been

uncorrupted of predigested or sterilized fiction,

or by "gift," "uplift" and "helpful" books, their

composite taste had become surprisingly good, and

they bought with discriminating care. Nay, more.

A bookcase follows books; a bookcase demands a

house; a house needs a keeper; a housekeeper needs

everything. Hence alfalfa-houseplants-slotless

tables-bankbooks. The chain which began with yellow

coupons ends with Christmas trees. In some proudest

niche in the Hall of Fame a grateful nation will yet

honor that hitherto unrecognized educator, Front

de Boeuf.LBull DurhamJSS

What particularly endeared the cowboy to Rhodes was his po-

sition as the latest in a long line of rebels. Wister, seeking

aristocratic lineage for his heroes of the range, had seen the

cowboy as the Anglo—Saxon knight reincarnated, Cornwall transplan-

ted to Wyoming. Not so Rhodes. He found for his people an older

tradition. They traced back to all the elder migrants of the

past, to that honored crew of explorers who had graced the pages

of history. The cowboys in his fiction are descended from Esau

and Ishmael; they are rebels against all forms of tyranny, broth-

ers in spirit of all the migrants who ever pressed westward in

search of food and land. Their business was to build a civiliza-

tion. It was hard and dangerous work. They knew little of com-

fort and security or the banker's spirit of safe investment,

nothing of the lawyer's tricks, nothing of the merchant's tidy

balance of credit and loss. For theirs was the spirit of hazard

and exploration; they were America's last members of that proud

88113.9. 2215.3: m, pp- 126-27.
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and ragged crew who had carried civilization westward across

an ocean and a continent.

The land these range riders inhabit in Rhodes's books is

a frontier society, militantly egalitarian, deeply committed to

the twin virtues that made up his democratic creed.

It is easy to be hospitable, kindly and free-

hearted in a thinly settled country; it is your turn

next, you know generosity from both sides....So they

were pleasant and friendly people. They learned co-

operation by making wagon roads together, by making

dams and big irrigation ditches, and from the

roundups.89

Cooperation meant more than building community roads and

ditches, however. It meant little men of good will banding to-

gether against the omnipresent oppressors. The West, Rhodes

believed, had exhibited this spirit of protest for all the world

to see:

For sheer skillful engineering, New Mexican

railroads know no rivals. Neglecting fractions,

spurs and feeders, consider only the trunklines.

Four of them were built from border to border

without touching a town.

Ill-natured people speak of townsites and hog-

sties in this connection. They say-—these malicious

ones-that when the many-millioned railroads came

begging, as is the custom, for gifts of land and

cash, those hardheaded and benighted Southwestern

towns cordially declined, mentioning terms of

barter and sale. Nor could any high-salaried press

agent manufacture enthusiasm, charm he never so

wisely. The New Mexican's mind was, and is sometimes

to this day, a primitive affair. But, as it has

never been misused as a storehouse for odds and

ends,...he uses his mind,...such as it is, to do

his thinking with....

 

898tepsons g_f_ Light, p. 74.
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So far from an offering of yards on a lordly

dish, garnished with bonus and bonds, the rail-

roads faced the astounding and insulting propo-

sition that they should buy what they needed, just

as you or I have to do.

Hence new townsites were hatched in an incubator,

handraised, coddled and taught to gobble the un-

earned increment. New Mexico is a land of twin

cities....

Not one of these recalcitrant old cities got a

station within her borders-and not one weakened.

They had been wont to freight from Independence

by ox team; their unit of distance was twenty-five

miles, and a little jaunt to the station held no

terrors for them. They were hardy old towns and

they foraged for themselves a goodly share of the

increment they had earned by a few centuries of

hardship.90

The stories and novels Rhodes wrote of this land and these

people form, as DeVoto has said, a primitive literature.

They deal with such simplicities as courage, en-

durance, steadiness of nerve and purpose, loyalty,

honesty and honor-the necessary survival virtues

of the cattle] kingdom. There is a primitive

separation between such virtues and their Opposites

which permits no half-lights and no psychological

subtleties-and that too follows from the conditions

of a life lived out of reach of the restraints of

society, a life which had to recognize its evil at

sight and get its villains identified and out of

the way just as promptly.91

The west that Rhodes portrays is a land insatiably addicted

to civilization. Its goal, in his fiction, is that of building

a decent and orderly society. Circumstances were against these

people. They lived in a harsh and arid land, never more than one

step away from a disastrous drouth. Their plunderers were many.

 

90The Best Novels, p. 404.

l

9 Bernard DeVoto, "Horizon Land," Saturday Review, XIV

(October 17, 1936), 8.
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The common man's way of life stood always at the perilous mercy

of such huge collections of power and wealth as railroads, banks,

and the corporations that owned mines and range lands and water

rights. Too often these vested interests could buy and control

the machinery-the law officers and the courts-—which was supposed

to guarantee justice to the little pe0p1e. The weapons of the

ordinary citizen were only two: loyal cooperation among themselves

in a common effort of survival, and a spirit of defiance that held

that they would be damned before they were mastered by circum-

stances.

Only two, but these two were enough. Here, Rhodes was sure,

was not a pe0ple cowed and beaten by their fate, ready material

for the degrading hand of the naturalistic novelist, but a pe0ple

busy building that new and egalitarian society he envisioned for

all men. In the West man was being given a fresh chance. This

quality of newness, of man disengaged from the prejudices and

inequities of older societies and living in a pristine land, is

everywhere in Rhodes's books.

In his work (which shows little change from first to last

except in technique) Rhodes thus had two primary aims. He wanted

to embody his lesson of the little people beating the interests

and establishing a good society based on the cooperation of its

ordinary citizens-a society with a decent respect for the rights

of the individual, with a tolerance that transcended provincialism,

with a spirit of classless democracy that assessed every man for

his true worth and accepted none of the specious distinctions of
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the past, with a profound respect for brains and clear thinking

and an equally profound distrust of professional intellectuals

who prOposed to do the common man's thinking for him. In the

course of this he also wanted to capture the spirit of his pe0p1e,

their virtues and weaknesses, their wit and talk, their code and

character.

His books deal with both parts of this message largely on

the level of externals. Usually his plots take the form of an

elaborate detective story, a legacy from the dime novels which

had intermixed the detective and cowboy story forms for years.

In the beginning there is injustice. A railroad is squeezing

small ranchers in order to buy up their land and herds cheaply.

For the same purpose, a bank is refusing to loan money to credit-

starved cowmen. .A community has become the lawless paradise of

crooked politicians operating through their bought and paid-for

tools in the form of marshalls, sheriffs, and judges. The

problem set up by the novel is therefore that of identifying and

overcoming this moral evil in physical form.

Accomplishing these ends naturally involves cooperation

among the little people. When the smart lawyers, whose business

Rhodes defined as "living' on the unlucky,"92 combine with the

big merchants and bankers to buy up all the cattle feed in time

of drouth, planning thereby to grab off herds at a low price, the

small ranchers fight back by moving their cattle into the

 

92The Trust: Knaves, p. 32.
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mountains, where there is water but no grass, and chopping sotol

to feed them.

"One for all and all for one-—that sort of blitherin'

junk," said Mason cheerfully. "Men and brothers, fellow

citizens, gentlemen and boys—~you ought to have seen

that work. In two months we didn't rope a cow or trot

a horse. We never moved a cow one foot in the wrong di—

rection. We moved 'em late in the evenin', on into the

night, early in the morning; we spoke to 'em politely

and we held sunshades over ‘em all day. We never slept,

and we ate beans, flies, dust, patent food and salt

pork. I ate through four miles of sidemeat and never

struck a shoulder or a ham."93

"We made a pact, I tell you," says another. "Combined all our

resources. Them that had brains, they put in brains, and those

that didn't, they put in what they had."94

These, as Rhodes saw it, were the survival virtues on the

frontier-—self—reliance, the spirit of common cause, an ingenuity

born of desperation, defiance in the face of adversity, a shrewd

observance of peOple and of things. The men who lived by these

virtues were "the tie-fast men." .the Texan, unlike the California

brand of cowboy, had his rope tied to the saddle horn when he

roped a cow: "There ain't going to be any halfdway measures.

What he drops his loop over is his, or he's its."95 Such men tie

together in the same way.

To lead them there must be the romantic individualists,

those gay and carefree men who are willing to set all at hazard

 

93The Little World Waddies, p. 83.

94The Little World Waddies, p. 84.

95Tho Little World Waddies, p. 15.
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for the sake of a straw. They are distinguished from their fel-

lows not by a superior morality but by a greater disdain for con-

sequences and rules. It is not that they are better men but that

they are greater knaves. "What I don't see," remarks Johnny

Pardee :

"is why the good men don‘t get together and clean

up Gridiron so it will be fit to live in."

"Really good men, they never do much of anything--

not when it's risky," said Pres. "Always fussing

about the rules, stopping for Sunday and the advice

of counsel. Then, they foster a brutal prejudice

against guessing, good men do. Worst of all, they

wonder does it pay. That's fatal-that last. What

you want is a few trusty knaves."96

Such useful citizens have nothing in common with the con-

ventional handsome hero on a white horse. Any Rhodes initiate

would correctly expect, when he came upon the following passage,

that Mundy would prove to be the villain and MacGregor the hero--

to the extent that Rhodes has heroes:

They made a strange contrast: Mundy, smooth,

slender and graceful, black of hair and eye,

poised, lithe and tense, a man to turn and

look after; MacGregor, stiff, unwieldy, awk—

ward, gross, unkempt, battered, year-bitten.97

It was just such tattered and shirtsleeved warriors as

MacGregor, Rhodes believed, who had done the world's work and

fought the battles of the little people through history. Often

they were outlaws. As he thought back to the desperadoes he had

known in his early years, Rhodes came to see in them a part of

 

96The Trustngnaves, p. 110.

97The Best Novels, p. 456.
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his message. In a land that stood always on the perilous edge

of disaster the niceties of the law could not be too important.

In a society where the law and its enforcers so often failed to

express the wishes of the people, where the trusty knaves who

fought the interests were themselves such unstable compounds of

good and evil, outlawry could itself be a form of rebellion

against injustice.

In Rhodes's pages those who break the rules are judged less

by the letter of the law than by the survival virtues-—steadfast-

ness, loyalty, courage, resourcefulness, sympathy with the common

man. Together these virtues form a code that transcends the hired

deviousness of lawyers and courts, a code far more expressive of

the mores and values of the people than anything on the statute

books. It went, Rhodes was sure, to the bone of society in the

West, because it was necessary to man's existence there. The

independent-thinking Westerner was unlikely to place more reliance

on words that could be twisted about by hairsplitting lawyers

than upon his own evaluation of circumstances.

This does not mean that Rhodes's Westerners take the law

into their own hands. There are no lynchings in his books. His

people sin in the opposite direction. They practice a democratic

tolerance that extends beyond what the law allows. Part of it

is a feeling that everyone deserves a fresh chance in this new

Western world, including the man who has run afoul of the law in

the next territory. (The West was always fond of the sardonic

little song that began, "What was your name in the States?")
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Thus outlaws are often allowed to escape with the Open connivance

of law-abiding citizens. Primarily it is a feeling that the sur—

vival virtues are the most important tests of character, so that

a sheriff must admire bank robbers who drop the money to go back

and rescue their fallen comrade. Remarks the sheriff:

A bank robber is a thief and a bank robber is a

murderer. It's a dirty, black, shameful business.

What these men need is a funeral and I sure hope

to see it. {All the same-men that stuck like that—-

if I go to that funeral, I'm going with my hat

in my hand!98

Almost as important, however, their dislike of the law repre-

sents the people's realization that their own folkways incorporate

a rather comfortable version of honesty.

"What we really need," declared Mitchell, "is an

army-enough absolutely trustworthy and reliable

men to overmatch any interference."

"The largest number of honest men that was ever

got together in one bunch,? said Pete, "was just

an even eleven. Judas Iscariot was the twelfth.

That's the record. For that reason I've always

stuck it out that we ought to have only ten men

on a jury, instead of twelve. It seems more modest,

somehow. But suppose we found ten honest men some—

wheres. It might be done. I know where there's

two right here in Arizona, and I've got my suspi-

cions about a third-honest about portable property,

that is. ‘With cattle and the like, they don‘t have

any hard-and-fast rule; just consider each case on

its individual merits. How the case of automobiles

would strike them elder ethics is one dubious

problem. Standing still or bein' towed, so it

might be considered as a wagon, a car would be

safe enough; but proceedin' from hither to yon

under its own power-—I dunno."99

 

98The Little World Waddies, p. 105.

99Capper Streak Trail, p. 76.
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These easy-going citizens can work up no great amount of righteous

indignation in the cause of the symbols of great wealth, for "no-

body ever grieved themselves into the grave on account of pilfering

from a railroad, or any kind of company or corporation, or the

good old Government."100 This is a plundered province, and these

people fight back.

Much of the humor that flashes in Rhodes's books has its

origin in this comradeship of easy morality that expresses itself

in defiance.

"Mr. Early, did you ever notice how much better

other people's beef tastes than your own?"

"Why no," said Eddie, hesitating. "No-—I never

noticed that." He paused reflecting. "I never

ate any of my own beef."161

Says Lithpin Sam, a tinhorn gambler, "Hither Early, that ith the

firth dethent thing I've done thinth I robbed a lawyer."102

Behind this defiance of the interests lies a spirit of com-

munity that knows no bounds of race or nationality or province.

These pe0ple will tolerate no talk of "greasers." In this class-

less democracy men are judged only in terms of a code that rises

above prejudice. "Well," remarks a sheriff, reflecting on his

mixed constituency, ”Texans ain't mostly what you might call real

tolerant about Mexicans. But if you ask anybody to say who‘s the

best man we got, half of 'em will tell you Frank Borjorquez, and

the rest will say Ancheta."103 Cautions the outlaw Bill Doolin:

 

100222 Trusty Knaves, p. 30.

101The Best Novels, p. 483.

102The Best Novels, p. 487.

103222.2522g_8heriff, p. 77.
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"When you ride up to that camp, you ride a-whistlin', real loud

and pleasant. That Charlie Bird, he's half Cherokee and half

white, and them's two bad breeds."104 Nor do boundaries of region

count for anything against the bonds that tie the little pe0ple

of the world together. Andy Hinkle has been traveling, to New

York and elsewhere:

"Have a good time? Like the pe0ple?"

"Fine time. Fine people. Just like here. Nine

decent men for every skunk. Nine that hate treachery

and lies and hoggishness and dirt. Nine that love

kindness and an honest piece of work and friendly

folks....Kice people. All the same, this country is

too big. They got different ways. Nine or ten

complete sets of ways, all different from the rest."

"But you think our ways are best?"

"I would never say so. I think our ways are dif-

ferent."105

These things make up the social message of Rhodes's books.

Women, having little place in this message, are romantically

idealized creatures who stand beyond human description.

We will attempt no clear description of Miss

Ellinor Hoffman. Dusky-beautiful she was; crisp,

fresh and sparkling; tall, vigorous, active, strong.

Yet she was more than merely beautiful-warm and

frank and young; brave and kind and true....Earth

was sweet to her, sweeter for her.

For the sake of these improbable symbols of the divine, the hero

becomes as romantically gallant as any knight of old. (Fortu-

nately, Rhodes has few stories involving women.) Jeff Bransford,

 

104The Trusty_Knaves, p. 155.

100The Proud Sheriff, p. 42.

106The Best Novels, p. 108.
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for instance, has been accused of robbing a bank but has a per-

fect alibi: he had been kissing a young lady in the garden at

the time.

A word from Miss Hoffman would set him free. If

she gave that word at once it would be unpleasant

for her: but if she gave it later, as a last re-

sort, it would be more than unpleasant. And in

that same hurried moment Jeff knew that he could

not call upon her for that word....He decided with

lovable folly to trust to chance, to his wits and

to his friends.107

Females who permit this sort of nonsense in their behalf

obviously have little chance of becoming believable human beings.

Rhodes treated them all with that same unabashed sentimentality

that had expressed itself in a note to God when his little

daughter lay dead. And like his daughter, they all have the

mental capacity of a child. In those rare moments when a woman

becomes any more than a symbol in Rhodes's pages she talks and

acts precisely like a man.

Rhodes's villains suffer from the same romanticism. The

evils in his books are the forces of arrogance and wealth and

privilege. He had great difficulty in giving these matters physi-

cal embodiment. His villains are either reduced to wooden ab-

stractions of evil, or, if sufficiently realized to have life,

become wayward citizens who have momentarily forsaken the code

but whose hearts are ultimately in the right place. Rhodes was

sure that railroads and banks and corporations were very evil

indeed, but it was difficult for him to imagine that evil could

 

107The Best Novels, pp. 157-58.
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run very deep in flesh and blood men.

The process of outwitting the agents of power and wealth

often involves Rhodes's little people in extremely intricate de-

tective work. They are prepared for this by the circumstances

of life on the frontier, for, remarks one would-be criminal,

"they are none so unobserving a people, south of the Gila, where

't is fair life and death to them to note betweenwhiles all man-

ner of small things-the set of a pack, the tongue of a buckle,

the cleat of a mine ladder."108 It is difficult in such a

country to conceal the truth. Such men as these are more than a

match for their oppressors; they have been thinking for them—

selves and observing the way of the world all their lives.

Rhodes's heroes of the common man are scarcely programmatic

reformers. They have no philosophical basis for their efforts

in human betterment beyond simple helpfulness. Romantic indivi-

dualism does not permit them to meet their problems with anything

resembling a systematic political program. Even unions, though

they are obviously necessary and good, smack a bit too much of

"system" to this individualistic citizenry. These pe0ple can

protect imported labor from exploitation by rapacious mine owners

without resorting to such artificial means. The virtues of the

code, fair play and common decency, implemented when necessary

by the Cyrano individualist and supported by the referendum, are

the only political principles necessary to solve social problems

 

10800pper Streak Trail, pp. 92-93.
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in Rhodes's version of the West. In this eXpansive and justice-

loving country everything is possible to the individual of the

generous heart and shaping hands.

Since the nature of Rhodes's message remained the same

throughout his writing career it is unnecessary to take chronology

into account when selecting examples for analysis. Perhaps the

most successful embodiment of his major themes came in the long

short story, "Pasé por‘Aqui," usually taken to be his best. In

the beginning it is narrated by Monte Marquez, a Mexican gambler,

to Jay Hollister, an Eastern nurse working in Alamorgordo for a

year and heartily sick of this sunbaked, arid land and its strange

people. The story Monte tells her concerns a robbery of Don Numa

Frenger's bank and general store at Belen by a red—headed man

named Ross McEwen. McEwen robbed Frenger with a shotgun from

Frenger's own stock. Politely he asked the good Don to accompany

him to the ford of the Rio Grande at the edge of town, chatting

pleasantly all the way. Once there, he courteously bade his vic-

tim good day and rode off to the river, tossing the shotgun in

the bushes as he went. "But when Numa Frenger sees thees, he run

quickly, although he ees a ver' fat man, an' not young; he grab

thees gun, he point heem, he pull the triggle-—Nozzingl 9,322217

leros y_concuidadamos!"109 It is part of the code, of course,

a

that, though a man may be driven to robbery, he must not endanger

the life of his victim.

 

109The Best Novels, p. 9.
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Outdistanced by telegraph wires, McEwen was nearly trapped

by a posse. He saved himself by one of those daring acts that,

for Rhodes, demonstrated human resourcefulness at its height in

emergencies. Riding high on a ridge for all to see, he scattered

the stolen money in the wind, which bounced the bills along the

ground and into the bushes. While the posse recovered the money,

he escaped--for the moment.

At this point the story shifts from Monte to McEwen and

his flight. This, for Rhodes, was always a test of human resources.

Thirst, dust, heat, mountains, desert, the frontier cunning of his

pursuers-—these were the problems of the outlaw, all of them

operating on a gigantic stage accurate in every detail:

He could see distinctly, and in one eye-flight

every feature of a country larger than all England.

He could look north to beyond Albuquerque, past the

long range of Manzano, Montoso, Sandia, Oscuro;

southward, between his horse's ears, the northern

end of the San Andres was high and startling before

him, blue black with cedar brake and pinon, except

for the granite-gold top of Salinas Peak, the great

valley of the Jornada del Muerto.110

McEwen meets his challenge. In a series of tests that call

for the last ounce of mental ingenuity and physical endurance he

gets by the posse and reaches a lonely ranch that stands beyond

even the telegraph. The way to Mexico and freedom is clear.

Stumbling, bruised and outworn, McEwen came to

that low dark door. He heard a choking cough,

a child's wailing cry. His foot was on the

threshOIdo

 

lloThe Best Novels, p. 12.
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"What's wrong? Qge 23?" he called.

A cracked and feeble voice made an answer he could

not hear. Then a man appeared at the inner door; an

old man, a Mexican, clutching at the wall for support.

"El garrotillg," said the cracked voice. "The

strangler—-diptheria."

 

"I am here to help you," said McEwen.11l

Forgetting all thought of escape, the outlaw falls to work,

swabbing membrane-encrusted throats, concocting medicine, inven-

ting therapies, never sleeping, struggling to keep life in the

bodies of his patients. A signal fire finally brings Sheriff

Pat Garrett and his deputy from a pass in the mountains where

they had been watching for the outlaw. Sending his depufy off

to Alamorgordo for a doctor and nurses, Garrett pitches in to

help McEwen, giving a false name so that the robber cannot know

he is the sheriff. Observes the doctor when it is all over:

"That young man who nursed them through-dwhy,

Mr. Garrett, no one could have done better, con-

sidering what he had to do with. Nothing, prac-

tically, but his two hands."

"You're all wrong there, doc. He had a backbone

all the way from his neck to the seat of his pants.

That man," said Garrett, "will do to take along."112

McEwen has lived up to the code that transcends law. He

had won through to freedom against overwhelming odds, and then

abandoned freedom without hesitation to help little people in

trouble. Garrett will ride beside him now into town as a friend

to see that no one notices that red head and asks questions.

 

111The Best Novels, p. 28.

11'2The Best Novels, p. 38.
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Monte has come to the ranch because the old man is his uncle,

and Jay Hollister has come as a nurse. As Garrett and McEwen

ride off Monte explains to the Easterner how it is in this

western land.

Long ago, before any of Miss Jay's pe0ple had crossed

the Atlantic, his people had gone up and down this country,

even to the Pacific shore. As they passed by Zuni they saw

the great rock, EL 323.59.: the one now called Inscription Rock.

Here, to stamp their identity upon the wilderness and to say

goodby to the known world, these early nomads carved the inscrip-

tion "Passed by Here," and their names and the year. So few of

them, so far from Spain, making a record of their passing.

McEwen too has passed this way. What he has done here has

been good, but before that, Monte is sure, he was the man who

robbed the bank at Belen. Garrett is resolved to know nothing.

He will ride to Tularosa with McEwen, where the boy plans to

take a train.

"And him the sheriff!" said Jay. "Why, they could

impeach him for that. They could throw him out of

Office."

He looked up, smiling. "But who weel tell?" said

Monte. His outspread hands were triumphant.' "We

are all decent pe0p1e."113

Both in theme and technique this story illustrates what

Rhodes was about. Everything in "Pasé por Aqui" was based on

fact. Each character had a model. Rhodes changed only the
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names-not even that for Pat Garrett. Rhodes himself had fled

before a posse, and he had also nursed a family through diphtheria.

Every detail of McEwen's flight was firmly based on local topogra-

phy. The ranches and the waterholes and the passes that Rhodes

wrote of were where he said they were. This was the absolute

fidelity to fact that he always felt his material demanded.

But out of the facts comes what Rhodes took to be the spirit

of his pe0p1e. We are told nothing of McEwen's motivation for

the robbery. Rhodes was not interested in probing the war of good

and evil in the individual mind. What he was after was a communi-

ty of spirit that reached out in its breadth to include all the

little people of the world. So here we have the code of uncom-

plicated survival virtues which stood beyond law and which a

region lived by, a code enacted by a thief and a killer (Garrett

was the man who shot Billy the Kid) for the benefit of a family

of Mexican peasants, and put in the mouth of a Mexican gambler.

Stepsons of light one and all, stumbling, wayward, full of faults,

rich only in human kindness and decency and helpfulness. Basic

virtues, these, but the only credentials of identity recognized

in this society. The highest praise so fiercely classless a

pe0ple could bestow was expressed in the democratic encomium of

fellowship, "He'll do to take along.” These were the errant and

trusty knaves who were building a civilization. When they were

gone the world, like Inscription Rock, would bear the notice that

they had passed by here. And when it cast up its eternal balance,

the world would find that it had something left on the credit side.
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It would find that its Ross McEwens, when they turned aside in

simple human helpfulness to nurse an isolated family of the little

people through a siege of diphtheria, when they put Emerson's self-

reliance to the ultimate test and dug deep into the human spirit

to find unknown reserves of resourcefulness and ingenuity and

endurance, more than wiped the slate clean. With the words, "I

am here to help you," McEwen, like all Rhodes's pe0p1e, paid in

full for what he broke in life.

Rhodes's grave, high in the San Andres and overlooking the

pass named for him, still shows his message to the casual passer-

by. ”A bronze plaque on a great boulder," relates a man who made

the pilgrimage, "bears the epitaph of supreme fitness

Pasé por aqui

EUGENE mow: RHODES.

Jan. 19, 1869 - June 27, 1934114

It appears likely now that Rhodes's books will in the future

be of interest chiefly to the literary historian. DeVoto was

right in calling this fiction a primitive literature. As such it

has certain difficulties in reaching across to another period; to

some extent it is the stuff of history. Rhodes knew that he was

writing the history of a time that would not return. "You don't

appreciate your Opportunities, Frank John," one of his Westerners

tells a Calvert from Maryland by way of Ann Arbor.

 

114Dobie, Introduction to Rhodes, The Little World, p. xxi.
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You have a fine inquiring mind; and you want to remember

that in a thousand years, or some such, historians

will publicly offer their right eye to know what you

can see now, at first hand; just as they puzzle and stew

and guess about Harold the Saxon nowadays....Well, you

take warning by that, and keep your eyes Open. Here you

are, living in the ancient days and springtime of the

world, with a priceless chance to get the lowdown on

how we scramble through with a certain cheerfulness and

something not far removed from decency.11

Rhodes believed that his own book of history, The Silent
 

2232, would be his great achievement. Illness, poverty, the ne-

cessity of grinding out fiction for pay, these things kept him

from ever finishing the book. The few pages we do have of it sug-

gest that the West thereby lost a valuable contribution in social

history.116 It was to be the "half history" of half a century of

life in New Mexico, a chronicle covering the many occupations that

had built up the West: "The miners have a story of their own,

the freighters, the railroaders, the sheepmen, the soldiers; the

farmers have their own tragedy. The story of the surveyors; the

forest service; a hundred others."117 Such a quotation illustrates

the breadth that is the great virtue of Rhodes's approach to the

West. He was never the partisan of any particular group, as Wister

had been. The three "heroes" of one of his novels—~all fast

friends-are a farmer, a miner, and a cowhand. Rhodes sought an

ethic and spirit that cut across all occupational and class boun-

 

 

 

daries.
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The Trusty knaves, p1. 115-16.

1161;on Rhodes, The Hired Man, pp. 199-211.
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Keleher, The Fabulous Frontier, p. 145.
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But this strength was also a weakness. Breadth of approach

could also mean shallowness and lack of discrimination. His books

must be judged on their social message, the ethic they advance

for the common man and the exposition they offer of his spirit,

for that is their central point. Though he never finished Th£_

Silent Past, he did write the final sentences. They sum up the
 

spirit of Eugene Rhodes, indicating both the nature of his achieve—

ment and the limitations of his aims:

Such is our half-history; with much omitted, condoned,

extenuated: nothing set down in malice. We have seen

much shame and evil and storm; but these things are

remembered only with effort. The memories that throng

unbidden are of pleasant campfires and the kindly sun,

and goodly fellowship of the House of Lacking-—gay,

kind, and fearless. To them, the living and the gallant

ghosts---farewell!118

These words could be said of his fiction as well. There,

too, things were omitted, condoned, extenuated; there, too, we

find a half-history. Searching so avidly for the universals of

his region, he often failed to discriminate among its particulars.

Cattle wars, conflict between sheepmen and cattlemen, strife be-

tween homesteaders and those who hated the fence, the problems

of industrialism brought to the grazing country by the big mines

with their company towns and imported workers-surely these were

a part of the social matrix, but Rhodes does not explore them.

When a range war enters his pages it is not so much explained as

explained away.

 

118May Rhodes, The Hired ManJ p. 199.
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"And the herdsmen of Gerar did strive with

Isaac's herdsmen, saying,The water is ours."

That was at the well Esek. The patriarchs

were always quarreling with their neighbors or

with each other over wells, pasturage and other

things——mavericks, maybe. Abraham, Laban, Lot,

Isaac, Jacob-thqy led a stirring life, following

the best grass....

It is entirely probable that Terah went forth

from Ur of the Chaldees either because the grass

was short or because he had no friends on the

grand jury.

Cattlemen have not changed much since then.

They still swing a big 100p; it is as risky as

ever to let the stock out on shares: and we

still have wars wherever there is free range,

because of the spirit so justly expressed by

Farmer Jones: "He said he wasn't no land-hog-—

all he wants is what joins his'n."119

This was the extent of Rhodes's literary interest in the

problem. It is a small piece in a pattern of avoidance that runs

through his books. Those things which tended to divide the little

people he studiedly ignored; he lifted his gaze above such matters

to that community of spirit which united men of good will every-

where. The result is often uncritical blandness.

Equally serious, his vision of society was so thoroughly

confined to frontier conditions that it loses force in a later

age. In many respects Rhodes's books are a perfect fictional re-

presentation of Frederick Jackson Turner's thesis on the frontier.

All the elements of classless democracy,freedom, independence,

self-reliance, and release for the pressures of older, stratified

societies that Turner found on the frontier appear in Rhodes's

 

119The Best Novels, pp. 458-59.
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books. But, like Turner, he could not envision what was to sus-

tain these values once the frontier was exhausted. The little

people of his books are the agents of civilization. They are busy

conquering a wilderness, subduing a hard country into "smiling

farms.” This is what gives them their hardihood and resourceful—

ness, their democracy and equality, their cheerfulness and defi-

ance. These were the qualities Rhodes admired in his people and

he could not be at all sure they would endure in a more complex

age. That is why he wrote essentially the same story again and

again. That is also why he said, toward the end of his life, "I

have lived in exactly that place and time I would have chosen

from all recorded history."120 His democratic faith demanded Op-

timism; he was sure this was the century of the common people,

now that they had dreamed down slavery and kings. But he could

not be sure that the easy egalitarianism he loved would persist

in an age of industrialism. So he confined his work to the fron—

tier period. If he could not foresee a better future with cer-

tainty, he had atleast been in at the good beginning.

Rhodes's understanding of the west was limited, finally,

by the agrarian image of the region that had behind it such a

long history. He wrote about the empire West, but he did so with-

in the pattern of values that had come down through the agrarian

tradition, and he could not see beyond them. Once the little peo-

ple had beaten the railroads and the banks, the good life would

l20May Rhodes, The Hired Man, p. 189.
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be at hand, human problems would be solved. The most serious

limitation of this analysis is that it prevented Rhodes from ex-

ploring human character on a significant level in the West.

Nearly all his heroes are the same hero, and the problems they

face are never really problems of character or moral decision.

Those internal problems have already been anticipated in the ex-

ternal code. The Ross McEwens in Rhodes's books never really

have to decide between freedom and human reaponsibility to people

in trouble; the issue is not truly in doubt. Rhodes can tell us

a good deal of how people lived in the West around the turn of

the century; he can tell us virtually nothing of how they lived

inside themselves.

In smaller matters, the literary allusions made by Rhodes's

characters are sometimes obtrusive, and their talk is often glib

and superficial. Its wit and cleverness have not always proved

to be timeless. This also Rhodes recOgnized. When he was near

death he wrote to a friend in praise of an article published by

Clem Hightower, his collaborator on The Silent Past: "His ar-

ticle was absolutely right. Neither over literary like my own

stuff-nor the other extreme-like Siringo's."121

Nevertheless, Rhodes served as a literary pioneer, breaking

new ground and preparing the way for others. He took the West

out of the realm of pageantry and made it a place where people

lived. His books tore down the absurd literary superstructure

 

121Keleher, The Fabulous Frontier, p. 147.
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of the strong man on horseback, the natural nobleman, and the

image of the West as a land outside society. In their place he

offered the simple people of the House of Lacking and a land

trying to build its own society under difficult circumstances.

It was a country without an intricate and formalized social plan;

the forces that conditioned life here had not yet settled into a

fixed pattern. Thus it was a pragmatic country which prized re-

sourcefulness and the ability to meet each problem as it arose.

Pragmatically again, it accepted those social beliefs and folk

myths which made this approach to life possible.

This is social history, the record of Americans coming to

terms with a part of America and learning to live there. Rhodes

was the first to bring one part of that record of adjustment to

literary significance. Social history is the burden of his books,

existing there on many levels. He is careful to eXplain the func-

tion of each item in the cowboy's strange costume and accouter-

ments, careful to note what pace a horse could maintain through

a day of flight and still be a live horse in the evening, careful

to point out that old New Mexican towns have spacious central

plazas not for the sake of aesthetics but because twenty-horse

ore wagons needed a place to turn around and unload. These are

the lowly facts of social history. There are other levels. The

code of behavior he set forth for his people, the values and

morality he ascribed to them, these too are a part of the

social history of the region, a meaningful and enduring part.
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It is important that we understand that even the failures

in his art are a part of this effort. His West, addicted to

civilization and without many civilizing influences, needed its

symbols of female purity, just as it needed its light ladies of

a Saturday night in town. In its struggle against the instru-

ments of plunder it had to have its disembodied villains to

represent the foces of avarice and greed, just as it had to have

its workaday realization that morality was relative and pragmatic.

Rhodes took a part of the social history and belief of his

province, matters which had existed only in raw material form

in Siringo and Adams, and raised them to the level of a minor

fiction. His work was not enough to draw the cowboy out of the

conventions and melodrama of The Virginian, but it was a step

toward fiction of the West that was based upon the facts of life

there 0



Chapter Eight

The Historian as Novelist: Bernard DeVoto

Essentially, Owen Wister's best fiction of the West had

recorded a land of broken premise in moving evocatiens that came

when the dream was over, when the region's clock had stopped at

last and ”winding of her up didn't do nothing to her.” It re-

corded an adolescent dream of freedom and could make no comment

to the present beyond the communication of nostalgia. Eugene

Rhodes, with a different image of the West, passed over the col-

plexities of adjustment and conflict to seek the spirit of his

region, but without the perspective to explore it deeply in fic-

tion.

'hon he turned to novel writing, Bernard Devoto was‘well

prepared by training to avoid those pitfalls. He possessed the

advantages of both Rhodes's nativo background in tho‘Iost and

Iister's Harvard. Eb know the culture of the West intimatehy

and extensively, but he had the practicing historian's familiarity

with other cultures as well. He probably knew as much about the

fiction produced by the West as anyone, but he saw'that fiction

in the light of long experience with other literaturos. as was

trained in still other fields: Philosophy, psychology, a variant

of sociology. lhen he wrote about the West he did so frmn a

knowledge broader than Rhodes's, a perspective far more profound

than Wister ' s. -

Such tools as Doveto possessed are more obviously those of
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the cultural historian than the novelist, and it is as a his—

torian that he will be remembered. not all his contemporaries

would agree with this estimate, however, for his words ranged

widely and stirred up enmity nearly everywhere they touched.

His varied activities set some of the literati to sniffing at

him as the Searsenoebuck of the literary scene. His opinions

about other men's books and ideas provoked Edmund Wilson into

demanding that this young man stand up and be counted on either

the side of the Right or the Left. They infuriated Sinclair Lewis

into slapping his “frog-like face" in what was perhaps the nest

virulent personal vilification ever to appear in.g!2_8aturdqz

53135:, J. Edgar Reever issued harsh statements to the press

about him. ,L Congressman from Pennsylvania inserted passages in

the Cogggessional,§ggggg.in a thinlybveiled charge that he was

con-union's willing tool. America Firsters charged from the

Right while.larxists hurled epithets from the Left. And'writers

and intellectuals flailed sway fro-.every direction.

Clearly’these people had their reasons. Partly it was a

difficulty of classification. Here was a historian who, as a

practicing journalist, often dealt harshly with historical theory;

a teacher of English who often ridiculed the teaching of English

and spoke of ”literary critic” as an epithet that should be accom-

panied by a snile; a serious novelist who unabashedlwarote for

the slicks and treated any talk of ”selling out" as nonsense and

spoutinore tine telling other writers what art could not do than

what it could. He was quite capable of reading a paper to the
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Modern Language Association and then of treating the organization

with high irreverence in the public press. A. Westerner, he sub-

jected his native state to a withering analysis of its spiritual

and intellectual squalor. A teacher, he used the university that

supplied his paycheck as exhibit number one in making caustic

co-cntarios on the state of higher education. Before he was

finished a good many people were convinced that Bernard DeVoto

had fouled whatever nest it was that spawned him.

There were other reasons for enmity. He was an intemperato

man. He never chose the moderate word when the inflammatory one

would do as well. He never criticized an idea abstractly when

it could be conveniently tied to a personality. He respected

the sanctity of no idea or institution, accepted no theories be-

cause of their sources or popularity, held no gods to be inviola-

blo. And when he turned to the attack his object seemed more

often to be to demolish than to correct.

liest important of all, however, this was a man forever and

maddeningly out of stop. He took up liar: before that was a

popular avocation. By the time the other intellectuals and lite-

rati were looking to the millennium in the form of the Great Ex-

periment, DeVoto was writing about an obscure Italian who, he

blandly informed them, completely superseded Marx. One of the

earliest literary Prendians, he used a good deal of newsprint to

tell latecomers what it was that they didn't know about Freud.

He was patriotic when other writers were fleeing to the Left Bank

in the 1920's. When the expatriates came home in the mom to
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take up the cause of the proletariat, Devoto was obligingly on

hand to pick apart their social theories and publicly lament their

ignorance of American historical processes. And when, in the

throes of Ierld War 11, writers and intellectuals rediscovered

America, he didn't hesitate to point out um. others (himself

included) had known about it all along. is the converts to comp

mnnism in due time became apostatos, he treated their experience

as a case history in religious delusion rather than a drama of

intellectual dilemma, and he was skeptical of the notion that

conversion and apostasy were the proper training for a political

analyst.

at was a contentious man, certainly. Perhaps those who

remember his as a historian.would prefer to forget his excursions

into contemporary controversy. Perhaps those who recall his

serious novels with respect would like to ignore the fact that

he wrote thrillers under pseudonyms, published regularly for

years in 312. Saturdg Bvonig £23, and even, under another pseu-

dorqm, wrote a column for Woman's 29;. To do so, however, would

he fundcmentally to misunderstand the nature of Devoto's mind.

lie attacks on Senator IcCarthy, the P.B.I., Congressional in-

vestigating committees, Iarxists, "rational" planners, the 'atch

and Ihrd Society, and the conservation policies of a Republican

Congress, were not the indiscriminate irritations of a perverse

nature but contemporary illustrations of principles that underlay

his histories. Bis light fiction drew upon one aspect of his

literary theory just as surely as his serious novels drew upon

another. lie mind, whatever its variety of interest, had its
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own wholeness.

fundamental to the formation of that mind were the American

'est and the study of its history. The West was where life began

for DeVoto, and its history, its social structure, its very physi-

cal environment conditioned his thought from first to last. He

drew upon it constantly for illustrations which would illuminate

other aspects of man's experience; when he undertook to explain

the fundamental principles by which his mind operated he did so

in terms of images and metaphors drawn from the West; he spent

most of his life studying and writing about the region.

The books and articles thus produced were primarily history.

Ihat he thought about history serves now to define the potentiali-

ties of his mind; in large part it also serves to define his

mind’s limitations. From his study of history, as well, came his

novels of the Test.

Bernard DeVoto was born in Ogden, Utah, in 1897. His pater-

nal grandfather, an Italian cavalry officer, married the daughter

of a Roman aristocrat and fled to America to avoid family hosti-

lity.l BoVoto's father taught mathematics for some years at his

alma mater, Hotre Dame, and held an impressive total of five

degrees. He settled in Ogden about 1880, during the mining boom,

 

lGarrett Iattingly, Bernard DeVoto: A Preliminan aprai-

sal (Boston, 1938), p. 1.
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the town's first college graduate.2

On the maternal side the family was more typically 'estorn.

In one of the best short studies ever written of an individual

llormon i-igrant, DeVoto chronicled the career of his grandfather.

Jonathan Dyer was a mechanic in Bertford, England, when he was

converted to the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day Saints

in 1852. In response to the westward movement of his faith, he

sailed to America with his bride four years later. On the eastern

seaboard, Jonathan weathered the recession of the late 1850's,

invented better pistons and valves for his employer's mills, and

was promoted to manager of a Brooklyn branch, a position of com-

fort and prosperity. Then the Church called him West. By the

su-er of 1862 Jonathan Dyer, an English mechanic with no training

whatever for agriculture, was farming forty-odd acres of alkali

land eight miles north of Ogden.3

Somehow he survived and prospered and made the land sweet.

He raised a son and six daughters. A cabin followed the first

dugout, lean-tos were added, and after many years he was able to

build a farmhouse. When she was nine, his oldest daughter got

her first pair of shoes, but with or without shoes the children

, somehow went to school. Because he was preoccupied with survival,

the waves of history passed over Jonathan without his notice.

 

2Bernard DeVoto "A Sagebrush Bookshelf," Bararper's Magazine,

cnxxv (October, 1937 .499.

asex-nerd nevete, Perqzs and Rebuttals (Boston, 1936),

ppo Ho
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One of the more interesting of the internecine Mormon wars came

to its final battle just across the narrow Weber River from his

fields, but it received less space in his journal than a day's

entry about the crops. He was creating life in a dead land and

had no time for such things.

'ater flewed in his ditches, stock grazed his pastures,

instead of desolation there were fields and orchards.

The children came in at nightfall to a house built from

his lumber. They ate bread made of his wheat, choose

from his milk, preserved fruit from his orchards.

There had been nothing at all, and here were peaches,

and he had come eight thousand miles. That is the

point of the frontier.4

Disintegration, when it came, came swiftly. Jonathan had

carved his patch of life out of alkali and sagebrush, had pre-

served it in misery and want against grasshoppers and accident

and the coming of the'Union Pacific. But new forces were abroad

after the turn of the century. Of his seven children, not one

stayed on the land, not one married a native of Utah, not one

even stayed in the Mormon church that had drawn their parents

these eight thousand miles. 'hen their strength was spent,

Jonathan and his wife moved into Ogden to live with a daughter,

and the famm was sold.5 This, too, was a point of the frontier,

and one that nevete never forget. His books of history study

the forces that opened up and conquered the Best. But the his-

tory that a central character in his Western novels is writing,

 

4“Fez-dz:- and Rebuttals, p. 21.

grorqzs and Rebuttals, p. 23.
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a history that runs as a major theme through the books, is

called The Diaspora.

nevete rejected both his father's Catholicism and his

mother's tradition of Mormonism, but he nevertheless learned

much from.cho and Deseret. Catholicism's teaching that man was

necessarily imperfect but might expect God's mercy had to be

seen against the Saints' conviction that they were on the high

road to early perfection and the godhead. Devoto's schooling

was begun in a parochial school, but by the time he reached

college ago his reflections on Catholic training as it had ex—

pressed itself in his father made him refuse the parental request

to attend Retro Dame. Outside the home, Mormonism was dominant,

spicing daily life with miracle.

In few societies are angels as common as policemen

and heaven rather more familiar than a city park:

I have had a lifelong tenderness for the world's

delusions because I :rcw'up amid prophecy and the

glories of the Lord.

The evidence of prophecy and millennialism as powerful forces in

the lives of the Saints helped to prepare Devote for his later

conviction that any adequate theory of history must take into

account the non—logical and irrational, "the logic of sentiment”

in man's experience.

DeVote's father was a cultivated man, a linguist, deeply

read within certain traditional boundaries. Bis college training,

however,

 

aForays and Rebuttals, p. 34.
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had made him indifferent to anything later than the

texts he had studied....Up to his death he was re-

jecting modern physics with postulates he had learned

in the 'Seventies, and he assumed that there was no

modern literature. An exact date could be set:

literature stopped short with Lord Byron....But his

admiration was reserved for the Italian renaissance

end the Greek and Latin classics.7

Iithin these limits, nevertheless, Florian Devoto was a good

schoolmaster. He taught his son to read from Pope's Iliad and

put him on a rigorous schedule that, by the time the boy was

ten, had taken him through Dante, Tasso, and the rest of the

Italians, plus much else. Devoto read the Italians again.in

Barrett Vendell's course at Harvard, but in later life he found

he went back regularly only to Dante and that the Greeks to him

meant only the dramatists-whom.his father had not urged him to

read. Through the nature of his father's library, however, he

”came naturally by the feeling that literature is history which

most students work hard for and many never get."8

Devoto's mother made up for the father's dislike of fiction

by adding the novels of sudh stalwarts as Bulwer-hytton and F.

Marion Crawford to the family library. Ber principal gift to her

acute literary development, however, was the host of frontier

stories she provided, for he could remember nothing of the novels.

Formal training at school was least productive of all. He learned

some English grammar from the nuns, some Latin grammar frcm a

high school teacher, and nothing else.9

 

7DeVoto, Barmr 's Magazine, m, 490.

8552'«um Me, 491.

ogggper's laggzino, CEIIV, 491-92.
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Life outside of school was meanwhile vastly educational.

Ogden, during DoVoto's adolescence, was a town resting at mid-

point between the frontier and industrial stages of society in

the Vest, no longer quite the crossroads village of the one, not

yet quite the city of the other. It was the same societal con-

dition that DeVoto later reconstructed for Hannibal during

Twain's boyhood, and in both cases he saw it as a rich inheritance.

The frontier's exigencies no longer lay upon Ogden, but the old

social unrest of the frontier remained to mix with the new radi-

calism of the I.I.'. and produce a political atmosphere seething

with currents and ideas.

by political inheritance was the populism of Riddle-

wostern farmers and Western silver miners; the back

alcoves of my mind hold the shouting, dust clouds,

and oratory of mass meetings that the seaboard was

still calling anarchy, the organ voice of Bryan....

The town was heavily unionized and old-fashioned

Fabiano had me read dialectical pamphlets early in

q boyhood, and treatises on Marx and Engels, and

the endless literature of the Socialist Party. There

were many of the more revolutionary type too, so that

the ferment attending the rise of the Iostern Pede-

ration of liners and the 1.7.1. was co—onplace to no.“

'ith this there was the Utopian strain contributed by the Mormons.

fibers of the various Mormon experiments in comic ”still

showed red when the wind rose, and one of the first novels I ever

read was a little blue-bound Leekig secured-awn As a high-

school sophomore in 1912, arrogantly consciousgof himself as a

budding intellectual, DeVoto debated the class struggle according

 

10_I_II.__rp_elr's Lagazine, am, 489.

umgazing aim, 489.
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to Marx and Engels with those classmates who also had pretensions

to learning.

The role adopted by the town's adult intellectuals and

writers in this ferment of activity enduringly impressed him.

There were few Ogden residents who were fitted by education to

be leaders of local thought or to make an intelligent interpreta-

tion of their society. None of them ever dreamed of such a

course. DeVoto's father remained quietly insersed in an outmoded

science and the Italian Renaissance. An intellectual physician

with literary ambitions worked endlessly at writing a classical

epic, while a literary mining promoter labored arduously at

realizing his lifelong ambition of writing tales like Poe's.

Others followed similarly anachronistic paths.12 None of them

would have considered collecting and exploring the rich historical

resources i-ediately at hand. It is fair to surmise that DeVoto's

sense of co-itment to political and social causes derived in part

from the sterile role played by intellectuals in Ogden.

He graduated from Ogden High School in 1914 and that fall

entered the University of Utah, his interests apparently divided

between literature and the class struggle. Bo preached his copy

of flhpital, championed the I.U.I., and i-ediately helped to

organize a chapter of the Intercollegiate Socialist Society which

apoploctic officials just as promptly banished from the c-pus.13

 

lzlarmr's Lagazinc, 01m, 493.

lalattingly, Bernard DeVoto, pp. 8-9.
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In the spring a campus war over free speech broke out. The

University had assembled a faculty of some distinction. "Five

of them,“ DeVoto wrote, ”were fired for disseminating 1......

Fifteen others loft in disgust."14 finally disgusted, DeVoto left

with then, moving on to Harvard.

His major interests at Harvard were three: logic and meta-

physics, psychopathology, and American history—tho last consi-

dered at this time only an avocation. Ho eagerly pursued abso-

lutos in the study of comparative religions and wrote a thesis

on Kant for his degree, thereby learning an enduring distrust of

metaphysics and of logic which divorced itself from fact and ex-

perionco. Psychopathology had meanwhile become his primary in-

terest, and for a time he thought of a career in psychiatry. He

translated Freud's Traudouflg in 1916 and began to prepare him-

solf for medical school, a project which the war interrupted.

After the war, which he spent as a small arms instructor in the

South, he returned to Harvard to take his degree in 1920, ”both

too old and too broke to go to medical schoo1."15

'hilo et college he had written and destroyed two novels

and much other material. Upon graduation, he was offered jobs

by a How Iork newspaper and a liberal weekly, but he turned them

down to go Vest. He thought of teaching, but an injudicious speech

suggesting that, with the war over, socialists and conscientious

 

“ultra," American norm, v11 (larch, 1929), 322.

15DeVoto, Forge _an;d__ Rebuttals, p. 113.





objectors should be released from jail, struck terror into

patriotic hearts, and Ogden schools wanted no dangerous red.

The next year all was forgotten, and he taught for a winter in

junior high school to support himself while he studied Western

history for the trilogy of novels in which he planned to treat

the development of his region from.tho Civil wer to 1920.16

He was working for his board on an Idaho ranch when he

received the offer of an instructorship in English at Northwestern

University in 1922. He remained there five years. Apparently he

was an exciting teacher, and certainly ho was an outspoken radi-

cal in an extremely conservative school. 'ith his teaching, he

continued to write. His first novel, '_l'_h_o_ Crooked _I_i_1_o_, appeared

in 1924; his second, two years later. Mencken was accepting ar-

ticlcs on Uestorn history for the American Ham, andm

took articles and a short story. By 1921 DeVoto was confident

enough of survival as a professional to rosin his assistant pro-

fossorship and devote his full time to writing."

The state of higher education at the time contributed to

his decision to abandon it. Soon after leaving Northvestern he

published a series of articles setting forth the sources of his

dissatisfaction. There was, for instance, the University president

who thought George Moore and Oscar Wilde were the names of students

and solemnly explained to young instructors that the University

 

1“setting”, ner-ere nevete, pp. 10-11.

1'Illattingly, pp. 12-13, 17-18.
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should not have a press because it was a known fact that univer—

sity presses did not make money.18 More important were the con-

formity, conservatism, and intellectual degradation that had on-

tered the colleges with mass education. He called his period

on the faculty, ”the era of expansion, business tie-up, and large-

scale advertising in the American colleges," a time of "noisome

ballyhoo and a planned degradation of intellectual standards."19

As a writer DeVoto was free after his resignation to move

where he wished. Characteristically, while other writers were

seeking the loss stifling air of Europe, he chose Cambridge,

Massachusetts. There was, of course, the Harvard Library. But

on a deeper level DeVoto was finding his ultimate direction; Bis

studios in Iestern history were beginning to crystallize in the

concept of herica and its people that would govern everything he

was to do. New England represented a refuge, a vantage point for

perspective on America. It seemed at the time to be the backwash

of America's raco toward bigness and profits, and from its adver-

sity had come a sense of peace and self-reliance that the rest

of the country had forgotten.20 Going back, for a Westerner, was

a return to the sources of the race. In the Host the dream was

fraying out that had begun here, with the first frontier. Here

one might learn to understand that beginning, for here the

 

18‘lloVoto, Forays and Rebuttals, pp. 218-19.

loForays and Rebuttals, pp. viii-ix.

“mange-212.1.» pp. 142 a.
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Diaspora had begun.

He could not return to the Host. Soon after he first came

to Harvard a professor's wife had expressed surprise that anyone

could indeed live in such a place as Utah. In an article written

at Northwestern (and which moved the outraged president of the

University of Utah to write to the president of Northwestern that

DeVoto should be suppressed or dismissed),21 he undertook to pro-

vido an answer. Life in Utah had always been conditioned by the

Mormons. From the beginning, he said, the Nermons "wore staid

peasants whose only distinguishing characteristics were their

sorvility to their leaders and their belief in a low-comedy God. '22

But while they had warred against the Gentiles and the environ-

mont these people at least had color an! hardihood and a firm

grasp on the basic realities. Now, however, the frontier had

passed and Gentile and Hermon have settled down to live in ”amity

and Rotary." The gentry who have arisen as the social and intel-

loctual leaders of Ogden and Salt Lake City ”lead the most swinish

life now discernible in the United States....Evon in Chicago

there are a few who rank Hosart, Beethoven, and Bral-s above Our

Lord Calvin Coolidge....Hvon in Richmond disgruntled folk deny

that Hoover is greater than Caesar....But not in Utah. There peo-

ple talk only of the Prophet, hogs, and Fords."28 This was the

on

 

2J'Ferazs and Rebuttals, p. 279.

2alloYoto, Auorican Norm, VII, 319.

”DeVete, American Horcm, vii, 323.
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social conformity, the intellectual impoverishment, and the

spiritual squalor to which the ideal of freedom on the frontier

had withered in its last days, the result of the marching Cones-

togas and handcarts. It was no place for a young man who pro-

posed to use his mind. Though he traveled there extensively,

DeVoto did not return to the Nest to live.

In Cambridge he rapidly took on varied activities. In

1928 he published his third novel, meanwhile keeping up a steady

output of articles and stories. The next year he returned to

teaching, at Harvard, full-time for a year and then part-time

for six more.24 In 1930 he became the editor of the staid, dull

Harvard Graduates' Ngazino. In the first number he attacked the

Hatch and Hard Society for' its attempt to prosecute a Cadiridge

bookseller, and in the second he proposed that Harvard build a

Thoreau House and thus open the college to those of little means.

His incessant blasts at snobbery and privilege continued to raise

alumni blood pressure during the two years of his editorship.

"DeVoto," a friend wrote of this time, "likes to think of himself

.. a hard-boiled realist, without the slightest tendency to evan-

gelize. But in practice he appears to act on the belief that these

truths which are unpleasant to hear are the ones which do the

hearers the most good." In 1932 his first book on Hark Twain

 

“Bernerd DeVoto, Minoritz sepgrt (Boston, 1949), p. 133.

85"Literary. Censorship in Cambridge,” The Harvard Graduates '

Lagazine, mix (September, 1930), 30-42; men a Graduato's win-

dow,” The Harvard Graduatos' maniac, mix (December, 1930),

331-43. ' """,

gfilattingly, Bernard DeVoto, p. 23.
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appeared, to be followed by his fourth novel two years later.

In 1935 he became editor of "The Easy Chair," an editorial feature

in Hmr's Magazine made famous by William Dean Howells and a

forum which DeVoto held until his death.

At this point the pattern of his work and of his life had

been established. In literary criticism he had progressed from

the early book reviews, through articles, to the first of his

hain studies. For all his disparagement of criticism, it would

thenceforth occupy a share of his time. Four of his five serious

novels had appeared. The market for the light fiction which sup-

ported his family was well, established. The study of Uostern his-

tory, the most enduring interest of his life, was finding its way

into a steady succession of articles and would culminate in a

trilogy of histories among the most distinguished ever written

on the Host. “The Easy Chair,” though it printed much that was

transitory and inconsequentialin his twenty years of occupancy,

provided a forum from which he could work at correcting the

' world's errors. hob of the material'thus produced was important

journalin, particularly~ the series of articles on conservation

policies. And, finally, Cambridge was established as the home

to which he would return from his lecture tours and his travels

in the weet to study the region's topography and history. He left

it only once, for a two-year stint (1935-38) of editing _Th_g_.

Saturdgm 9_f_ Literature in‘ New York. He abandoned Boston

end Harvard with misgivings, end he fled New York at the end of

his term with great relief. By 1935, then, the pattern of
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DoVoto's work was clear. 27

The direction of his work first became clear in his early

writing on the West. These articles written for Honcken's

herican Nercgz in the 1920's were preliminary excursions into

Iostorn history, the first fruits of DeVoto's early researches

for his novels. From then emerge attitudes that were to become

dominant.

His study of the fur trade and the mountain men brought

him to two concludions. He was deeply impressed, first of all,

by the technique of survival that the mountain men had quickly

learned and ably practiced. They were firstcomers, traveling

alone or in small groups over unmappod country and nong dangerous

natives. Of necessity they learned and used the physical resources

of the country. They had to be as individually self—sufficient

as it is possible for men to‘be and yet able to subordinate indi-

viduali- to a co-on effort of survival in time of danger. They

wore apt students, learning rapidly to accept the conditions of

this now environent and adopting the best techniques of the

culture that had preceded them, thet of the Indiene."8 Failure

to follow their example brought many of the later pioneers to rain.

The wagon trains that followed Harcus Ihitman over the Oregon

 

27DeVoto, Minority Re ort, pp. 45, 53-55.

28Bernard DeVoto, "The Mountain Men," Amegicgg Mggggzya

IX (December, 1926), 474.
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Trail succeeded in getting through or fell apart in dissension

and disaster according to the amount of group discipline they

were able to impose and the amount of survival technique they

were able to naster.

The second conclusion offered by the mountain men was that

technique was not enough. The Test had another lesson to learn.

Cooperation nust extend beyond inediate danger to long range use

of resources. ‘The physical environment imposed i-ediate coopera-

tion for survival, but the West had always attacked its resources

on the level of individualism. Such a course, from the fur

traders on down, had been an anachronisn. The East had the

powerful weapon of corporate finance, and neither the mountain

non nor llenry Comatock could stand against it. Refusing to co-

operate for ultinto survival, Iosterners quickly found themselves

the victins of financial exploitation.

'ealth from the lost's natural resources was swiftly fun-

neled to the East. In the 'ashoe diggings, for instance, indi-

vidual nining claims “were rapidly consolidated as the financiers,

the archangels of progress, took them ever....In the brave days

of California, men had sonetimes made fortunes with pick and cra-

dle, but even in that anarchic time wealth tended to gravitate

loss to the minor...than to the shopkeeper who had followed him."

By the time of the Nevada strikes the bankers and nanipulators ‘-

were well prepared to nove upon the Gemsteck and prevent ”unseemly
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distribution of wealth."29 The result of this process had made

the Test "a plundered province,” denied the i-ense wealth of

its own resources. To survive, it had to learn cooperation and

thereby fight the mine companies, land conpanies, water companies,

railroads, banks, speculators, and other instruments of exploita-

tion.so This was a lesson as applicable to 1955 as 1855, and

DeVoto never stopped preaching it.

The pioneers who had most obviously learned the lessons of

technique and cooperation were the Dior-ens. Once Joseph Wth

was dead at Carthage and the Saints were delivered fron the vapid

delusions of the nartyr into the competent hands of Brigha- Toung,

“the student perceives a consciousness of what it was doing and

what it intended to do that Mormoni- had never had before. Es-

sentially, Snith did not know: he was moving only toward glory.

Toung know: he was noving toward survival on this earth and power

which would protect Israel fron attack.”n Discipline and tech-

nique carried the Saints with a ninimun of mishaps fro. Council

Bluffs to the slope of the Wasatch. Discipline and technique,

the ability to control the environment through co-on effort, colo-

nized the desert and made it fruitful. And when the time cane,

Ieung fought the Eastern capitalists with weapons as good as those

they sent; he learned the lesson of corporate finance and the

 

29Bernard DeVoto, ”Brave Days in Washes,” her_____i____can Heron,

ml (June, 1929), 230. ,. ,

3°Bernard DeVoto, ”The West: A Plundered Province,”

Harmr's Hagasine, C1111 (August, 1934), 358-59.

31DeVoto, Forays ad; Rebuttals, p. 109.





348

Saints were not exploited. Here were examples of those survival

skills Devoto had learned to admire as a boy'along the Weber

River.

But Mormonism had another lesson. This was not the usual

pioneer society but a study in Utopia-and dictatorship. Out of

all the efforts to achieve the nillennium in Americas-from Brook

Farm and New Harmony and Fruitlands to the Shaker experiments in

communism-—this was the one that survived and prospered. “Philo-

sophically," said nevete, "it is a solution of a problen which

American thought has grappled with for three hundred years: how

to identify spiritual grace with the making of money.'32 That,

than, are the conditions of Utopia in America?

The first conclusion! that not Brook Farm but

Mormonism is'Utepia, that not Charles Fourier

but Joseph Smith brings it about, that not the

highest level but the lowest level is its ab-

solute condition....The Mormon ideology springs

from dogmas not only preposterous but revolting

to the intelligence. In order to share the com—

mon effort of Utopia,you.nnst accept as holy

.books some of the most squalid creations of

human thought....!ou must dedicate yourself to

an organized body of damned nonsense so beyond-

conceiving idiotic that a mind emancipated enough

to embrace the dogmas of the Holy Rollers is

forever immune to it....Utcpia is not dedication

to the humanitarian vision of George Ripley; it

is dedication to the hallucinations of Joseph

tith....

And if Utopia is a rigid selection of the in-

ferior it is also a ruthless destruction of the

indiddn‘l o e e o

This implies that the culture of Utopia, though

it be vigorous, must be conformable and mediocre.

 

“Perez. and Rebuttals, p. 129.





349

That has Israel produced? Business men, poli-

ticians, bankers and men gifted in the elaboration

and propagation of idiocies....Its scholars, sci-

entists, artists, thinkers...it plows back into

the Kingdom. In Utopia the fate of the superior

person is tragic. Consider an anthropologist

set to vindicating The Book 2£_Hormon,...a socio-

logist who must rationalize polygamy, a poet whose

lyrics must idealize the'word of Iisdom's prohi-

bition of hot tea. In Utogia talent must string

along or it must get out.3

Experience taught that this was the millennium that came

through. Devoto had learned in Harvard classrooms to be skeptical

of the pursuit of absolutes, to distrust the exercise of reason

divorced from.cxperience. .lore and more he was making history,

the record of experience, the guide for his thinking. He saw

no reason to believe that any new plan for the perfect society

would be able to avoid the ruthless subjugation of the individual

practiced by the Mormons, no reason to feel that Utopia could

escape reduction to the lowest common denominator. This was the

vantage point from which Devote criticised the social plans of

the 1930's.

These early articles>make it clear that his approach to the

past was still forming. At this point in his career DeVoto could

deal with man's delusions only by denouncing them as aberrations

from a rational norm of behavior. Growing in his mind, however,

‘was the conviction that studying the past in tonne of its politi- '

cal forms and economic mechanisms was inadequate. Jonathan Dyer's

abandonment of a carpeted home in Brooklyn to follow the call of‘

 

38Forays and Rebuttals, p. 135.
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the prophet to a dugout along the Weber could not be explained

in economic terms. How to account for the power of manifest

destiny if you view man as a rational being? DeVoto welcomed the

new movement in historiography of the early 1930's toward social

history. This method, he felt, substituted a complex analysis

for the simpler ones of political and economic history, taking

into account man's social beliefs and the sentiments and preju-

dices which condition his behavior.“

He found confirmation in the work of an Italian sociologist

for his belief that the irrational and illogical must be regarded

as important forces within the social order. Sometime in the

later 1920's he began studying Vilfredo Pareto'sMd_e_

Sociologie G‘nérale, persisted in and broadened his inquiry over

a number of years, and became instrumental in introducing Pareto

to the attention of American intellectuals. Pareto, a mathemati-

cian and engineer, had been for a time a mathematical economist.

Becoming increasingly dissatisfied with economics as an instrument

of social analysis, he determined to discover different tools and

to study the basic structure of society rather than the changing

forms that occupied the attention of conventional sociology. He

sought the continuities beneath these changing forms, if such

continuities did indeed exist.”

 

a“Herman-d DeVoto, "The Rocking cm:- in History and Criti-

ci-," rem, 1.me (February, 1933), 194-105. ‘ ‘

”aaBernard DePoto, "A Primer for Intellectuals,“ Saturday

Review 9; Literature, II.(Apri1 22, 1933), 645. .
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Looking back to earlier social investigators, DeVoto found

that Comte, Marx, and Spencer had thought of society in biological

terms, as an organism; thus they were evolutionists and, to some

degree at least, teleologists. Pareto, however, shifted the con-

ceptual scheme surrounding society from biology to mechanics,

picturing the social structure as a complex relationship of

mechanical forces that stood in precarious equilibrium at any

moment and could be measured mathematically. Since his method

abjurod any preconception of man as a rational -or economic being,

it was able to take account of the non-rational and non-logical

simply as existent forces with functional relationships to all

other forces in the social structure.36

Paroto' s search for continuities in social phenomena pro-

duced a number of constant sentiments which he called "Residues”

and grouped into genera. The “explanation” of a Residue—the

reasons offered by the conscious mind for the existence of a par-

ticular social phenemenon—Pareto called a Derivation. Derivations

changed constantly, Residues very slowly. That is thy both the

individual and society continually contradict themselves, through

changing manifestations of basic sentiments. "Again,‘I wrote

DeVoto, "a single Residue may give rise to many Derivdtions, and

an attempt to operate on any one of them, or on any group, would

fail of its purpose since the Residue itself is not dependent on

the Derivations. This, in fact, is the co-on mistake of

 

aaDeVoto, seen-Le; Review 9; Literature, 11, 546.
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reformers . '37

DeVoto's early articles, evincing the enthusiasm of a young

men who has a stranglehold on "truth,” claim more for Pareto than

he was ever to do again. There is no‘suggestion in his later work

that he believed social phenomena could be measured mathematically

for ”energ" or that the complex variables existing in mutual de-

pendence in the social order were really subject to a sociological

variety of vector analysis. What DeVoto did find in Pareto was

confirmation for part of his own thought. Study of the West had

convinced him that social analysis must view the irrational and

illogical not as aberrations from a rational norm but ae constant

factors in conditioning human behavior. Nothing else would ex-

plain Iestern history. At the same time his study of Utopia in

Deseret had convinced him that those who looked to the millennium

through social planning were not aware of the variables involved,

that they could not predict the behavior of the social forces

with which they were tinkering. Pareto's notion of Derivations

existing in mutual dependence and equilibrium, the whole depending

upon non-rational sentiments or Residues, seemed admirable support

for his own belief that historiography not broaden the bases of

its inquiry into the past. Bore seemed to be a method of discern-

ing underlying constants in shifting social processes.

This trend of thought quickly set DeVoto apart from his fol-

low writers and intellectuals of the 1930's. Deeply troubled by

 

3“Sentiment and the Social Order,“ arpeer's _I_agazine,

anxv11 (October, 1933), 51s.
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the depression, many intellectuals were busily exploring the

means of relieving economic distress. Usually this meant comp

mitmsnt to programmatic reform, sometimes even conversion to

Marxism. It was unpleasant for these people to be told that their

plans for social and economic reform were "exactly equivalent to

the belief of a Baptist parson in 1920 that the Eighteenth Amend-

ment would havo the simple effect of regenerating American so—

ciety in the direction of sweetness and light."38

Nor was it pleasant to be subjected to intemperate abuse

because they hadn't read an obscure Italian sociologist. Critics

'were quick to retaliate by pointing out that Pareto, in rejecting

the fictitious economic man, had established the equally false

”non-logical'man' in his place. Bis emphasis on human irrationan

lity led, it was suggested, to a totalitarian political ideology:

if man was a creature of impulse guided by irrational motives,

then proper Derivations should be provided for his sentiments and

he should be held in strict control. Pareto, in short, was pro-

viding a rationale for fascism.39

To this charge DeVbte, while admitting that Mussolini had

been converted from.socialism to fascism by hearing Pareto's lec-

tures, replied, rather naively, that Pareto's social investigations

were without ideological overtones of any sort. ”Pareto,” he said,

”doesn't stand anywhere. His intention is not hertatory, it is

 

38DeVoto, Saturday Review _o_f_ Literature, II, 545.

a’(ieorge B. Novack, Wilfredo Pareto, the’llarx of the Riddle

Classes,“ New Regblic, Luv (July 19, 1933), 259.
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only descriptive. A.bacteriologist has no desire to convert

microbes to a belief in progress."40 For Devoto, Pareto offered

a method of investigation rather than an ideological guide.

Through such controversies DeVbto came to occupy an ambigu-

ous place among the liberals of the depression years. Soon after

he became editor of £22.8aturdgl Review'g£.Literature, he was

called to account by Edmund Wilson. Adopting a moderate tone,

‘Iilson offered a preliminary estimate of the man and asked for

further information. Nowhere else on the literary scene, he

noted, could one find a critic who approached reviewing with

Dovoto's thoroughness, one “who dealt regularly from a distinct

point of view with subjects of serious interost."4l nevete ob-

viously studied his authors carefully, he held independent and

vigorous opinions, and his work had given the E3221 a new im-

portance for America's intellectual life. But this young man in-

dulged in such abundant indignation at other people's errors that

be neglected to state his own assumptions.

One gathers that he is definitely opposed to certain

tendencies which he regards as prevalent and which he

characterizes variously as "progressive," "Utopian,”

or ”religious.” These tendencies evidently have to do

with the desire to see the economic system modified in

such a way as to safeguard human society against...

social inequalities, depressions, and wars....

Let him stand.and unfold himself....If he does not

believe in the improvement of socioty,.how does he

expect than that things will work out?-and what have

 

”Saturday Review 2; Literature, 11, 546.

41”Complaints: II. Bernard BeVbto,” New Repgblic, LIIIII
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the values of literature got to do with it? Let

him not merely refer us to Pareto.42

The answer which DeVoto gave to'Wilson's call for a decla-

ration, though it certainly did not satisfy many of his critics,

is a full, if somewhat arrogant, statement of his position.

That sets of ideas do I champion?...That theory

of the world, what metaphysics, what structure of

abstractions? The answer is brief: None. I have

no such system and I profoundly disbelieve in such

”Iten.e

‘For, you see, this is a demand for gospel, and I

'have been acquainted with it since my earliest days

....I pas surrounded by a revealed religion founded

by a prophet of God, composed of people on the way

to perfection, and possessed of an everlasting gos-

pel. I early acquired a notion that all gospels

“were false and all my experience since then has

confirmed it. All my life people around me have

been seeing'a Light that...I have been unable to see.

At first astoniphing contradictions in the reports

they gavo me troubled my mind but...I came to con? -

eclude that absolutes were«a.mirage. ,And in.my desert

country mirages are a commonplace.

I distrust absolutes. Rather, I long ago passed

from distrust of them.to opposition. And with than

let me include prophecy, simplification, generalisa-

tion, abstract logic, and especially the habit of

mind which consults'theory first and experience

only afterwards....People who do not recognize that

the behavior of the human race cannot be accomodated

to'a syllogism. People who ask that the race he

logical about illogical matters and rational about

irrational ones-—and who slump in despair and the

lust for dictatorship because it refuses to be....

I am, if you.must hare words, a pluralist, a rela-

tivist, an empiricist; ‘I am.at home with the con-

crete inquiries of historians and scientists, and

uneasy among the abstractions of critics and meta-

physicians. I confine myself to limited questions;

I try to use methods that can be controlled by fact

and exporience....I rest ultimately on experience

“New Repsblic, m, 403.
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and, where that fails, on common sense. No one

need tell me how incomplete and imperfect they

are, how misinterpretation and falsification

betray them, how tentative, fragile, and unsatis-

factory the conclusions we base on them must be.

I know: but they are more dependable than anything

else. They are, especially, more dependable than

gospels.43

His quarrel with the reformers was not with their reforms

but with their theories. According to Marxist theory, for in-

stance, energies once resident in the bourgeoisie have already

passed to the proletariat, a necessary prelude to the revolution,

and ”the democratic forms are played out. But to a historian,

to me, that is just one more prophecy...that the world will end

in 1843 or 1893....1 hear the voice of lamentation but it is past

noon and no fire has come.”“ Above all, he emphasized a hundred

times, we must not be trapped into the logical fallacy of subju-

gating facts and experience to an ideal: "Idealism, whether

moral or metaphysical or literary, may be defined as a cross-lots

path to the psychopathic ward, Borchtesgardon, and St. Bartholo-

mow's Eve. Absolutes mean absolutiHot logically but empiri-

ee11y.'-‘“5

Those who thought that such convictions were driving DeVoto

into a paralysis from which no effort at social change seemed

either advisable or possible were wrong. Reform, change, the

amelioration of social conditions, these were an integral part of

the American experience, to be supported militantly by America's

 

Ween-1t; Remrt, pp. 134-35.

4‘linoritz Remrt, p. 139.
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liberals. But everything depended upon the philosophical assump-

tions from which reform was undertaken. A wide gulf separated

the pragmatic, limited programs of the Populists whose fervor had

enlivened his Ogden boyhood and the utopian absolutes of Joseph

flith which had worked themselves out in dreary Mormon dictator-

ship.

It was as an empiricist that DeVoto undertook his own

efforts in reform, without conviction that reform would lead men

toward the godhead and with full recognition that, in seeking to

alter the delicate balance of forces that make up the social

structure, reformers could never entirely predict what shift in

the equilibrium would occur to meet the force introduced. Bis

beliefs could be sued up, in a sense, in the two quotations

that appear most often in his writings. One was John Dickinson‘s

warning to the Constitutional Convention: "Experience must be

our only guide. Reason may mislead us.” The other was Twain's

favorite characterization of mankind as "the damned human race.”

Granted those conditions, DeVoto was ready to attack

social ills with a Testernor's directness, though his brand of

liberalism still set him apart from the crowd. He worked to

raise funds for the defense of Sacco and Yannetti, but he

characteristically failed to share in the conviction that the

foundations of society tottered when the anarchists were executed.

History had seen judicial murders before. No society had ever

succeeded in eliminating such outrages, and with the domned human
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what it was he was doubtful that one ever would.46 He gave time

and money to the cause of the Spanish Loyalists, but he refused

to attend the National Congress of American Writers because he

felt they had substituted.Marxiut formula for free inquiry into

social problems.47 He carefully demonstrated to the American

Medical Association that it was blindly following an outworn pro-

fessional mythology which prevented its understanding that ex-

perionce pointed toward some workable plan of social medicine.48

But he took obvious delight in the discomfiture of New Deal

planners who tried to move some New Hampshire villagers from

sub-marginal lands and ran straight into a different set of social

myths, those of self-determination and independence.49 This was

the logic of sentiment in action, irrational force arising within

the equilibrium to meet the rational force imposed from without.

From the first his reform efforts (with the exception of

his work on conservation, which must be treated separately) were

directed towud defending and extending what he considered to be

the basic principle to be derived from man's societal experience:

freedom. In the name of freedom he pronounced that the time for

reasoning with such public nuisances as censorship organizations

was past. Those people sought to suppress opinion; henceforth
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they should be subjected to ridicule in the press and lawsuits

and injunctions in the courts.‘50 From the same principle be

struck out at those who were telling America in the 1930's that

it must choose between fascism and cosmmnism, for both were a

denial of freedom and American experience.m If he was merciless

in his ridicule of the reactionaries who evaded the lessons of

history, he was no less harsh on those liberals whose heads he

believed to be filled with catch phrases and unexamined assump-

tions. But the gravest enemy was always absolutism, in any form.

Though such attacks proceeded from a consistent point of

view, they had a surface diversity which made him an alien to

all camps of opinion. Trote his good friend Garrett Mattingly

of his reputation in the 1930's:

To the Levites of the Third International he was a

reactionary fascist, probably the kingpin of the

whole movement. A ribald suggestion dropped in the

midst of a co-unist cocktail party in the winter of

1935 rebounded months later in the solemn assurance

that, with the blessing of Tall Street, DeVoto was

drilling blue shirtod legionaires on New England

village ce-ons and Armageddon was at hand. Mean-

while, to right thinking deans and to such consor-

vative business men as ever looked at high-brow

magazines, DeVoto was distinguishable from Granville

Hicks and Joseph Freeman only by a more corrosive

wit and a carer knowledge of the tender spots in

their hddee.52

As the primary point of his attack in the late 1930's had

been the America First movement, from the 1940's on his reform
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spirit was most often aroused by the erosion of civil rights.

He subjected a Congressional committee investigating pornography

in literature to the treatment he had earlier accorded to the

Tatch and Ward and the Society for the Suppression of Vice. He

was more inflamed than ever: That had previously been reserved

to private idiocy was now given over to. governmental policy.53

He attacked the Veterans of Foreign Wars for its private espionage

“endthecampaign among the citizens of Norwalk, Connecticut,

Federal Bureau of Investigation for its use of informers and un-

evaluated information, announcing that hereafter he would give

no information about anyone except under subpoena in court, where

he could be confronted by the defendant and his attorney.55 And

when a Pennsylvania Congressman, stung by the journalist's words,

struck back by inserting allegations about him in the Congressional

Record, DeVoto publicized that, too.56 Perhaps his most furious

abuse was directed at Congressman Rocco's investigation of the

foundations.57 The greatest peril of all, as DeVoto saw it, was

that craven officials might push a fear-ridden peopleeinto repu-

diating experience and learning and free inquiry. That would be

to lose everything.
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Above all, however, he avoided the announcement of

Armageddon, continuing to regard the cries of doom from fellow

intellectuals in the same spirit with which he looked back upon

the Millorites. One of the convictions he took from studying his-

tory was that America had known crises before:

The dynamic equilibrium of a society is unstable.

It is forever moving from one phase to another.

Its internal forces are always altering in rela—

tion to one another and so threatening to destroy

it....The vigor of our democratic system and the

.size and richness of our continental empire have

enabled American society to contain the internal

stresses and, always belatedly but always in time

too, to master and redirect their alignment.58

The principles that DeVoto brought to bear in his reform

efforts and his criticism of the contemporary scene were the ones

he took from his study of history. here, too, the Test was the

major influence. Before the first of his full-length studies of

the Test appeared, he had written widely on the Testers experience

in articles, profaces, and introductions. Those, with his books,

‘wore finally to cover nearly every phase of Testern exploration

and devolopment, from.Cabesa do Vice to the cattle kingdom, from

Lewis and Clark to the policies of the Forest Service under the

Eisenhower administration.

His trilogy of histories is social history, demonstrating

that breadth of approach which he had welcomed in historiography
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in the early 1930's. The political actions of Presidents and

Congresses and the military campaigns of generals appear in these

books when they are part of the material he is treating. But the

burden of Devoto's attention is upon the people, some of than very

ordinary people whose only importhnce to history is that they went

Test and that their diaries and journals typify an American ex-

perienco, who traveled in the fur traders' caravans to Santa Fe,

or to a wagon train to the Tillamette, or around the Born with

the Argonauts to California. His concentration is upon their

daily existence and the artifacts which they employed to make

existence possible, their fears and dreams and discourage-ants,

their thoughts and prejudices and.myths, the neuroses which the

deserts or the mountains impelled them to commit to their diaries

and which the strains of the trail sometimes exacerbated into

psychoses. Bis object was to understand the people who came

Test and what that coming did to them, and, for the larger per-

spoctive, to understand them'within that framework of forces which

pulled the nation inexorably westward.

In those books appear again, but in far greater complexity,

these themes of experience, of technique, of discipline, of man

learning to use and control his environment which had preoccupied

neveto almost from boyhood. But perhaps most important of all

was the sustained exploration of those motives and notions which

stood outside logic and reason and yet had drawn.men across a

continent. "It is desirable," he had said, "for social investi-

gators to think about everything as objectively and accurately
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as possible, but it is also desirable to recognize that the non-

rational is nonrational and that it is socially important.”59

Nowhere was this approach more inperative than in studying-the

West, a province shrouded from the first in mystery, misconception,

and outright fantasy. Here, if anywhere in human experience, the

logic of sentinent had conditioned man's behavior.

The first of DeVoto's histories, 1h; £933; 2; Decision: _1_§_4_6_

(1943), employs the somewhat artificial but nonetheless useful

device of singling out one year as the point in time at which

men and forces net to deternine fundanental questions of the

future. This enabled bin to bring a nunber of separate stories

of that year into a pattern. Kearny and Doniphan were abroad in

the West in 1846 in the cause of President Polk's war. That

doom-ridden group of emigrants who have come down to us as the

Donner Party set out from Independence to cress the continent

and eventually to leave the recerd ef an experience that still

makes as harrowing reading as can be found in our history. The

first detachment of the Saints went test that year also, as did

a great historian, Francis Parkman. 'hile young John Ire-out

played his dashing role in a California drama that had about it

much of the comic opera, a pioneer named Jesse Applegate found

a cut-off but.“ in. flunboldt and the mun... Valley that

would spare future Oregon emigrants the 'ncessity of choosing be-

tween the Colunbia Dalles and the Cascade llountains. is much

as any year, more than most, 1846 gave America its Vest.
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DeVoto's purpose in telling the story of these people was

to "realise the far western experience, which is part of our cul-

tural inheritance, as personal experience. But 1846 is chosen

rather than other years because 1846 best dramatizes personal

experience as national experience."60 This meant two things

reallye that the stories of individuals might be merged in a

flowing whole which would become a panorama of national movement;

and that the fundamental forces shaping national character, be-

lief, and consciousness might be seen forming here in the ex-

periences of individuals.

Part of Deveto's thesis was to be that pushing national

boundaries out to their continental limits meant continental

integrity forever. The past would not win the Civil Var; the

concept of union and nationality, won by the people who made New

Iexioe and California and Oregon American, no matter what strains

‘were put upon it, would henceforth dominate the people's con-

sciousness. The question of sectionalism had been answered in

winning the Iest. Said Devoto of the pioneer:

He had reached the new countryb-and had brought with

him.the core of American belief and habit, differen-

tiated in two and a quarter centuries from the belief

and habit of Europe that accompanied the first of his

predecessors when they began the westering which he

had now brought to its fartherest bound....8tripped

to little more than his skin,...he would now make a

new home in the best. It would be bid old home medi-

fied not only by the new conditions but by the ex-

perience of his crossing....fle had given the nation

its continent and perforce something continental
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formed the margins of his mind. It was a cen-

trifugal, a nation-breaking force that sent him

out, but in the end it was a centripetal, a

nation-making force be was changed into...; he

was more a nationalist, less a sectionalist al-

ready and from now on. 51

In the simultaneous flow of the book‘s several narratives

we see again, though in greatly expanded form, these other lessons

DeVoto had found in the West many years earlier. There is, for

instance, the Donner Party. Organized without proper understanding

of discipline, ignorant of the necessity for cohesion and mutual

dependence, they were broken by the hardships and strains of the

trail into snarling, irascible knots of people who fragmented

and regrouped incessantly. Fist fights and knife fights between

peaceable and intelligent men, intolerance springing up between

friends and growing into hatred. Cultural heritage was dumped

along the trail with the heavy bedstead and cherished cookstove.

Layers of stability were peeled off when a child was buried (under

rocks, against the wolves), to leave the raw nerves at the surface

of personality. Dissension became disintegration, and disinte-

gration become atomization; and finally we have the spectacle of

James Reed, an intelligent and civilised man, killing a companion

in a senseless quarrel and barely escaping the noose that dangled

from a propped-up wagon tongue.62 (Social history: this was the

mechanism of dispensing trail justice in the treeless desert.)

The Donners were only a caravan of emigrants, but here, in the
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bestiality of Lewis Keseberg and the staunchness of Tamsen Donner

and the incredible courage of William Eddy, were distilled en-

during examples of what happened to some Americans when they were

subjected to the intolerable pressures of the passage to the West.

And on the other side, of course, the Mormons. The genius

of Brigham Young welded a fractious people into an instrument

that could move across the continent, meet its perils, and survive.

And there is also the familiar lesson in Utopia: ”Deseret began

in July, 1847, and has gone on up to now, and Deseret is seen to

be...what happens when Brook Farm comes into the hands of those

fit to build Brook Farm."63

The major contributions of DoVoto's book are two. The

first is the sweeping approach that brings many disparate elements

into relationship and perspective, giving the reader a sense of

the sinltaneity of events and forces. lost of the individual

parts of his story have been studied more completely, but 1121; 1e};

9; Decision brings the major themes of this crucial moment into

a pattern that had not been clear before. The second contribution

is the book's attempt to assess the irrational factors in the

nation's wostering: the lure of the unknown, belief in the big

rock candy mountain, the logic of geography, the Residue behind

"those Congressmen who talked so gloriously about stretching the

eagle's wing across the setting sun."“ DeVoto's book, in part,

.-
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is the study of the west as mythology, the examination of how such

geographic misconceptions as the Great American Desert and the

Garden of Eden formed a pattern of belief and sentiment that

governed behavior. This has proved a fruitful direction for the

historian of the west.

Across 9: gig; Missouri (1947), which won the Pulitzer

Prize, is again social history, this time of the fur trade in

the Far west in the crucial years 1833—1838. In these years the

trappers and traders came to their moment of climax and passed

into decline. DeVoto's purpose was to describe how these men

lived, and once more we see the familiar themes of discipline and

control, together with the limitations of these virtues. By any

standards of measurement the mountain men practiced the most

perilous trade that America has seen. Catching beaver and curing

the pelts involved a great deal of woods wisdom and physical

hardihood. But the mountain man's real skill lay in.mastering

the wilderness and living in it without fixed habitation or base

of supply and in the midst of dangerous enemies. In terms of

sheer skill-the organization of muscular, nervous, and psycholo-

gical responses to meet varying conditions-he surpassed all other

pioneers. Two thousand miles beyond help or supply, he so mas-

tered his environment that the tiniest observed circumstance held

instant meaning and automatically took its place in a pattern

that might hold a thousand variables. It was acquired competence

so developed that it became virtually instinctual. Wrote DeVoto:

”Be had only skill. A.skill so effective that, living in an
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Indian country, he made a more successful adaptation to it than

the Indian-and this without reference to his superior material

equipment. There was no craft and no skill at which the mountain

men did not come to excel the Indian.“65

How these men worked and played, what they ate and wore,

what they drank and how much they drank, the prices they paid at

rendezvous for blankets and fish hooks and Indian wives, these

things are DeVoto's subject matter. The standard full-scale

history of the fur trade, General Chittenden‘s volumes, had missed

much of this social history and.many facts had not been available

at that time. Devoto's book, commanding thousands upon thousands

of lowly facts and marshaling them into orderly pattern, rectified

a deficiency.

The fur trade, however, was a business as well as a way of

life. Here it was that the mountain.man's skills proved inade-

quate. The journals and memoirs record a cutthroat competition

seldom matched, even in the West. Kenneth McKenzie, "the King

of the Missouri,“ head of the Upper Missouri division of the

Amorican.Fur Company, had very simple orders from.St. Louis: his

job was "6craser toute opposition."66 In ruthless competition,

the first major resource of the best would be destroyed.

As was to happen so often, the logic of sentiment operated

against the interests of the west. The long experience of the
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French and the English in the fur trade indicated that the most

efficient, least wasteful instrument for the trade was the

government-regulated monopoly of the Hudson's Bay Company type.

An instrument of this sort meant a consistent operating policy,

at least nominal controls upon exploitation of the natives

(Hudson's Bay stood staunchly against the use of rum in the trade),

and some conservation of wildlife in the interest of continued

profits. But the establishment of such an organization in the

United States would have been inconceivable; it ran counter to

all the Residues that lay behind specific belief and principle.

So, in this country, ”Bribery, the corruption of government

agents, the debauch of red Americans, murder, theft, piracy,

hijacking, the liquor traffic, private war, the employment of

public force in private war, and other criminal practices

characterised the Western fur trade."67 It was the first of

many enterprises in the plundered province that bore the seeds

of their own destruction. The economic individualism of the

Vest, here and always afterward, was the handy opening wedge of

Eastern corporate finance. The profits of the fur trade went

East. Beaver gave way to the previously scorned ”coarse fur”

of the buffalo, and soon the fur-bearing animals had been vir-

tually exterminated. It is a testimonial of thoroughness that

they have never come back.

The mountain men had meanwhile opened the best. Whoever

traveled there after them would depend on what they had learned.
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On July 4, 1836, the annual pack train. of the American Fur Company,

commanded by expert mountain man Tom Fitzpatrick, crossed the

Continental Divide at South Pass. With it traveled a missionary

party, and accompanying their missionary husbands were Eliza

Spalding‘ and the beautiful young Narcissa Whitman, white women

traveling in Oregon territory.68 No less revolutionary was the

light wagon that Marcus Whitman somehow pushed and dragged up the

gulches and through the river quicksands. When an axle broke

beyond Fort Hall he had to cut the wagon down to a cart, and at

Fort Boise he left even the cart behind, but wheels had never .

come so far into the west before. Soon they would go to the

Columbia. The future belonged to the emigrants.

The final volume of DeVoto's trilogy, TESDCourse 2£_Empire

(1952), deals with an earlier period. Beginning with the first

explorers to touch the land-mass that has since become the United

States, it traces discovery of the American West up through Lewis

and Clark. Thus it covers the filling out of the map, the dis-

pelling of geographical error with tediouslyawon geographical

facts. But 222_Course 2£_Ehpire is totally unlike such a book

as, say, Brebner's Thg_§§plorers g£_§g£th.America, which covers

the same period and figures. As before, Devoto was interested

in how the West shaped experience and attitudes. His book deals

with man's relationship to the geography of the land, his mis-

conceptions of that geography, the forces that tugged him toward the
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West, his exploration of the paths that would take him there, and

his relationship to the neolithic culture which inhabited the land

before him. From these things again emerge the themes of man

learning discipline of himself and control of his environment,

learning to substitute accurate knowledge of his country for the

mirages that grew from desire, learning from his interaction with

the land characteristics and attitudes that made his mind identi-

fiably herican. This, in DeVoto's view, was the seedtime of that

organism which became the ”continental mind." 3.1.1.2. 299.12.“. _o_f_ EBB—1L9.

traces the first shaping of that consciousness.

In the beginning there were dream and error. Later periods

in Western history often saw theory handily divorced from ex-

perience through desire. Lansford Hastings's cut-off from the

California Trail was perfect, in theory. So was Major Gilpin‘s

expansionist plan for a railroad across the Bering Strait to tap

the wealth of the Orient. But these were the puny theories of

earthbound minds when compared with the grandiose dreams that

those firstcomers brought to their work.

These were men me-erized. When Caboza do .Vaca stumbled

into Culiacan from his incredible wilderness journey, no one asked

for a realistic appraisal of the country he had seen and what

might be done with it; his audience wanted to how about gold and

emeralds—and what, by the way, had he heard about Cibola and

Quivira? Imagination need never flag when fed by such desire.

Coronado marched off to find the Seven Cities of Cibola—and

found them, too. The dream had said fabulous cities and piles
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of gold nine feet high, but reality proved to be only New Mexico

and some zu’i'ii pueblos.69 And guiwiro, a land to which the

Spaniards must travel with light packs so that the horses might

carry out more gold, unhappily turned out a Wichita village of

grass huts above the Great Bend of the Arkansas on the Kansas

plain.7o

If these men were betrayed by the myths and delusions that

soethed in their minds, they were no less betrayed by the real

experience they brought with them. It was a strange country and

the mind only slowly learned to understand and use it. Coronado

turned back because his supply of corn was low and he feared

starvation for his horses and army. The horses were at that

moment trampling down buffalo grass, the best fodder to be found

in North America, and the army rode through herds of buffalo,

“the most complete single food that mankind has ever known."‘n

Bringing the land within experience would take time.

The pattern was long repeated. The nature of the myths

changed with time, but the non-rational still powerfully condi-

tioned human behavior in respect to the best. Lacking knowledge

of the region, men filled the vacuum with a “geography of fantasy”

compounded from fable, theory, and desire. Slowly the myths

were dispelled with fact, until at last Lewis and Clark stood at
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the edge of the Pacific and the "darkness into which the sentries

peered till dawn was only night, “not the mystery through which

for three centuries the mind of western man had groped toward

the horizon lands.”2

With _T_h_e_ Course 3}: Espire DeVoto completed the scheme of

his trilogy. He had studied that portion of American experience

which had given America its continent and identified forever ter-

ritorial integrity with political nationalism in mind and senti-

ment. He had explored the West as a mythology that found expres-

sion in sentiment and conditioned character. He had told the

social history of a people coming to live in a strange land,

gradually discarding assumptions as they gained in knowledge,

and being changed by their experience into a different people.

It was a major accomplishment.

One part of DeVoto's journalism grew directly from his

work in history: his studies of present-day uses of resources

in the Uest. He had studied man in his environment in order to

understand the past, believing that the physical conditions under

which men lived shaped their minds and societies. In the contem-

porary 'est he saw men rejecting the hard-won lessons of ex-

perience to govern their actions instead by old sentiments that

threatened the very existence of the region. Residues changed
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but slowly and the psychology of the past had laid its dead hand

upon the present, but DeVoto must do what he could to make his

fellow'Westerners aware of their common experience. He became

an important voice in conservation, publishing articles on the

topic frequently over the last twenty years of his life. Their

depth and importance made him, in Senator Richard Neuberger's

description, ”the most illustrious conservationist who has lived

in modern times."73 After Devote's death Neuberger proposed in

Congress that the Clearwater National Forest be renamed in his

honor, while others sounded a call for a Devoto Memorial Battalion

to enlist common citizens across the land in a militant program

for protection of natural resources.74

The significance of Devoto's conservation articles for the

record of his thought is that they expressed a theme which had

become increasingly important in his histories and all he wrote:

the relationship of men to the land they inhabit. It was to

this major theme that all the lessons about discipline and con-

trol, about assumption and experience, and about cooperation and

individualism finally led. Learning to live in the American West

had.come hard to the damned human race; novoto saw no reason to

believe, in his last years, that the adventure had yet proved

successful.
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The key to the situation was the old conflict between co-

operation and individualism in'Western psychology. It was in the

physical nature of the region that, if people were to be sustained

there permanently, they must plan cooperatively the use and con-

servation of those resources which made life possible. The al-

ternative would be liquidation, providing an empire to be exploited

and abandoned rather than a region to be developed and settled.

The alternative, an economy of liquidation, was what the Test got.

Economic individualism gave the fur trade into the hands of ab-

sentee owners whose operating philosophy was simple: "Get the

money out."75 lining companies, owned by Bastern.money, operated

to liquidate the minerals, stripping off the topsoil and destroying

‘watersheds in the process; and operated, of course, with the full

blessing of individualistic Vesterners, for "no rights, privileges,

or usurpations are so vociferously defended by the West-against

itself-as the miners'. The miners' right to exploit transcends

all other rights whatsoever.'76 The exploitation of oil and

natural gas, though less destructive, followed the pattern of

the mines.

One of the worst offenders in terms of long-range despolia-

tion was the cattle industry. It had never owned even a full one

per cent of the land it grazed-ethe rest being national domain-

but it had systematically sought to overgraze that land into
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extinction. Topsoil had been washed into the Yellowstone and the

Musselshell and the Big Horn and the Powder until the Missouri,

as it passed Kansas City, was a river of soup—and flowed on to

deposit 'yoming in the Gulf of Mexico. If the national govern-

ment had not interceded, the cattle and lumber industries would

have destroyed the watersheds so thoroughly that millions of

square miles of the West would have been made uninhabitable for

man in this geologic ego." Yet in .11 of this the financial

powers of the East had been powerfully abetted by Iestern psychol-

ogy: ”The Nest does not want to be liberated from the system of

exploitation that it has always violently resented. It only

wants to buy into it."78

The New Deal meant a new chance for the plundered province,

for with it came reclamation, public power, better credit, and

rural electrification. “The Nest," wrote DeVoto, “greeted these

measures characteristically: demanding more and more of them,

demanding further government help in taking advantage of them,

furiously denouncing the government for paternalin, and trying

to avoid all regulation. But the measures began to make possible

what had not been possible before,“ because, for the first time,

79
”the Nest had a chance to seize control over its own destin.“

The war accelerated the process, bringing manufacturing, heavy
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industry, and skilled labor into the region. The possibility

brightened that the Nest could throw off the old mercantilism

that had made it a source of raw materials and a market for goods

manufactured elsewhere. It began to think of an economy which

would enrich the province and support a people in prosperity.

But these were a people trapped by their historic senti-

ments into working toward their own worst ends. Federal inter-

vention had saved the last of their resources from obliteration

and federal help with power development had given the province

a new chance. Now a reactionary western press damned public

lands and public power as communism, the grazing lobbies worked

to remove the national forests from Forest Service control, and

the lumbering interests eagerly awaited an opportunity to log

off the national parks and forests when federal control should

have been broken and given over to the states. This, of course,

would mean the destruction of the last fundamental watersheds and,

very soon thereafter, a wasted and blasted land. ”So,” wrote

DeVoto, "at the very moment when the West is blueprinting an

economy which must be based on the sustained, permanent use of

its natural resources, it is also conducting an assault on those

resources with the simple objective of liquidating than."80 Bore

indeed was all the proof Pareto's doctrine had ever needed, for

here non-rational Residues out of the past governed human behavior

in defiance of all experience.
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A.few groups of western interests...are hellbent on

destroying the West. They are stronger than they

would otherwise be because they are skilfully mani-

pulating in their support sentiments that have always

been powerful in the Vest-the home rule which means

basically that we want federal help without federal

regulation, the ”individualism" that has always made

the small Western operator a handy tool of the big

one, and the wild myth that stockgrowers constitute

an aristocracy in which all Westerners somehow share.81

A.few hours before he died of a heart attack on November 13,

1955, Devoto appeared on a television program about the west. On

this afternoon he was helping to tell the story of some Pueblo

Indians who inhabited the Mesa verde region of southwestern Colo-

rado in the thirteenth century and whose society was destroyed

by drouth. At the end of the program Devoto warned that man still

had not learned to discipline himself in relation to his natural

resources, still had not learned to live in the land in such a

way as to make sure that human existence would always be possible

there.82 These were his last public words, his last message to

his fellow citizens about the country he loved so deeply. In ac-

cordanco with his wish, his ashes were scattered along the Lochsa

River in the Bitterroothountains, in that stretch of country

where Lewis and Clark, stumbling and near disaster, found the hole

Trail which took them west and brought America to its Pacific

border.

 

81i'h. neg; Chair, p. 254.

82The New Iork.Times (November 14, 1945), p. l.
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The sturdy relativism bequeathed to him by his native west

and the empiricism he took from history determined the nature

of Devoto's thought on literary criticism and theory. From early

in his career he engaged in controversies about these matters

that now often seem to be ill-tempered and sometimes even foolish.

But from them can be drawn Devoto's view of what literature can

and should accomplish.

In many literary critics Devoto thought he saw the same man-

ner of thinking for which he chided the liberals: the refusal,

in blind adherence to theory, to take all the evidence into account.

Be first disagreed with them for their condemnation of America as

anathema to the artistic temperament. It had become fashionable

earlier in the decade, he noted in 1927, “to denounce American

life as dull and contemptible,...materialistic, moneybgrubbing,

standardized, unrefined"; and the sensitive had therefore concluded

“that things must be otherwise in France."83 The books in which

the young intellectuals had wanted their despair with.hmerica, he

later told the Harvard alumni, “were phenomena of insufficient

sophistication, of opttmism betrayed, of religious fervor pitiful-

1y wrecked on fact.”84

Too often, he believed, literary theorists were, like the

IMnrxists, ”incorrigible monists.” Operating on the logic of son-

timent, secking unity in all they touched, they distorted experience

 

83r'eroys and Rebuttals, p. 153.
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and disdained the literature we have in the name of the literature

we should have had, "forever hearing the fiddles tuning for a

symphony which somehow is never played."85 "God send the Republic,"

he wrote, "someone who knows how the Americans live and can give

the theories of the literary some basis in things as they actually

are."86 1

Looking back on the 'twenties in Zhg_LiteragziFallagz (1944),

a badly disorganized and terribly sententious book, Devoto held

that literary thinkers too often assumed ”that a culture may be

understood and judged solely by means of its literature, that

literature embodies truly and completely both the values and con-

tent of a culture, that literature is the measure of life, and

finally that life is subordinate to literature.“87 Thus if the

books said that the decade of the 'twenties was the age of philis-

tinos and Americans an affront to artistic sensibilities, then

that must be the truth. In this fashion literary people made the

step that separated their thinking from experience, from.the

 

85Forqzs and Rebuttals, p. 161.

86Minority Bepgrt, p. 150.

81The Literagz Fallacy (Boston, 1944), p. 43. It was this

book whi;h_occasioned Sinclair Lewis's blast, ”Fools, Liars, and

Mr. DeVoto,“ Saturday Review 9!. Literature; mu (April 15,

1944), 9-12. For defenses of Devoto, see Henry Seidel Canby, "Mr.

Bernard DeVoto," Saturday Review 25. Literature, xxvn (May 6, 1944),

16; and Theodore Morrison, "Mr. Lewis, Mr. Devoto, and 'The Liter-

ery’Fallacy',' Saturday Beview'g£_Literature, XXVII (Msy 6, 1944),

17. The book, undeniably a bad one, has stayed in the minds of

later critics, who use it as if it were the only criticism that

Devoto ever wrote. See, for instance, Stanley Edgar Hyman, Thg_

Armed Vision (New York, 1948), pp. 117—18; and Philip Bahv, Image

and Idea (Norfolk, Connecticut, 1949), pp. 161—64.
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reality of life as it was lived by their countrymen. writers

then became as irrelevant to their society as the literary mining

promoter who wrote tales like Poe's had been to Ogden: ”Cut the

umbilical cord and what dies is not society but literature."88

What certain writers of the 1920's had committed themselves

to was a denial of the dignity and worth of man. The best summap

tion lay in "The Naste Land,” for here "an entire literary move—

ment makes a final judgment. Literature looks at human beings

and says that this is what their experience amounts to."89 And

thus literature dissociated itself from its wellsprings, for all

experience-all history-taught a far different lesson: “Life

hg£_sanctity....The experience of men has a fundamental worth

which neither other men, nor God, nor a hostile fate can.destroy

....Man is the measure of things. Man's experience is the measure

of reality. Man's spirit is the measure of fate."90

One version of the literary fallacy prompted Devoto's first

book of criticism, Mg§§_Twain's America (1932), an ”esssy in the

correction of ideas” laid down about the frontier and its effect

upon Twain by th wyck Brooks.91 Brooks had decided in.£hg_0rdeal

g; _Ma_r_l_:_m that the frontier, with its coarseness, its material-

ism, its sterile drabness, had frustrated the artist in Twain.

 

88l'he Literggy Fallacy, p. 174.

89The Literggz Fallacy, p. 109.

90The hitergg rellng, pp. 119-19.

91Mark Twain's America (Boston, 1932), p. ix.
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To DeVoto this was a literary theory, "a form of metaphysical

autobiography. It permits its contriver to reconstruct facts in

harmony with his prepossessions."92 He met the literary simpli-

fication of the frontier with a historical sketch of the frontier's

diversity, proving that, whatever else it might have been, it was

far from drab and sterile. The Mississippi that flowed through

Hannibal's dooryard carried the kaleidoscopic variety of a march-

ing nation. Twain was a product of this frontier and took from

it those qualities which have made his books endure. The Nashoe

diggings, in turn, far from blighting a sensitive spirit, offered

Twain excitement, opportunity, and growth. He entered enthusias-

tically into the spirit of the Consteck and made his first experi-

ments in those literary forms that were to see his best work.

The rest would be development.

This first study of Twain was a social history of the

artist's early life, and it was social history that DeVoto most

admired in Twain's fiction. In a later volume he decided that

Twain had in fact achieved two kinds of social history: the re-

creation of a notable part of American mythology in Le! Sager,

and the recreation of an entire civilization in Huckleberry gig:

There is a type of mind, and the lovers of Huckleberg

£1.22. belong to it, which prefers experience to meta-

physical abstractions and the thing to its symbol.

Such minds think of Huckleberry Fig; as the greatest

work of nineteenth century fiction in America precisely

because it is not a voyage in pursuit of a white whale

but a voyage among feudists, mobbists, thieves, rogues,
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nigger-hunters, and murderers, precisely because

Huck never encounters a symbol but always some

actual human being working out an actual destiny.
93

Devoto viewed any literary attempt to transform experience

into metaphysics or abstractions with the same distrust he had

for the liberals‘ flights into theory. At its best literature

is ”a fundamental expression of the human spirit, one of the ac-

tivities of man which dignify his estate, illuminate his experi-

ence, work toward truth, pass judgment on life, and try to plumb

the mysteries of fate."94 But those judgments must be based on

experience, these plumbings must be held to perceptible reality.

The integrity of the artist consisted in his holding himself to

the perceived truth and his unwillingness to offer more than

his perception justified. ”For good or ill it may be,” DeVoto

told a lecture audience,

but in so far as our own time has courage, it is

the courage not of hope but of realism, the knowledge

that the conditions of life are infinitely difficult

and the armies of evil infinitely strong. And that

is the judgment passed in these sunny and leisurely

pages where a shrewd boy is drifting down the great

river on a raft, looking with undeluded eyes on the

strange and various spectacle of the human race.95

This courage of realism, Devoto told Edmund Nilson, could

not be tied to social planning, for human needs go far deeper

than economic analysis can followthem.96 The rational planners

 

981235 7321; 21 10.11% (Cambridge, Mass., 1942), p. 100.
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who, ignoring the non-rational in society, believed that man's

difficulties would be solved in Utopia, were the modern equivalent

of those nineteenth century voices of enlightenment who had be—

lieved that the truth about himself would make men free. In

psychology, too, whatever courage man could have must be the

courage of realism. Havelock Ellis, in studying the psychology

of sex, had shared the inability of his time to recognize man's

limitations: ”To learn, to know, to declare, to lot the light

and air in would be enough! The fetid mass of irrationality which

he uncovered would yield to reason; turn it over often enough in

open air and the spores of fear and failure must be killed.” But

then Freud gave man back his ligitations:

The world which Freud opened up was far more desperate

than any Ellis had ventured into, and the race proved

to be far more limited, far more beset by forces be-

yond its control....The goal of freedom in which Ellis

believed was apocalyptic: freedom as power in itself,

freedom as invincible. Freud's was a humbler, sterner,

sadder freedom: freedom for man to grapple with

reality liberated from unconscious forces within him-

self. Ellis's was a freedom of hope; Freud's of for-

titude. Ellis turned Prospero alone and unconquerable

toward the stars. Freud merely gave Prospero weapons

which he might use against the Caliban with whom he

must live forever on his sea-girt isle.97

This was the realism that DeVoto found in Twain and sought

everywhere in literature: the realization that all man's victories

must be partial victories, that the demons were never exercised

but only given dimension, that Caliban was never slain but only

understood, accepted and—semetimes—controlled. It was a
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literature that dealt neither in apocalypse nor Armageddon.

Basing itself on experience, it never promised more than experi-

ence justified.

It was from these convictions that Devoto wrote his best

book of literary criticism, 111:; E9319. 2; Fiction (1950). Here,

fwithout the irritating quarrelsomeness that detracts from so

many of his articles and without dragging in the irrelevant evi-

dence that fills 1h; Literag Fallagz, DeVoto examined the many

different human needs that fiction may meet, from the simple

needs that slick fiction satisfies to the transformation of man's

deepest needs that only great literature achieves. Here, in far

more reasoned form, Devoto argues that the best literature, like

Freud in another realm, offers man always a limited victory, the

courage of realism, Caliban still vigorous and dangerous but

given perspective and made easier to live with because he has

been momentarily shared. Vicariously in fine fiction, perhaps

for that moment only, the reader msy sever the bonds that bind

him to his personal monster and be whole. It is a triumph of magic

and one not to be found elsewhere.98

DeVoto's first novel, The Crooked Mile (1924), begins his

fictional exploration of the idea of the Western frontier.

Chronologically it is the third part of his projected trilogy,

 

98The world _o_f_ Fiction (Boston, 1950), p. 44.
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the first two having been written but destroyed. The novel's

period is 1890 to 1920, opening at that moment when, in the con-

ventions of American historiography, the frontier ceased to

exist. Windsor, which resembles the Ogden of DeVoto's angry ar-

ticles, has passed from frontier crossroads to industrial city.

Its people have settled down in the shadow of the mountains to

live complacently under the power of the copper trust that owns

the mills and smelters and holds the city's destiny negligently

in its bankers' hands.

Windsor is the fraying out of the energy and dream that

once carried America westward. James Abbey, Southern aristocrat,

had come West in 1865 to build another ante-bellum South, a

plantation where his sons and daughters might ride in from the

bounds to the punchbowl. He had sought freedom in the land,

hoping, as his grandson remarks long afterwards, to found "a

feudal barony with the Abbey everlord aloof from the inferior

race."99 This Abbey had tried to escape the new forces of

Windsor's spreading industrial cancer by ignoring the city's

existence and putting his money and energy into inaccessible

desert land, looking to irrigation and isolation for his new Eden.

He appears in this novel as an old man sitting in the sun, his

knees covered by a laprobe, remembering the dream that had drawn

him West and telling his grandson of mirages that he has seen,

not recognizing that dream and mirage were one.

 

99The Crooked Mile (New York, 1924), p. 328.
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James's son, Pemberton, had seen different mirages from

those that filled his father's memory. In him the Abbey energy

was directed toward conquering the forces that James tried to

escape. The Abbey process for extracting copper from low—grade

ore had rocked the West and transformed Windsor into an industrial

city. For one moment Pemberton Abbey had held a state by the

throat, demanding of it, since it could not have the daring to

match his dreams, subservience. And then he too went down-

before the cowardice of Windsor and the power of Eastern capital.

One more rich resource of the West had passed to the calculating

hands of the East.

Gordon Abbey, third of his house, is the product of these-

visions and failures. As a child on his grandfather's farm at

Blaine he too sees mirages, sees his grandfather's promised land

inverted in the sky. And each night before he sleeps he waits

for the passing train that comes from Pemberton's world of mines

and smelters, for he has inherited the worlds bequeathed to him

by both father and grandfather.

For a time, Gordon is allowed to paint his world in the

colors of his dreams, just as the older Abbeys had done in their

different mirages. But then an aunt, representing the forces of

Windsor that have always triumphed over the Abbeys in the and,

destroys the boy‘s drawing books to humble his pride. From then

on Gordon looks at his world with the clear eyes of the observer,

not as the painter who will transform it in accordance with the

image in his mind. Though long thereafter Gordon seeks meaning
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in the symbols of James's and Pemberton's worlds, he is essen-

tially cut off from both, a new generation with the intelligence

to see but without the will to act. The elder Abbeys had pursued

apocalyptic visions of freedom, one thinking to find it in the

proud isolation of the independent landowner, the other in the

industrial power that wrests riches from mountains and dominates

the lives of other men. Gordon Abbey grows up to see the futility

of their visions and to doubt the very existence of the freedom

they sought.

This doubt is nourished by Pemberton's friend John Gale,

under whose tutelage the orphaned Gordon is reared. Gale is a

heretic New Englander sent West to watch over family investments,

an activity he soon abandoned to devote his life to writing the

history of the frontier. His historical thesis is reminiscent

of Frederick Jackson Turner, if one inverted Turner and found

that the conclusion was not faith in continued renewal of democracy

in the search for free land but the certainty of decay and corrup-

tion as the energy of the race is inevitably dispersed and dissi-

pated. The central books in Gale's bibliography are the four

volumes of 222.Dia§pora. Quotations from them are headnotes to

DeVoto's novel, caustic commentaries on that westering experience

of which Windsor is a product; their doctrines run like a dirge

beneath the activities of Windsor's people.

To Gale, the freedom and individualism which American

mythology had attached to the frontier simply never existed.

Instead of the imagination that could visualize a new freedom and
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fulfillment beyond the mountains, the firstcomers had only debts

and neuroses.

mind,

At the hands of poets, professors, and Presidents,

two myths have developed, the Pioneer and the Frontier.

The Pioneer has become...a demi-god combining grandeur,

statecraft, and prophecy in equal measure and following

the inspiration of God in a conscious effort to magnify

the glory of his race. The Frontier has become a

transitory but already hallowed utopia where, uniquely

in human history, individualism was supreme and freedom

a universal endowment...The pioneer, in his earlier

phase, was a fugitive from justice and in his latest

only a hellridden calvinist forced out by his economic

helplessness and searching not for something lost be-

hind the ranges but for free land....Freedom was con-

ditioned by the inheritance of the race, a heritage

not wholly devoid of injustice, mediocrity, tyranny,

and fear. And the true individualist on the frontier

is to be found at one end of a rope whose other end

is in the hands of a group of vigilantes.loo

What visions had lurked in the recesses of the picneer's

what poetry had he found in the mountains and deserts?

Eighty-seven years after Padre Bubio another man

attempted the desert. Joshua Wheedon knew that hell

'was purely a.matter of inheritance and sew no devils

by dsy or night on the Plain of the Fiery Vision.

Ho renamed it Dead Mule Flat. The peaks on the horizon

which.Bubio had called the Blue Mountains of the Mist

of the Throne of God, be disposed of as Bitch Wolf

Bange....Only the red and waterless hills of the last

fortnight's journey, the Canyon of the Curse of God

and the Naked Mountain of the Crucifixion, left their

mark on him and struck a minute poetry from his heart.

His name for them, the Heartbreak Bangs, has survived

the migration he was leading. He came to the end of

them, crawled down the farther side of Crucifixion,

lost two men in the trackless basin, and three weeks

later stood on top of the peak which Bubio had only

gazed at and had called the Mountain of the Hundred

Tears' Temptation. He named it Wheedon's Peak. He

was the.Angle-Saxon, in the vanguard, civilizing his

continent. 01
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Windsor, the product of all the westering, is a blight, a

wasteland inhabited by several varieties of automatons with fat

souls. The well—born (a relative description in Windsor) form

a clan as sharply defined as Hemingway's herd. They live under

the tyranny of copper without the courage to rebel or the intel-

1igence to question. Their talk consists of a few bright, empty

negations; their marriages are without love, their flirtatious

unredeemed by desire; even their money-making is timorous. Their

symbols are the country club, a plush-lined substitute for the

heartier saloons and brothels of their fathers, and automobiles,

machines that are perpetually moving and yet take them nowhere.

Gordon Abbey returns to Windsor from Exoter and Harvard

(John Gale's inheritance) as a soul-sick young man who searches

his world for meaning without great hope of finding it. His pil-

grimage takes him over a long and intricately crooked mile, one

that provides a remarkably complex analysis of Windsor.

The species produces certain biological sports. There is,

for instance, Louis Furrand, who buys the daily Hggglg_and becomes

a prophet of antisepsis and uplift. Once the streetcar franchise

is investigated and there are drinking fountains on every corner,

then Windsor streets will be paved with gold and all the buildings

will be alabaster. From those ninety thousand faceless robots

who fill‘Windsor factories will come a new vitality to shatter

the spiritless respectability of the clan. But at the state

Democratic convention, working to nominate the grandson of

Windsor'o great Populist-of whom, of course, only the golden
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voice remains in his descendant—Louis finds that copper always

exacts its price, even of theM idea. He may elect Allan

Bryce if he must, but only at the expense of suppressing evidence

of copper's corruption. Even the prophet of uplift in Windsor

not become an illustration of the biblical notto for Gordon's

Golden Book of Iindsor, the book he will never write: "Nineveh,

that great city; wherein are more than six score thousand persons

that cannot discern between their right hand and their left hand;

and also much cattle."102

Gale's daughter, Hope, companion of Gordon's childhood,

also stands apart from the clan. For a long time her books, her

father's talk, and the msic she composes but refuses to have

taken seriously, are enough to sustain her. Then she can marry

Louis, build a house which stands symbolically high on a hill

above Vindsor, and provide a quiet haven for the plumod knight

she doesn't quite believe in. When Louis is killed in World War I,

a conflict which to him is America doing for the world what the

m idea was doing for Windsor and the state, she rejoins Gordon

in his pilgrimage.

Both Gordon and Hope are trying to think their way into

sanity. Their curse is an inability to unite nind and feeling,

to find in human experience something to which they can co-it

themselves. John Gale has destroyed all the historical frontiers,

and they cannot find a new one. Gordon's course takes him through
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all the levels of Windsor society, through imersion in the clan

and withdrawal from it, through an abortive love affair, a de—

grading adultery, a term of work in the railroad yards. And there

are interludes: a stint on a liberal Boston weekly, another in

uniform in the war, both of them meaningless. But always there

is the return to Windsor, ostensibly because Gale and Hope are

there, but really because all the frontiers began there for the

Abbeys.

As he ages, Gale becomes increasingly dissatisfied with

what his ideas have created. Neither Hope's fastidious withdrawal

from life nor Gordon's emerging doctrine that to be comfortable

is the highest happiness can please a peevish old man who has

come to doubt the wisdom of his own books. For Gale too has

divorced mind and feeling. The historian knows the meaning of

all Windsor's frontiers. Bi-Yi Windsor, wandering prospector

and windy promoter, had found that the hot springs al layed the

ills of the body and set up a trading post and saloon for freight-

ers on the Overland Trail. Then came the gold fields, and Windsor

was a supply station; When that passed and the harlots and

gamblers departed, the railroad and homesteaders came, "bringing

a double slavery; for what the railroad did not possess, the

108 The home-banks that followed in its wake soon took over.”

steaders, under Windsor's great Populist, Benry~Clay Bryce,

fought that tyranny. Then came Pemberton Abbey and his copper:
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"Here was the one chance that Windsor had ever had to break free.

And Windsor, obeying the instinct of the Gadarene swine, had stam-

peded into the sea.”104

The mind of John Gale knows that Windsor could not have

done otherwise; the frontier had always responded not to a prophet's

call for freedom but to a shopkeeper's cautious balance of profit

and loss. The new tyranny could be broken by a new frontier, but

the result would be a new variety of Windsor. .All this Gale's

mind accepts. But, as he comes to recognize too late and never

admits in life, his dissection of illusions has always spared

one saving illusion. For John Gale, friend of Pemberton Abbey,

the Abbeys have always stood outside historical process. The

Abbeys mean rebellion, constant renewal of the dream of freedmm

that the frontier never had and couldn't understand. In the long

catalogue of Gale's historical inevitabilities, the Abbeys are

an omnipresent 9,33 35 machina, the potential for hope and re-

birth that Louis Parrand had seen in sanitation and the downtrod-

den.massos. There is always the possibility that rebellion will

sometime succeed, the dream be made flesh. TheughGale's mind

knows that in Gordon‘Abbey the fire has died out to leave the

dead ashes of passivity and acceptance, his emotions cannot accept

the fact.

The extent of Gale's commitment to the saving illusion be-

comes clear after his death. In the last months of his life he
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invested the Gale fortune in the Grouse Creek Railroad, property

of Augustus Stein. Year after year Stein is inching a thin line

of rusty nails up the hills, over the divide, over rivers, can-

yons, across sinks, through the Canyon of the Curse of God, till

his rails shall find "a pass on Wheedon's peak, the Mountain of

a Hundred Years' Temptation,” and slide ”downhill into ten

thousand square miles of parched wilderness known as Grouse Creek

105 The dry sands of the Basin had once drunk up theBasin.”

money and sweat of Jim Abbey, who thought to build there another

South, blooming under irrigation, safe from Windsor and the post-

Civil War world. In the dying mdnd of John Gale, seeking a final

affirmation, Grouse Creek means homesteaders, a new frontier to

break the grip of Windsor, one last wilful hope that the and may

be different if there is one more West. It is his legacy to his

daughter and his ward.

For a long time they cannot accept the inheritance. Gordon,

in a final denial of the city, moves to Blaine, the farm where

his crooked mile began, finding security in trim orchards and

anodyno enough for the mind in the day's work and the evening's

agricultural Journals. ‘All the books, the charts for life that

were never worth the writing, can be reduced now to elaborate

charts of the dailwaeather. One last illusion is necessary:

Blaine can shut out Windsor. And after a time, though knowing

that Windsor can.nover be shut out, Bope too comes to Blaine-
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to that marriage so long delayed while the corruscating intelli-

gence denied any union of mind and feeling. But in the end

Windsor, the symbol of the new age, reaches out its tentacles and

denies even Blaine to Gordon. Windsor is the world, and the world

permits no one to escape his inheritance. Gordon goes to Stein

at last.

God has whispered no message of freedom in the ear of

Augustus Stein, twisted and misshapen Munich Jew. The new prophet

of something beyond the ranges no longer believes that God speaks

to nations and leads them forth to the millennium. Stein, who

does not read books because he does not understand them, has

taken his own measurement of John Gale's frontier: Pemberton Abbey

did not fall before a process of history; he failed "because be

106 Creature of cities, Stein sees new Wind-did not know money."

sors in Grouse Creek Basin, to be served by a railroad that he

will own. The railroad is a seeming idiocy, with one chance in

ten thousand of success. But Stein is no dreamer. Manager of

finance that he is, he can "save his rusty rails and worthless

waterfalls from all the bankers....And that was all. No forlorn

hopes, no dying on the spears, would ever fit his fat and twisted

figure.”107 He needs someone who can manage men, someone who

can hate Windsor enough to help him break its power and build a

new one. He needs the Abbey tradition of rebellion.

 

1°5rho Crooked lilo, p. 396.

1°7rh. Crooked Mile, p. 412.
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This is the pioneer in a later age, no seven-foot demi—god

striding forth to conquer the earth but a fat little man who

wants to open a new frontier and make himself very rich. This,

finally, is what all the frontiers have come to. John Gale had

died in a last bitter hope that there must be an invisible fron-

tier beneath all the veils of illusion his books had torn away,

that man might sometime break forth from the charnel house he

has made of all his Wests into something resembling freedom and

a decent life. This is an illusion Gordon Abbey accepts, with

full recognition that it is an illusion. He will unite the sym-

bols of James's and Pemberton's worlds, free land and the rail-

road, together with the illusion that John Gale had left over

when Egg-Diaspora had classified and catalogued all the others,

and he will push his rails through the valley of the Hundred Years'

Temptation that beckons men toward the promised land, always.

The promised land remains an illusion, the railroad an idiocy,

but they may bring insomnia to Windsor, may cause copper's heart

to falter and miss a beat, may remind the clan that the ghosts

of Henry Clay Bryce and Pemberton Abbey cannot be laid forever.

And that will be achievement. The apocalypse of freedom which

haunted the older Abbeys‘has descended to Gordon as a sterner,

sadder freedom: the freedom to rebel. At the end of one crooked

mile and the beginning of a new one, he can nod pleasantly at the

reappearance of a mirage over the hill at Blaine to remind him

of the ghosts of his fathers-this partner of Augustus Stein.

The Crooked'lilo oxplores the frontier idea from.many
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other perspectives. Always, in Devoto's novels, history is an

envelope which surrounds the present, defining its possibilities.

Sometimes it simply makes an ironic comment; at others it points

a limited lesson. But never does it allow the present the luxury

of thinking itself tragic. If there is one thing that the history

of the West has to say in Devoto's novels it is that man's realm

lies somewhere beneath tragedy. Behind all the voices crying to

God for wisdom and union with Him there is history. And history

knows that God has always spoken to man with peculiar lack of

equivocation in the West.

The Diaspora will tell you how God walked on the

frontier, and how one man saw him as an Indian

chief and another as clouds above the Pinons or

the Sawtooths, while some held converse with him

across the prostrate body of the devil in grave-

yards at midnight, and others, the Bbrmmns among

these, were given to see only his hinder parts.

You have read there murders that God ordered, the

pockets of gold he revealed, the days of resur-

rection he foretold and the tabernacles that were

erected as depots for those days.1

But in this late day the hand of the divine in this world

is difficult to perceive. Harvey llalooth, up from Windsor's

shanty Irish, has inherited the editorship of Louis Farrand's

Herald, that voice crying for millennium. Harvey knows that

God still walks the frontier in many guises, but Harvey is running

a newepaper, not whooping for causes, and his newapaper will have

a new plant with floors strong enough so that the presses no

longer fall through once a week. That is the kind of uplift

the Herald new is after.

 

10311.. Crooked Mile, pp. 387-88.
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The courage open to man in Devoto's books is only human

courage, stripped of its pride and placed in perspective by the

record of experience, unsupported by gospel. If the invisible

frontier is of the spirit, it is nevertheless unrelated to those

spiritual frontiers that were the stock in trade of all the

prophets who have ridden the West in Gale's histories. If the

white-tops are to roll westward again, they will follow no pil-

lars of cloud and fire, but only Augustus Stein. And Stein,

untouched by the hand of God, does not read-neads neither John

Gale's books nor words engraved on golden plates. For a partner

Stein has Gordon Abbey, a man of limited conitment who has read

all the records of Windsor-of the West—and has denied the

courage of hope to accept the courage of realism.

Not until his third novel, 11;;m 3; gram-m (1928),

did DeVoto return to the story of the Abbeys and Windsor. Here

the two earlier volumes of the trilogy have been reduced to one,

and the novel shows the effect of this compression. Neverthe-

less, E;M g_f_ Sun-Goes-Dowm illuminates the genesis of the

house of Abbey and the city of Windsor and establishes these

themes explored in 2h; Crooked Egg.

When he left the South, James Abbey felt he was throwing

off its shackles forever. He had fought the South's war and had

come home to find a land still living a lie. In his Mississippi

town a boy shell-shocked into simple-mindedness parades the

streets tooting 22.2... on his flute while the respected

graybeards stand about hating the 'fankee invader in unison and
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assuring each other that even now the forces are massing below

the Rio Grande that will sweep across Texas and drive the con-

quorors before the Bonnie Blue Flag. If the South had been dying,

Abbey would not have deserted it, but the South was clinging to

a dead lie, recognizing no time after the day before yesterday.

So James sells his half of the family plantation, accepts

the curses of his mother and family, and prepares to go West-

to the future. Though he believes that he is escaping the South,

Abbey is in fact carrying it with him. Not for him is the easy

fellowship of common men on the trail, the mutual dependence that

could mean survival. His train breaks up in factionalism, tries

cut-offs that should be there but aren't, and nearly ends in

disaster. Abbey finally breaks away completely to go it alone.

He stumbles at last into HiAYi‘Windsor's Boiling Pot Springs,

his outfit nearly demolished by the desert and most of his oxen

dead, his wife lying in the jolting wagon in pain that has passed

beyond screaming with an almost dead child at her slack breast.

“Windsor is thus trail's end for the Abbeys. Here James

Abbey, once master of Welden's broad acres, will create from the

alkali, sage-covered hillsides a new Weldon. The land against

which he battles in an agony of the will becomes a metaphor: an

apocalyptic vision of freedom. But Abbey is not one to understand

both teams of the metaphor. A.man who wishes his neighbors were

forelocks that they mightopull in his presence cannot accept the

cooperation necessary to survival in this country. From his ex-

perience he has taken just one lesson: the land means freedom,
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and freedom exists only in complete independence from all other

men. Like Coronado, he has brought with him and imposed on the

land a theory to which the land does not conform.

For a time he survives and prospers. Gradually he routs

the sagebrush and brings water to his land. Gradually his acres

become a tame oasis in the arid Ophir Valley. But Ophir valley

is not big enough to ensure Abbey independence forever. So he

opens a new war, this time against the terrible desert andilava

of Grouse Creek Basin. Year after year he pits against the desert

his great energy and ivory dollar the Ophir farm can produce, a

man obsessed by his vision. Grouse Creek is the place where the

new plantation manor shall rise, its drive bordered by tall elms

and walnuts. Here, in a world apart from all other men, the

Abbey soul will at last be free. But the desert has its own way.

Ten thousand square miles of desolation are not to be beaten by

one man, and the Abbey mirage has no place for common effort.

Finally, the banks must foreclose even mortgages held on a vision.

With his wife dead of smallpox and his son a rebel against the

land, Abbey must at last accept defeat.

During these years Windsor has gone its own way, passing,

under Abbey's soornful eyes, through a succession of frontiers:

the goldfields, the railroad, the homesteaders. Those first-

comers who will be remembered as Builders and have schools and

streets named after them in a later day have seen their first

schemes prosper. They follow no visions of freedom. The land

and its resources are there to be promoted and exploited, until
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the exploiters shall become worthy of notice by the forces of

Eastern finance. This early'Windsor has learned from its past

only a psychology of exploitation, exploitation of the bases of

its own existence. The chief change apparent in Tom Whittaker

as he passes from the green baize table in McNamara's saloon to

the carpeted office of a bank presidency is the loss of his

gambler's courage. His gambles are timid now. But he and Wind—

sor's other great will continue to swindle each other until they

are ripe for the East to swindle them all, and then Windsor and

the state will be just one more Eastern-owned mercantile empire

in the West.

Pemberton Abbey, named by James for another man who had

been called a traitor to the South, understands the new age that

his father tried so hard to ignore. Trained under his father's

harsh hand, he inherits the Abbey strength and energy and obses-

sion. He rejects the land for the rock, but like his father

before him, he makes a false metaphor of the realityb-the rock-

in answer to his vision. In copper lies freedom, and freedom for

Pemberton is power over other men: what he does not understand

is that he is chained by his own vision.

Pemberton's journey to freedom takes himlthrough all the

mines of the West, to work in assay offices, to books on.metallur-

gy'and chemistry and geology, to Henry Clay Bryce (not yet Wind-

sor's Populist) to wrestle with mathematics, finally to a robber

baron assault on Mordecai Krug's Sunrise Queen, the richest silver

mine in the West. Pemberton has found a flaw in the surveys, an
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error in triangulation that leaves unclaimed the patch of

mountain which covers the central shaft. He need only hold his

claim with an army of toughs against Krug's forces for thirty-

six hours, until Bryce can ride up hearing a federal injunction

and open a lyric poem of mining law that will bring Pemberton a

million-dollar settlement.

But copper is the future, not silver. In a shack behind

the cottage he has built next to John Gale's house, Pemberton

drives his hired chemists and metallurgists, stubbornly drives

his own mind through exporhments he cannot fully comprehend,

seeking the Abbey process for extracting copper from lowbgrade

ore, while a battalion of desert-rat prospectors scours the

bills for him. For a time he ignores his father's early advice

and tries to draw Windsor into his vision, but Windsor cannot

answer the call. There is water to be had for irrigation. With

canals and tunnels the Great Western could open millions of

acres to farming and fasten itself on the state like a not. But

canals and tunnels would cost five million dollars, enough to

scare Hermaanleinfeld and Tom Whittaker into early graves. James

Abbey had.damned the great of Windsor for being thieves; Pemberton

damns them for being petty thieves, and goes back to his rocks.

For John Gale, Pemberton is a natural force-change, motion,

irresistible desire. Host of .11, to the historian in Gale,

Pemberton is the frontier that had never been except in him. It

is no accident that Gale has begun his histories with a book on

the Goisute Indians, those lowly Diggers whose sheer inferiority
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reduced them to a root and berry culture and sent them fleeing

before all other men; Windsor reminds him of them. But Pemberton

is bigger than Windsor; he is getting something done. Gale can-

not say‘whether he is building or destroying, sometimes cannot

even be sure that it matters. For Pemberton's will matches his

desire; he is the free man. Even the Hugwump mind that has re-

pudiated Back Bay should be appalled before a force that recog—

nizes no laws or rights beyond its own desire, but Gale is

watching a drama he doesn't fully comprehend. Though he knows

that Pemberton is chained to the symbol of his freedom, he also

knows that to be free as Pemberton is free is either to be God

or a monster. Gale is betting on God.

By the time the Abbey process is at last achieved, Pemberton

has found his mine-a.mountain of copper.

A.single mountain heaved itself up and seemed to

lean forward like an overbalanced world. In all

that mass hardly an armful of shrubbery had found

root. It stood naked in its own immensity...a

mountain that oppressed the nerves....

"That's it,” Pemberton said. ”Oh, it's not worth

a damn, John.. Three-four—five per cent at its

best-tenth of a per cent at its worst. A.copper

man would howl you out of his house...iAnd it could

buy out the government at Washington." 09

To attack his mountain Pemberton,-not have all the weapons

of corporate finance. There must be dozens of steam shovels,

pine shacks by the gross, smelters, railroads, bucket lines that

run for miles, thousands of men crawling on the face of the noun-

tain like ants. soot of .11 there must be . bank—his own bank-

 

109The House g£_8uanoes-Down (New York, 1928), pp. 264—65.
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for adequate credit. It is no longer Pemberton against Windsor;

now it is Pemberton against all the forces of finance in America.

”Copper. It's past Windsor, now, John, and it's

past the State. To run my mine I've gone East for

money. v.11, they ain't boys. Mine ain't all the

copper in the world. If they could rob me there'd

be a trust, a copper trust. If they can't maybe

someday I'll be the trust. If I can stand 'em off

four-threo years....If I don't-she's gone over

to the East, John, copper and all the rest."110

For a time he holds his own. The mine comes to be. He

has seen his desire embodied in a stetl world that nibbles at a

mountain, gouging out two tons of rock every third minute and

sending it careening in giant buckets over chasms, to disappear

in the shriek of his smelter, which stands at his railhead. The

human will has created itself. Pemberton Abbey has achieved his

function. He is making copper, and he needs only a little time

to make him solvent, to make him free forever. Like Machiavelli's

Prince, he has assessed and mastered the known forces of his

world, but also like the Prince, he has had to leave one force

out of his rockonings: the dedicated, unaccountable man who

loves principle more than profit. Worse, he has even created the

man; he has imported a banker from the East and then taken the

banker's sister as mistress. Pemberton has always damned the

man who put his feelings before his head; he has always assumed

that any’man but a fool can be bought. Away at his mine, he is

sold out to the copper trust by a banker who puts a quaint notion

of family honor above a share in ruling a world. Windsor is not

 

110The House g£_Suanoes-Down, p. 344.
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only enslaved now, but enslaved to the foreign East.

These novels dramatizing two phases of Western history

never really escape the bounds of their historical thesis. They

should be seen, indeed, as early statements of those themes DeVoto

would use again and again in his later histories. They portray

a West against itself, a land that demanded men of vision and got

instead a race of pygmies. Clinging stubbornly to the myth of

individualism so strong in the logic of sentiment, Windsor blindly

exploits its resources, refusing to recognize a day after tomor-

rowl, refusing to recognize also that in matters of exploitation

it is no match for the forces of the East.

Nor do the elder Abbeys mean deliverance. John Gale's

question about Pemberton is finally academic. Whether God or a

monster, Pemberton seeks a freedom that is an absolute, and ab-

solutes, as DeVoto was to say so many times, mean absoluti“.

Pemberton is Ahab demanding of men allegiance to his vision,

damning them for lacking the courage to be free as God is free.

Ahab's white whale meant death for men. Pemberton's mountain of

power means enslavemont.

Only for Gordon Abbey, inheritor of these visions, is a

limited co-sitment possible. He has sat at Gale's feet too long

to believe that Windsor can follow a banner of freedom, whether

held by Pemberton Abbey or Henry Clay Bryce. But he also knows

a lesson that appears neither in 19.2. Diaspora nor in Gale's sar-

donic biography of the Great Populist: it may be possible to

redeem Windsor in the name of something less than absolute freedom.
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James and Pemberton and Bryce, each in his own way, had demanded

the union of man with God; failing, they were figures of tragedy.

But Gordon knows that history has a way of making the tragic and

comic indistinguishable. The Abbeys and Bryce were prophets

talking to God, and God has long talked familiarly with man on

the frontier, on matters of importance ranging from plural mar-

riage to drinking tea. Like all prophets, these three have ig-

nored experience for the sake of the message. James, thinking

he was rejecting the past, had in fact tried to impose the old

South on the new west. To Bryce the past was a record of slavery,

fetters that a new colossus called The People would shake off

now that God has ordained rebates for farmers. Pemberton saw in

the past only folly and weakness; he has read only one record

from it, Gulliver's Travels, written by a man who knew his Windsor.

Gordon, who also knows the history of Windsor, has accepted the

burden of the past and the consequent knowledge that the goal

of his rebellion-this last attempt to break the hold of the

past by opening one more West-—may prove as illusory as all the

others; and he has talked not to God but only to John Gale and

Augustus Stein.

The thesis rides these novels closely. The Abbeys, and even

John Gale, seem at times to be little more than symbolic represen-

tations of forces in the West. Since theirs is a lonely battle,

largely independent of such ordinary influences as family rela-

tionships, their wives have a habit, having produced a child to

embody the struggle anew in the next generation, of dying with
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incontinent haste. Such relationships as do appear between men

and women in these books are often awkward. Because they exist

constantly on the stretch, the characters are much of the time

perilously close to melodrama. The trilogy plan was perhaps in

itself artificial. ghg_§gggg_g£_§gg:§gggggg!g, reducing two

planned volumes to one, is often so compressed that form becomes

skeletal. James's passage to the West, for instance, is more

nearly the historian's comment than the artist's creation. These

are failures to embody idea dramatically.

Devoto's second novel, 233.Chariot g£_§igg_(1926), is less

open to these objections. It is perhaps the best study we have

had in fiction of the thaumaturge on the frontier. Since the

rise of the new prophet occurs on the western edge of Illinois,

and since his adherents flee across the Mississippi after his

martyrdom, there are implied parallels with the Mormons, but they

are no more than implied. Here DeVoto is examining the genesis

of religion as so much of the West would come to know it. Though

its setting is Illinois in the time of Jackson's first election,

31:; Chariot 2; gig; explores forces that would, in DeVoto's

opinion, have much to do with man's history beyond the hundredth

meridian.

Enam in 1828 is a drab crossroads village lying dormant in

the August fever season. The events that occur there are seen

through the perspective of four minds. Thomas Chadbourne was

once a respected member of the bar and Philadelphia society.

Driven West by some nameless scandal, he has been lawyer, judge,
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and land agent. Elam dislikes him as a Whig, distrusts him as

an intellectual, and despises him as an agnostic. Usually, Elam

provides sufficient amusement for the ironic mind, but when Elam

fails, Chadbourne still has his books and his peach brandy.

Roger Steele, Chadbourne's nephew, has come to Illinois to

learn the law and politics, for on the frontier one can see the

rise of those forces which will sweep oppression before them and

bring democracy to its fruition. For Roger, once Adams is out

of the White House and Jackson is in, Utopia will come to Illinois.

Bose Brashear, the girl Roger wants to marry, is the daugh-

ter of a frontiersman who is a seeker, desperately afraid that

God will come in the Last Day and find him in the wrong church.

The crowning torment of his life is that his daughter Rose has

stubbornly resisted that paroxysm of tears and repentance which

means one is saved.

Ohio Boggs (the name suggests a historical novelist's grim

joke: Missouri's Lilburn Boggs, arch villain in Mormon annals,

‘was not without responsibility for giving the West a religion

that marched in the strength of martyrdom) is to become the

prophet of a new faith. He too is a seeker, having tried the

Methodists, Baptists, Shakers, Free Immersionists, and every other

variety that has come his way.

To Elam at this juncture come two others, Lias Whipple, a

frontier pilgrim who knows that Christ has come again and has

heard that He is now in Elam, and Jacob Tanner, Methodist re-

vivalist who comes to hold a week-long camp meeting.
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All week the people of Elam roll and shout in the ecstasy

of union with God. Roger is there to look on, dismayed to see

rolling in the mud the electorate he hopes to lead by the clear

light of reason. Chadbourne is there also, amused by the spec-

tacle, yet fearing such release of irresponsible power. Ohio

becomes Tanner's prime convert. For three hours he leaps with

jerks, adequate testimony to the strength of his salvation.

Thereafter he is an irresistible force, converting sinners by the

dozen. Only Bose resists his exhortations. For a week, day and

night, she is screamed at; wept at, prayed over. Her conversion

comes on the final night of the meeting. Within a huge circle

of bonfires, striding amidst the dancing shadows and leaping

sparks, Tanner lashes the passions of sinner and saved alike.

Into Tanner's voice crept the tension of a bent

spring, as he waded through the corpses of Dooms-

day, and then the tension snapped in one clear

shuddering scream of accusation. At once, everyb

where in the clearing, men and women were plunging

forward like stunned calves, dozens of them, scores

' of them, while all the rest were roaring a universal

praise of the God whose loving kindness was made

manifest before them.111

Bose pitches forward at Ohio's feet in tears, her legs paralyzed.

Ohio Boggs has cast the devil out of Bose Brashear at last.

Having discovered his new power, Ohio concludes that God

does not reside in the Methodist church after all. He, Ohio Boggs,

is the true prophet. The Boggsites will found the Church of God.

In his growing monomania, Ohio curses those of Elam who resist

 

“In. Chariot 2; Fire (New York, 1926), pp. 55—56.
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conversion, those who refuse their lives and goods to the true

church, until he and his followers are driven out. Elam, its

senses affronted and its faith insulted, would like to martyr

Boggs on the spot. Chadbourne will not have it. To kill him

would be to create a thousand Boggsites tomorrow, ten thousand

within a year. Besides, to Chadbourne, to the man so rebellious

in the name of man that he could not endure even the moderate rule

of his family's gentlemanly Episcopalian God, Ohio has performed

the salutary function of outraging the Baptists, Methodists,

Adventists, Seekers, and New Covenanters “by declaring that God

has seceded from their control.'112

Ohio must have a miracle. He finds it in Rose Brashear.

No frontier remedy has cured her paralysis, no traveling medicine

man has restored life to those nerveless legs. Finally the

prophet hhmself comes to her. With the fireplace flames dancing

among the shadows in the cabin as flames danced on that other

night, Rose, hearing again the voice that sent her into shock,

rises at Ohio's command and walks to him. Thanmaturgy is proof;

Ohio's church has its sign.

To escape the wrath of Elam, Ohio leads his flock out on

the prairie and builds the holy city of Lo-Ruhamah. There, in

those tram-as that send Ohio racing headlong about about the

prairie, God orders many things: pillages against the granaries

of the ungodly, a comely mistress for Ohio, finally even the murder

 

112The Chariot 2£_Fire, p. 72.
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of Ohio's shrewish wife. By spring, Ohio understands that he is

no mere prophet: he has reached his own apotheosis and has be-

come God.

Iith the coming of open roads, Elam marches upon the holy

city to put it to the sword. Cries Tanner: "God himself has

been mocked." Replies Chadbourne: "It i. only the Methodist

God .113
To Roger, not uninfluenced by the opportunity to rescue

Rose from a.madman, Elam's anger is the crusades all over again,

the people rising in the cause of truth.

The mob kills Ohio despite Chadbourne's protests, thereby

making sure that the Church of God will survivo. The prophet

is buried on a hillside above his city, with poor, bewildered

‘Fiddler Gray to preach his eulogy: ”He was God's prophet....And

God dwelt in him. You and me knew him....And one day he'll come

down to lead us again, and there'll never be parting from him."114

Farther down the hill, the soldiers of Roger's triumphant democracy

of righteousness contrive a parody by burying a log and chanting

obscenities over it; while in the valley itself other Elamites,

their various gods unchallenged now, put to the torch that holy

city of ”jasper and sardonyx and chrysolite,"115 those rude,

thatched shacks that era the pitiful embodiment of Ohio's brand

of millennium. Off on the prairie the wagons of the Church of

 

113The Chariot 2£.Fire, p. 265.

114The Chariot 2; Fire, p.‘ 354.

115The Chariot ggyFire, p. 356.
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God march toward the Mississippi and the West, symbolically

shadowed by the smoke of their burning city, marching toward all

the Windsors where men will destroy the land and themselves in

the names of many absolutes, will ignore experience for the sake

of theories born in desire, will see God walking the West in

many guises.

These three novels make up DeVoto's contribution to the

emerging examination of the West in fiction. His best novel,

which incidentally deserves but has not received its place among

the better novels of the 1930's, concerns another phase of his

thought: the return to the sources of the race in New England.116

A later novel, though part of it is set in the West, draws little

upon the Test or life there for its themes)" What he had to

say about the region after 323m _a_; _S;u_n_-G_g_e_s_-D_g_wm;_ he would

say in his articles and books of history.

The themes that appear in these early novels are the ones

that would become familiar in his historical writing: men

learning—-or, more often, disdaining to learn—to live in accor-

dance with the conditions imposed by the region itself, the tech-

niques of survival; men discarding experience for the sake of

theory, dream, and desire, seeing not the landscape but the shim-

mering mirages that their hopes have brought to be; the influence

of the irrational, the logic of sentiment, in conditioning

 

“3!; Accept with Pleasure (Boston, 1934).
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behavior in the West. In the American dream the West symbolized

freedom, the new Adam, release from the past. But the land it-

self taught different lessons. If it demanded the highest level

of self-reliant individualism for immediate survival, it also

demanded a high level of human cooperation for ultimate survival.

For the American who would live in the west, freedom must come

in new terms: in a resolution of individualism and cooperation

which is neither the total independence of the mountain men

nor the enforced conformity of the Mormons.

The west was new in American experience. It asked of men-

in both DeVoto‘s novels and histories-pragmatism, relativism,

the fashioning of a code of life that met the reality of the

land and man's experience there. It taught that the logic of

sentiment gave men false and perhaps disastrous assumptions

about the west; that the idealist's absolute, rampant always in

the region, was a straight path to death or madness. Required

instead was Gordon’s empiricism, his crooked mile. James and

Pemberton had asked to be free as God is free, and loutish,

ignorant Ohio Boggs attained their desire: he became God-and

a.madman. The West demanded instead the experienced courage of

Henry Clay Bryce in his last days, the people's freedom no

longer an apotheosis, launching a last lance against corruption-

not to bring God's justice to earth but to try to save the

forests from the robber barons. Or it demanded Augustus Stein,

who looks to see not holy cities but other Windsors at the end

of his rails in Grouse Creek Basin, while Gordon Abbey will be



414

there to prevent, if he can, the rails from leading either to

holy cities or to more Windsors.

These early Devoto novels will not survive except as the

material of literary history. They represent, in many ways, the

failure of the historian to dramatize his themes. Their charac-

ters are often simply creatures of idea whose loves and losses

have little imaginative force. The historian's intellectual

analysis of the past and the artist's imaginative recreation of

it did not meet in an organic whole in these books.

The novels do, however, have importance for the history of

the Fest in fiction, for they represent a new stage in the rein-

terpretation of the region. By DeVoto's time the old images of

the west had lost their force and had given way to new methods

of analysis. Slowly the west had come into new perspective.

The old assumptions, many of them attached to the west since

Cooper's time, the weary stereotypes and conventions, the holiday

of freedom that was Wister's nostalgic dream, the simplicity of

an egalitarian society that was Rhodes's fervent hope-a11 these

had given way to a new complexity in intellectual and fictional

exploration of the region.

DeVoto, though he cannot be given a place among the best

writers of fiction that the West has produced, represents the

region's new freedom from the outworn fantasies and simplicitiest

The fiction that followed would similarly recognize the com-

plexities of adjustment in America's least known province. The
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west was free at last from all the masks it had worn in literature,

ready for explanation in intelligent fiction.



Chapter Nine

A.New Fiction of the West:

Edwin Corle, Harvey Fergusson, H. L. Davis,

A. B. Guthrie, Halter van Tilburg Clark

Freeing fiction of the West from the stereotypes and con-

ventions, from the puerile image that dominated the minds of

generations of readers, had taken a long time. .A century before

DeVoto's novels, creating a West that answered to his own poli-

tical, social, and aesthetic desires, Cooper had fastened upon

a region a formula so enduring that almost a hundred years later

Jim Bridger would appear in filerson Hough's 3113 Covered 17.2829.

as a natural nobleman, blood brother to Natty Bumppo.

In their turn had appeared the inadvertent innovations of

Mayne Reid, the endless melodrama of the dime novels, and finally

the slow struggle to some sort of reality in Siringo, Adams,

Wister, and Rhodes. Even then the Fest, in the years after the

turn of the century, seemed to belong largely to Zane Grey, that

New Iork dentist who put novels together like recipes in an in-

describable mixture of racism, primitivimm, school-boy morality,

and romance that sped from incident to blood-curdling incident

with lightning rapidity. "The whole effect," of his novels, one

critic has said in a happy sentence, “is that of a brass band

rushing without pause from 113; gag-Spa;gled Banner to M, to

Yankee Doodle, tg_Silver Threads amogg the Gold."1 It is

 

lDouglas Branch, The Cowboy and His Interpreters (New York,

1926), p. 253.
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instructive for one who would understand the impact of the roman-

ticized West on the American mind to know that more than thirteen

million copies of Grey's books were published and sold.

Nevertheless, a beginning had been made. By the time of

Devoto's early novels, though the novels themselves are only par-

tially successful as art, the West had taken on new complexity.

History had made the old image of the West ridiculous; now it

was fiction's turn to help prove the point. From the 1920's on,

the image of the West in fiction changed, and changed rapidly.

Writers, many of them part-time historians, began to subject their

region and its past to new scrutiny and to discover there literary

potentiality.

It is possible now to read intelligent novels about the

Navajos in Arizona, the mountain man at fandango in Santa Fe or

trapping on the Seeds-kee-dee Agie, emigrants on the Oregon Trail,

riveretowns on the Columbia, lynch law in Nevada, Mormons at the

Mountain Meadow Massacre or colonizing the desert, even about the

cattle kingdom. The writers of these books are still not easily

heard above the clatter of Hollywood six-guns or easily distinguished

among the horse opera paperbacks that crowd drugstore shelves. Yet,

together, they have given us something we didn't have before:

they have recreated in imagination a part of our American heritage

that was lost to fiction.
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l. Edwin Corle

Though born in New Jersey in 1906, Edwin Corle has become

one of the Western writers to attempt this fictional reassessment

of his adopted region. .After graduation from the University of

California and two years of graduate work in English at Yale, he

turned in the early 1930's to professional writing as his career.

Corle's special fascination is the arid country of the Southwest:

the sun-baked land Coronado called 5533311115, New Mexico, Utah,

Nevada, and the California desert area. His factual studies

range widely over this land and its history, indicating long and

intense study of this corner of America.

His first book of history, Desert Countg (1941), though

it is marred at times by that curiously adolescent style that

seems to plague the volumes of the American Folkways series (per-

haps resulting from the attempt to popularize rather difficult

material), is essentially competent description of the arid

lands of the region, "a kind of survey course in the study of the

desert,"2 Corle called it. It is a general history of defined

areas and periods: Death valley, the Painted Desert, the Mojave,

the Indians who inhabited the area first, the pioneers, the

Mormons, the boom.towns that are now ghost towns and the newspapers

once published in them, and the legends that grew up everywhere

in this country of mirages.

 

gDesert Counts: (New York, 1941), p. 348.
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Listen, Bright gigggl (1946) is a compelling history of the

Grand Canyon, both of its geological evolution and the record of

its exploration by men, from that first advance guard of Coronado's

party who came and looked and went away to John Wesley Powell, the

intrepid scientist who lost an arm at Shiloh and later was the

first to traverse the Colorado throughout the Canyon by boat. It

is from Powell that Corle's book takes its title. Having passed

and named the muddy waters of the Dirty Devil River where it flows

into the Colorado, he came upon a better portent: the mouth of

the sparkling blue stream that he gratefully called Bright Angel.

‘With his expedition in short supply and near despair, the time

was proper for the student of nature to raise a prayer to nature's

gods: “And if this expedition has-any right to success or sur-

vival, then listen to a scientist's prayer, 0 Bright Angel of

Immortality."3

Powell was followed by other explorers, by a.man who thought

to build a railroad at water level through the Canyon in the best

tradition of grandiose dreams in the West; and even, in the course

of time, by a group of pranksters who attempted the terrible river

with a party that included a dog, a tame bear, and a Harvard

English major who carried a copy of E. A. Robinson's poems as

suitable reading for a beating lark. Though it focuses on the

Grand Canyon, Corle's book actually relates much of the explora-

tory history of this part of the Southwest.

 

3Liston, Bright Angel (New York, 1946), p. 121.
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Also among his factual studies are a biography of John

Studebaker,4 of wagon and automobile fame, who made the long

journey from South Bend to California's Hangtown in 1852 and

thereby enduringly learned, as Corle sees it, the importance

wheels were to have in settling the West, and an excellent his-

torical study of the Gila for the Rivers of America series.5

In the latter volume, he returned to his favorite device of using

a particular natural object as the focus for extended forays into

the past and present of his chosen region. As well as any volume

2.13.2 -G_i_l_g_ illustrates Corle's predilection for writing history

that combines military campaigns and official explorations

(Kearny and Frémont here, for instance) with the wanderings of

unofficial pathfinders and the natural and social history of the

area.

These volumes are significant Americana, and they outweigh,

thus far, Corle's work in fiction. One reason is an odd one.

Appended to certain of his factual studies is a curious strain of

not very thoroughly realized philosophy, a combination of science

and mysticiam'which has ostensibly little to do with his histori-

cal materials.6 In certain instances this has became an intrusive

and unintegrated element in his fiction. Hay B. West, Jr., as

made this point about Coarse Gold (1942), one of the better novels

 

‘Johu Studebaker (New York, 1943).

5The Gila, River _o_f_ the Southwest (New Ierk, 1951).

6This is particularly true of the last pages of Desert

Countgy.
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we have had thus far of the mining towns, pointing out that the

”novel is, perhaps, too much of a philosophic treatise in the

guise of fiction.'7 The problem has been a persistent one for

Corle, often submerging his fictional creations in a murky

science-philosophy.

His fiction of the West began with Mojave (1934), a collec-

tion of stories about the desert country that has always been his

particular province. Though they are firmly grounded in the

physical and social conditions of the region, these stories are

clearly the work of a young and unsure writer and obviously ex-

perimental in technique, particularly point of view. Perhaps their

chief value lies in the sketches they provide of life in the little

dusty desert towns that sometimes have lurid pasts but always have

drab presents and unprepossessing futures. As stories, they de-

pend too often on an unsubtle use of irony to establish themes

that are too obvious.

9.932. _Al__lgl (1938), a novel of Santa Fe, is a far more mature

effort. Here, in one night of seething activity, Corle brings

into symbolic analysis the intricate social relationships that

exist among the Westerners, Easterners, Mexicans, and Indians who

have come together in one of the oldest cities in the West. In

such a society the past and present stand in constant juxtaposi-

tion. .As his central symbol of this condition Corle uses the

concept of time, and we see all characters in relation to it.

 

7Rocky Mountain Reader (New York, 1946), p. 17.
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They range from an utterly deculturized and degraded Mexican

peasant to when time has become only alcohol and oblivion, to

an enervated female tourist who so fears life, which.must be

lived within the confines of time, that she makes time an error

created by the mind, something which one must escape in pure

thought. She will be a tourist wherever she goes. There are

many variations of this theme. For the opportunist, present

time is a thing to be manipulated to control the future; for the

sensualist time is measured as Falstaff measured it, in sensation;

for those whom cultural revolution has displaced time exists only

as history.

Behind all these people is the city with its own history,

its own burden of past and present time. For his unifying charac-

ter Corle uses a wanderer who walks through time without believing

in it as other men do, a man who thinks of thme as three-

dimensienal, with the past and future existing within the present.

.As in the case of Coarse 9213, this central philosophy is an ob-

trusive and unintegrated element. It is not dramatically embodied;

it is only talked about. 923.52. 5.1.1.21 has fine vignettes of cul-

tural clash and presents suggestive symbolic overtones of the re-

lationship of past and present inua part of the West that is both

very old and very new; it is nevertheless dramatically impaired

by a cloudy mysticism which, by suggesting that time is an abso-

lute, conflicts with the novel's own historical use of time.

The publishing date of Corle's latest novel, Billy 1.13: a

(1953), is, fortunately, misleading; the book was drafted in 1935
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and then put aside.8 Here Corle made the mistake that has plagued

many writers of the West from Siringo's time on: the notion that

an almost one-dimensional psychopath can be given human signifi-

cance outside a clinician's report. This book, indeed, is so

carefully researched and so thoroughly based on the factual evi-

dence that, as fiction, it is permitted few liberties. Although

students of the West might be hard to convince that another book

on the subject was needed, this record of Bonney's personality

and exploits is careful, factual, and restrained, mercifully avoid-

ing any attempt to mdko a Robin Hood of the outlaw; but as a

novel it is insignificant.

As evidence that Corle's development as a novelist has not

been consistent, his best work in fiction thus far is a study of

the Navajos which appeared early in his career. 19.2122. 23 3.11;

ggg1g_(1937) reaches beyond the limitations of its own substantial

ethnology to make a.mature fictional analysis of one variety of

Westernor coming to live under new forces. For the Navajo, beyond

the problems of social and economic disruption, lies the problem

of identity. Bed Wind's Son, taken as a child frmm his dying

family by a white missionary during an influenza epidemic, cannot

return as a young man to the identity that accompanies his Indian

name, but neither can he be the Walter Stratton created by the

government schools. To live rod is to attach oneself to a small,

slowly eroding core of culture and belief that has become the

 

8Billy the Kid (New York, 1953), p. 290.

I: f. n
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province of the medicine men who are its jealous preservers. The

ordinary Navajo is so divorced from his tradition that he can sit

by complacently while the fire dance is perverted into slapstick

for the tourists at Gallup. To live white, on the other hand,

is to endure social restrictions that end by denying personality.

Ono course accepts only the past; the other ignores the past com-

pletely but finds no wholeness in the present.

Walter can accept neither position. The Navajos, a proud

tribe, call themselves ”the people on the earth,” implying aware-

ness of their own sources in the land as well as naive dismissal

of other cultural groups. For a time, trying alternately to live

in the red and white worlds and finding no place in either, Walter

dreams only of being in an airplane, far above all the peoples

on the earth. He would be free as a bird is free. What he accepts,

finally, is a harsher, sterner freedom. He returns at last to

the reservation, but he returns as Dawn Boy, the new man who will

live neither red nor white, not as Red Wind's Son. At school he

had liked history best of all his subjects, and it is history that

he finally comes to accept, the present with its burden of the

past, taking from both worlds the materials to fashion a new iden-

tity. The Navajos speak of themselves as thg'people, but out of

cultural conflict and dissolution, history tells Dawn Boy, must

come reintegration, a new people.

Such a summation by no means suggests the depth of the novel's

penetration of its central problem. There are many variations of

Walter's attempt to impose order upon chaos, of man's attempt to
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define himself anew as a human being in a new West. In this

novel Corle was able to find the proper characters to concretize

the themes that appear elsewhere in his novels in almost disem-

bodied fashion. Here the patterns of time and change, cultural

dissolution and reintegration, the loss and finding of identity

work out as a coherent whole in the lives of human beings. Cer-

tainly Corle's is one of the best books we have had on this

phase of Indian life in the Southwest.9

Corle's books of history have indicated a wide comprehension

of the West and its past. Thus for his fiction, partly because

he has subjected man's historical experience in the West to a

speculative philosophy which does not clearly grow out of that

experience, has not consistently indicated the control of material

necessary to whape the Western experience into good fiction.

m_A_._l_l_e_y_ and People 23 _t_l_l_g_M are two of the better novels

produced by the new fiction of the West. Whether Corle can go

beyond them remains uncertain.

 

9Mabel Major, W. Rebecca Smith, and T. M. Pearce, Southwest

Herit e: _A_ Litersg nietog with Biblioggephz (Albuquerque,

1938), p. 115.
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2. Harvey Fergusson

Harvey Fergusson has also made the Southwest the major sub—

ject of his fiction, although he has dealt with aspects different

from those found in Corle's books and has achieved greater stature

as a writer. The range and scope of his books, indeed, make

Fergusson's work the best written on this part of the west thus

far.

Fergusson's personal roots in the region are deep ones.

In his autobiography he makes it clear that his inquiry into his

own origins has the larger purpose of illuminating a period and

a place. New Mexico, where he was born in 1890, has always been

for him the center of the American West. His maternal grand-

father, a freighter on the Santa Fe Trail, fought Comanches with

greater courage than skill and, more naturalist than entrepreneur,

kept a careful journal recording his personal experiences and

observations which Fergusson has since found useful. Fergusson's

father, emigrating after college from the Reconstruction South,

lived one winter in a cabin at White Oaks, New'kexico, with a

writer named Emerson Rough, and became in time the last delegate

to Congress frem the Territory and then a Congressman from the

new state. .A fervent follower of Bryan in a Republican state,

he campaigned with speeches that his son remembers as an unvarying

political drama in which the Trusts and Wall Street played the

villain's role and the Democratic Party rode as a knight on a white

charger.lo The huge adobe house into which Fergusson was born

loHarvey Fergusson, Home ig'the West (New York, 1945), p. 73.
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in.A1buquerque's Old Town had been standing before the American

conquest.

The house would not have mattered much, for as a boy

Fergusson lived out of doors as perhaps few men have in this

century. It is no accident that Walden was the greatest reading

event of his youth.11 He carried this early sense of relationship

to the natural environment with him through college (inevitably

Iashington and Lee, where his father had once admired the old

general cantering about on Traveler), law study in washington,

newspaper reporting there and elsewhere, and finally into his work

as a professional writer. Ettended to include the social environ-

ment, this relationship has become a.major theme in his fiction.

Among Fergusson's books of non-fiction are two of primary

importance for understanding the major intellectual assumptions

that are embodied in his fiction. The first of these, Modern

Egg; §i£_Belief and Behavior (1936), sets forth and documents

certain philosophical and psychological views. Characteristical-

1y, however, Fergusson arrives at his conclusions by way of anthro-

pology and history. Any summary of his argument must remove it

from the context upon which it rests and thereby greatly reduce

its force. Briefly, however, Fergusson's view of man and his

behavior in the world takes the following course.

Evolution, in Fergusson's view, may be defined as the growth

of human consciousness. Primitive man is to be distinguished by

 

llHome _i_n_ the West, p. 173.
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his lack of consciousness as an individual. His actions were

governed by outer necessities-by tribal rules, traditions,

taboos. No split between belief and behavior was possible: a

homogeneous societal organization included swift mechanisms for

dealing with dissenters. Guilt, man's explanation of faulty

behavior, was also projected outward. When a man sinned an evil

spirit had entered his body and must be exorcised. No question-

ing of basic assumptions could occur under such a system. If

the Pueblos' prayers for rain were unavailing, they could conclude

either that their prayers were inadeguate or that the rain god

‘was angry. They did not conclude that praying for rain does not

produce rain. The rain god, like all good and evil spirits,

remained an absolute which was anterior to man. Since the forces

governing behavior existed outside the individual personality in

the tribal rules and tribal gods, man at this stage of his growth

of consciousness could experience no conflict between his inner

and outer necessities.

Christianity in its turn (and Fergusson is using Christianity

only as representative of religions which answered a new stage in

man's consciousness) recognized the growing split between the

inner necessities of the individual personality and the outer neces-

sities of the social environment, but it still projected the strug-

gle in terms of absolutes, giving man a good and an evil angel and

drawing up its rules as deadly sins. At its best, in Roman

Catholicism, it provides a mechanism for the resolution of conflict

in the process of sin, expiation, and absolution. But Christianity
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nevertheless condones and even encourages a fatal division of

consciousness, a split between belief and behavior.

This is true, Fergusson believes, because Christianity im-

poses philosophical absolutes upon the entirely relative world

of human experience. The growing consciousness must continually

question its own assumptions. If man is to regain his sense of

wholeness, he must find a new synthesis of belief and behavior,

tradition and change, inner and outer necessity. To do so he

must reject all philosophical absolutes and must accept a relative

morality developed empirically. Empiricism must be his only

guide, for only this can give him the flexibility to unite belief

and behavior in constantly changing conditions and a growing

consciousness, the flexibility to prevent wasteful frustration

in the individual who must live in a heterogeneous society.

The tragedy ef modern man is less the tragedy of

death than of frustration. Bis hope is that logic

and inquiry will dissolve the bonds that bind him

to his primitive and religious past. His faith

can rest only in the widening light of his own

awareness, and the only transcendent whole that

can contain his spirit is the unified whole of

conscious human being.

Such a summation.is unfair to Fergusson's intricate argument,

'which rests on evidence drawn widely from anthropology, psychology,

history, and literature-this last as man's imaginative expression

of his basic dilemmas. His conclusions, in fact, cannot be sepap

rated from his method. Whether or not these conclusions are ori-

ginal (curiously, Fergusson anticipated by fourteen years many

 

lgledern Ian: His Belief and Behavior (New'Iork, 1936),

pa 324a
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of the doctrines now popularly associated with the name of David

Biesman), they are important to understanding the pattern of

his fiction, a pattern which traces the growth of selected types

of consciousness in the west.

In.gggplglgnghggzg£_(1947) Fergusson extended his philo-

sophical and psychological conclusions to a study of political

behavior in America. Here too he found conflict between the tra-

ditions of the past and the pragmatic necessities of the present.

Fergusson concludes that an empirical resolution of environmental

forces in politics and economics, leading to a consciously planned

economy, is a necessary counterpart to the resolution of primitive

and modern forces in man himself. Although man has always been

far more pragmatic in his thinking about his environment than in

his thinking about himself, here too he is plagued by fixed be-

liefs and unexamined assumptions which he has inherited from the

past. Ihat is true of man psychologically is equally true of

his social environment: in both there must be a new resolution

of conflict between "established patterns of thought and behavior“13

and new necessities.~

The second book which is fundamental to understanding

Fergusson's thought was published three years earlier than Modern

189-o .B_._i_o_ Grande (1933) indicates many of the sources of his

philosophical, psychological, political, and economic conclusions.

It is a distinguished history of his native region. More impor-

tant, it illustrates the range of his historical, anthropological

 

1aPeople and Power (New Turk, 1947), p. 240.
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and sociological investigations of the Southwest. Much of this

country, unwatered and mountainous, has successfully resisted

change down to the present day. It records as much of survival

as of progress. This is true of its people as well, for here

primitive peoples have stubbornly endured in their remote fast-

nesses. Here, if anywhere, Fergusson believes, one can achieve a

feeling of continuity in our experience as a people,

a sense of the past as a living reality conditioning

the present....1t is to many a place of romantic

escape and they seem to look for the exotic rather

than the significant. It has never seemed either

strange or a place of escape to me....I think it is

more intimately integrated with the whole of

American experience than most Americans know.14

Fergusson has, quite literally, used his native region as a micro-

cosm.for studying man's experience in the West and, in extension,

in all of America. What he has had to say about the relationship

of the primitive to the civilized, of man to his environment, of

the past to the present, has its roots in his study of man in the

Southwest.

Fergusson's fiction, which began with magazine stories he

wrote while still a reporter and abandoned as an inadequate out-

let for serious work when he was twenty-seven,15 has not shown

consistent development. The best critic his work has had thus

far presents Fergusson as an artist who stands perpetually at a

crossroads and sometimes takes the wrong turn. The crossroads,

 

1‘aio Grande (New fork, 1933), pp. 286-87.

15Charles C. Baldwin, The Men.Who Make Our Novels (New York,

1924), p. 153.



432

as this critic sees it, represents "the strife between individualism

impelling toward devastation and a communalism striving for survi—

val....It has not always been clear to Fergusson that there is,

of course, but one side on which the artist can operate and sur-

vive."16 .Although this is an undue reduction of Fergusson's

themes, and, it would seem, of the artistic process as a whole,

it remains true that a number of Fergusson's novels stand apart

from the main line of his development.

Capitol g;;;_(1923), written after he gave up newspaper work

in Washington and returned to New Mexico, is a study of the amoral

opportunist»moving up amidst the chicanery, greed, and press

agentry of capital politics. Into it, Fergusson said later, "I

17 The book is a detailedpoured all my disgust with Washington."

and effective diatribe, indicating the range of Fergusson's

‘Washington experience through his Congressman father and his own

newspaper work, but it is not important as a novel.

Footloose McGarnigal (1930) is similarly undeveloped. Hero

Fergusson explodes the old dream of finding freedom and reality

in the West. McGernigal, a pioneer in a late day, comes west from

‘New'Iork seeking the meaning that his uncle once found on the

frontier. .After exploring with some disdain the artist colony at

'Taes and working alone in the mountains as a forest ranger, he

concludes that neither the worship of Indian primitivism nor

 

16Lorene Pearson, "Harvey Fergusson and the Crossroads,”

New Mexico marterlz Review, XXI (Autumn, 1951), 335.

17Baldwin, The Men Iho Make Our Novels, p. 164.
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immersion in nature offers an approach to reality for modern

man. For this he must return to the cities of the East. They

are the new reality; all else is nostalgia. This rejection of

the rural for the urban, of agrarianism for industrialism, of

the Host for the East, argues Lorene Pearson, was symptomatic

of Fergusson's own dilemma. For the moment, it had come to seem

to him that neither the contemporary Vest nor those who used it

as material for fiction had anything of importance to say to

present-day America. It was this logic, she reasons, that im-

pelled Fergusson, for the next few years, to abandon fiction for

history, philosophy, and political analysis, to seek the truth

about man in analytic investigation rather than in the synthesis

of art.18 'Whatever the biographical accuracy of this contention,

McGarnigal is less an exploration of the Vest for its meaning

than an out-of-hand rejection of the region for its meaningless-

ness. Its greatest importance is its demonstration of Fergusson‘s

view of the New Mexico art colonies.

As one would expect, he found the artistic assumptions of

D. R. Lawrence and the other Taos primitivists essentially re-

gressive and puerile. He has set forth his objections in detail

in half a dozen places. In an article which appeared in the same

year as the novel he traced what he called "the cult of the

Indian” in America from Cooper and his followers, and concluded

that modern primitivism springs from the same motives: “the

 

18New Mexico Mrterlz Review, XXI, 347.
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inevitable revolt of the sensitive mind against the harsh disci-

pline and the materialism of civilized life."19 Strengthened by

a new psychology which documents the power of forces which lie

below the conscious level, some modern artists have again sought

psychological and cultural renewal in the worship of aborigines,

particularly Indians of the Southwest. This course, Fergusson

believes, denies the growth of individual consciousness which

the history of art records.2o Man will be made whole, if at all,

by bringing his assumptions and motives to the level of conscious-

ness and achieving a new, empirical integration, not by seeking

fulfillment in a neolithic culture.

(A crossroads which more accurately characterizes Fergusson's

work than the polarities individualismrcommunalism could be

constructed from his own description of man and human behavior.

In all of his novels a protagonist spoks resolution of his inner

necessities and the outer necessities of the physical and social

environment. In Fergusson's best books this environment is the

Southwest, with its own peculiar heritage of historical and con-

temporary assumptions and patterns of behavior. Such a theme,

since it must hold firmly to both historical context and indivi-

dual personality, requires a delicate balance. Once that balance

is lost, the result too easily becomes environmental determinism.

The young opportunist of Capitol Hill, for instance, becomes a

 

19"The Cult of the Indian," Scribner's Magazine, Lmvnl

(August,.l930), 131. . -

2OScribner's lggazine, mm, 131.
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human chameleon who takes entirely the color of his setting.

Individual consciousness is virtually lost in such circumstances.

In Fergusson's terms man has then regressed to primitivism; he

has abandoned the requirements of his individual personality to

accept without question values and assumptions imposed from out-

side. The result, psychologically, is passivity that becomes

inanition. Any struggle involved in this attrition is without

human significance because its conclusion is foregone.

'_1‘_h_e_ £11322;m (1937) is another novel which fails on

this basis, though it employs the theme more fully. Growing up

in a town which is obviously Albuquerque, Morgan Riley inherits

skills which are no longer important to his world. He has a

talent for action and is an expert hunter, but in a city of

boosters acutely conscious of their new country club and measuring

success in shrewd real estate deals, these skills are without

value. Riley, having no inner direction, neither conquers the

town nor effectively resists it; his only weapon is a lethargic

refusal of acquiescence that ends in psychological immolation.

The Old West would have had a use for Morgan.Riley; in the new

one he is an anachronism, and Fergusson, far from seeing signi-

ficance in this situation, views his character's feeble and easily

defeated struggle for self-realization with the detachment of a

sociologist explaining a case history.

Though the theme of conflict between the individual conscious-

ness and the physical and social environment could thus lead

Fergusson to novels governed by abstract determinism, it has
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nevertheless, when held in proper balance, issued in rich ex-

plorations of life in the Southwest. Indeed, it is the key to

Fergusson's understanding of the history of his native region.

In his best books he examines the forces which supplanted one

culture with another in New Mexico and the meaning this process

had for America, "the past as a living reality conditioning the

present." His analysis is less concerned with economics than

with cultural forces and their determination of personality, the

assumptions and traditions that governed human behavior in the

West, man's struggle to bring his comprehension of his environment

and himself into full consciousness. Though he studies the clash

of modern and primitive consciousness, Fergusson is seeking not

an escape into primitivism but an awareness of American heritage

in the Southwest.

The beginning of this major theme may be seen in his first

novel, Ihg_§lggg_g£.thg_Conquerors (1921). Ramon Delcasar is

descended from a Spanish soldier who distinguished himself fighting

Navajos and Apaches in the eighteenth century for his king and

received a thousand square miles of land for his reward. For gene-

rations the Delcasars ruled with absolute authority over their

domain, worked their peons in the field in the summer, wont east

to the great plains for buffalo in the fall, and traveled south

to trade in Sonora and Chihuahua in the winter. Gradually the

Spanish influence withered and the Delcasars and the other great

Dons became a new race of feudal lords, with their own traditions,

assumptions, and patterns of behavior. Many of them fled south
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when military forces from the States took possession of New Mexico

in 1845, but life for those who remained continued much as before.

The Civil War formally freed the peons and Indian slaves, but

debt to their former masters soon made them as dependent as ever

and left the social system unchanged.

Change came abruptly, however, with the railroad that

reached the Rio Grande Valley in the early 1880's. A mile from

Albuquerque's cluster of adobe buildings grew up one of those new

towns which, to Eugene Rhodes, would be symbols of the little

people's defiance of railroad land grabs. To its half—painted

shacks flocked the gringos, intent on business and change.

Swiftly the Dons went into decline: ”Business seemed to them.a

conspiracy to take their lands and their goods..., a remarkably

successful conspiracy. Debt and mortgage and speculation were

the names of itsweapons."21 The Delcasars, by Ramon's time,

have nearly completed the process of economic loss and social

decline. An uncle owns some mountain grazing lands to the north

and a few strategic sections in the upper Valley, and Ramon has

an old house in town. After graduation from low school he is the

first Delcasar in centuries to face life without family position,

and he is the last hope of his family against the invaders.

The tedious path of a young lawyer laboring amidst dusty

books holds no appeal for a Delcasar in'whom the old will to

dominate runs strong. He wants power, position, and most of all

 

21The Blood g£_the Conquerors (New York, 1921), p. 21.
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a pretty, well-born tourist with whom he is infatuated. His

struggle against the new capitalists from the East becomes, by

extension, the struggle of his people. The conflict centers now

on the upper Rio Grande, in the little mountain valleys that will

be opened by the railroad when it links Albuquerque and Denver.

Ramon is well fitted for his battle against MacDougall,

the Yankee entrepreneur. He has intelligence to pit against

IacDougall's shrewdness, cunning to escape the financier's tricks,

passion to resist the exploiter's relentless purpose. More than

this, he has a natural advantage with the people, the little

Mexican landowners whose holdings checkerboard the upper Valley

and hold the key to all development. Ramon, descended from many

generations of feudal lords, must reclaim his heritage. To do

so he must recapture the past and use it to control the present.

A Delcasar, member of the gg_l_l_t_e_ g;M for centuries, must now

manage by persuasion the loyalty his ancestors held by force.

Prom.the £3323Dto the lowliest pelados he must weld the.Mexicans

together against MacDougall and his money. He must match the

power of his native civilization against that of the invaders.

Abandoning his town clothes and law office, Delcasar rides

among the little adobe towns that skirt the slopes of the lower

mountains where live the peasants on their few tillable acres and

the pgtrones who own the stores and dominate the villages. Here

he finds a society that has changed little since the Hexican war.

In this remote land grain is threshed as it was before the Bible

was written. Here the barbaric, sadistic penitentes hermanos, a
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sect combining Christianity, pagan ritual, and peasant political

resistance to the big landowners, still worships in secret before

an altar that bears a skull and crossbones. On Good Friday, as

they have for centuries, they march in procession to Calvary, the

men whipping their backs into bloody tatters with braided lashes

and pulling a cart in which sits an angel of death with a drawn

bow, while a sacrificial victim at the rear staggers under a

huge cross. As a concession to changed times the flagellants no

longer crucify their victim but only bind him to his cross with

ropes.

Delcasar joins the penitentes, charms the sheepherders, in-

fluences the atrones, and persuades them all not to sell their

land to MacDougall. For the first time in his life he is fired

by strong purpose and high aspiration. He is winning against the

gringos. The purpose is lost, however, when the girl he wants

is hustled off to New York and Europe by a family outraged to

find her infatuated with a Mexican. She was to have been the

symbol of his triumph "over that civilization, alien to him in

race and temper, which antagonized and yet fascinated him, with

which he was forced to grapple for his life....1n his heart, he

felt that the gringos had beaten one more Delcasar."22

Slowly, after his loss, he sinks back into lethargy. His

plans fall away and his law office remains closed for long

periods while he roams the country with a horse and shotgun.

 

azflgflgflfim Conquerors, p. 197.
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Finally he sells out to HacDougall, buys a ranch once owned by

one of his ancestors, and fits his existence into the narrow,

comfortable confines of the small Mexican landholder. The blood

of the conquerors had given him a great cultural heritage: spon-

taneity, intelligence, leadership, a capacity for decisive action.

But, in a subtle fashion, it had unfitted him for this new strug-

gle that involved not conquest by force and daring but by patient

and tireless reliance on economics. He can unite belief and be-

havior toward clear purpose through passion and for a short time;

the new capitalist, bred in a different environment, can achieve

a like dedication in the emotionless name of the dollar.

Delcasar‘s failure is finally a failure of the individual

consciousness to surmount environmental influences, to resolve

inner and outer necessities. Though it is manifested in his in-

dividual personality, the failure is cultural, a crisis for his

people under the changes that came to New Mexico in the wake of

the railroads. Delcasar had to abandon one part of himself

when he knelt before the penitentes and asked the saggredor to

slice his back with the cuts that would mark him as a member of

the order, and another part of himself when he asked his Albuquerque

tailor to copy the clothes worn by fashionable tourists. He could

no longer accept the absolutes of faith, sin, and absolution that

resolved the conflicts of the peasants, nor could be wholly escape

them. His personal awareness carried him beyond the ties that

bound him to his culture-a culture which, for all its complexity

of ritual and form, was essentially primitive in taking its values
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from family traditions and religious absolutes rather than from

changing necessities. But his awareness was not strong enough

to break those ties. Enmeshed in conflicting needs, he could dis—

rupt old patterns of belief and behavior; he could not attain

that state of emancipation required to create a new synthesis

from his own necessities. His final position is a halfdway mark

in the growth of individual consciousness. His ultimate compro-

mise, though it achieves a personal resolution which allows him

to live, also represents cultural failure to adapt to new exi-

gencies.

In later books Fergusson has explored this theme with in-

creasing complexity, finding compressed in a few decades of the

Southwest's history a record of human experience that illuminates

much of man's long struggle to understand himself in relation to

his physical and social environment.

In Qgggt_g£.xiggdom (1950), based in part on the actual

history of a Spanish royal land grant in New Mexico, he creates

a microcosm of the past in the Southwest. Jean Ballard was a

mountain man in the region in the 1840's, during the last years

of the fur trade. Unlike many of his companions, however, Ballard

was, by temperament, more creator than exploiter. He was not so

much running from civilization as seeking a new one fitted to

his talents. Trapping and trading furs had been half speculative

business and half wild spree, but Ballard's central drive is a

passion for order.

He explores one version of order by marrying into a Taos
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family of Mexican £1223, something few mountain men ever accom-

plished. The Coronels, an ancient family, have surrounded them-

selves with forms and traditions as intricate as those with which

Henry James's Bellegardes fend off life. Here, in the years

before the railroad, existence is organized, protected, safe, un-

changing. To marry a Coronel is to submerge individual conscious-

ness in the concept of family, and to become in this sense a

primitive man. But Ballard is of a different civilization. His

need for order bears a corollary necessity for challenge. The

centrifugal force that had thrown him into the wilderness for

eight months of every year and the centripetal force that brought

him back to the towns had created the violent rhythm of his

existence, a rhythm which tame life in Taos as the Don's son-in-

law cannot satisfy.

Saving his good valley lands for his sons, the Don gives

Ballard as dowry the title to a royal grant of land far to the

north. Here, beyond the mountains in the country of the Ute

Indians, lie a thousand square miles of‘wilderness that an eighteenth-

century Spanish king granted to the Coronels. The Don has never

seen his possession, though he has had his title validated by

both the Mexican and American governments in their turn. His

civilization is of the town and the valleys.

To Ballard the grant is a challenge, an opportunity to create

his own order and to make it endure. He knows the'Moache Utes,

driven from the lowlands by the ravages of.Mexican smallpox and

American whiskey. a. traded with them fairly in the past. Now
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he can offer them protection, a buffer against the white civili—

zation pouring over the Santa Fe Trail from the East. Slowly

Ballard claims and controls his kingdom, saving his cattle and

sheep from mountain lions and Arapahoes, dominating his world by

the power of his leadership. In time he becomes a benevolent

autocrat, ruling with justice an oasis of order in the wilderness.

To him flock other men, Mexicans and whites, some to work for

him, some to open ranches in country he has made safe. Any

traveler is welcome at the long tables of the great Ballard man-

sion, and any who wish to settle may have credit at his store,

but all must accept the law and order he has established. Here

no Texan will prey upon the Mexicans, no white will sell alcohol

to the Utes. For more than twenty years the Ballard Grant is a

self-contained empire, rich, hospitable, and above all orderly.

Inevitably Ballard is broken by the new powers of Eastern

finance in the West. The Civil War had poured money into his

empire, but Ballard had no respect for money. Incurably ill when

the panics of the 1870's arrive, he learns that his creditors in

St. Louis have respect for nothing else. Just before his death

he is forced to sell to a syndicate from Denver.

' Ballard had conquered his part of the west in a time of

free wealth. He knew furs, beef, wool, and men, but nothing of

money. Major Arnold Blore, his successor on the Grant, is the

agent of money-of the world of fences, titles, mortgages, and

monopolies. Ballard had believed in personal power, in his own

knowledge and dominance of men, and had built his civilization
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on this base. Blore believes in corporate power. The power that

Ballard had created Blore had ”bargained for, dreamed of,

coveted.”23 Behind him stands an organization of money with ten-

tacles that reach all the way to Washington, where a false survey,

properly registered and certified, can double the size of the

Grant.

lithout Ballard’s gift of dominating men, Blore must have

an agent to handle the ranchers his survey is dispossessing and

the Mexicans his rule is exploiting. Clay Tighe, in his youth

a Kansas Jayhawker, later a buffalo hunter, and still later deputy

marshal of Dodge City, is that agent. Tighe is a gunman, but he

is not a killer. ‘All his life he has sought the justice among

men that his father once used to dispense as a judge in Illinois.

Ballard had created law; Tighe has used his no less remarkable

talents to enforce the law created by others. His skill with a

gun, retained with the constant training of a champion athlete,

has given him an authority that he need seldom test. But it has

also isolated him from all other men. When he comes to police

Blore's empire, Tighe is past his prime. Chained to his deadly

skill for too many years, he has become its creature, happy only

when distance separates him from all other men.

Blore's money and schemes quickly exploit the Grant, and

‘Tighe's gun enforces the new law. But what Ballard created died

*with him. ‘Iithin two years the Grant is sold at an enormous profit

 

23GrantgLKingdom (New'York, 1950), p. 148.
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to a group of British capitalists, and then soon to another syn-

dicate. Blore, the power-hungry egoist, goes on to greater

financial conquests. Tighe tries unsuccessfully to retire to

ranching, but his reputation clings to him and carries him finally

to an ambusher's bullet. The railroad, arbiter of so many des-

tinies in the West, passes by the Grant and builds no spur, so

even Ballard's flourishing town, by the end of the century, has

become “a sleepy little cowtown at the end of a bad dirt road."24

The one real survivor of the Ballard Grant is Daniel Laird,

who came to the region soon after Ballard and remained to preach

to its people and build its houses. For a long time Laird thought

of Ballard's benevolent autocracy, so much an order from the

past created anew in the wilderness, as the ideal human community.

Here there was peace, and no man need beg or steal. .A peacemaker

who carried no weapon, Laird could live here ”insulated from most

of the shocks of human contact, from the muddle of lust and anger

in.which most men live."25 It is internal order that Laird needs

most of all, and this he finds in isolation, in aloofness from

the human struggle. In the loose social structure of the Grant

a,man may achieve human contact or avoid it with equal ease.

Laird's role had given him a power over other men and yet kept

him aloof from their turmoil.

Ballard's death and the advent of Blore change all this.

Laird, a.man to whom.inner peace has always been the most valuable

 

“Grant o_f_ Kingdom, p. 310.

25Grant 2£.Kiggdom, p. 249.
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human possession, suddenly finds reflected in himself the anger

and the violence that are sweeping the Grant. For a time he

seeks his lost peace in the old isolation that the mountain men

had known, then in the primitive existence of the Mexican peasants

in a mountain village. He finds his destiny, at last, in none

of these relics of the past but in the present and in the world

of men. In the years before the turn of the century Laird has

become the most radical member of the Colorado legislature, first

as a Populist and then as a follower of Bryan, but always "thun-

dering in his mighty voice against the trusts and wall Street,

predicting the day when humble men who worked with their hands

would rise in their organized power and smite the mighty."26 He

is still a prophet, but his vision now is of the present and

future, not of the past. His new texts are taken not from the

Bible but from man's historical experience. He has learned from

the history of the Grant the limitations of order resting upon

personal domination and of despotism imposed by force. He is a

"radical” now, accepting change as the only possible basis for

human order.

93.99}. 93; Kiggdom thus projects four varieties of human con-

sciousness operating within the historical context of the South-

west from.the middle of the nineteenth century until the beginning

of the twentieth. A.major strength of the book is its exploration

of the geneses of these individual consciousnesses-—the forces

 

26Grant _o_f_ Kin dom, p. 302.
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that produced the benevolent autocrat, the power-craving egoist,

the frontier warrior with a passion for order and the means to

enforce it but without the questioning intelligence to discover

its limitations, the idealist who seeks at first only to preserve

his own integrity but learns through experience to raise his

great voice for an experimental pragmatism that can adapt itself

to changing conditions. Each of these men sought to impose order

upon experience, to direct human destiny in the West toward in-

telligible ends. Each acted upon his own necessities, pushed his

awareness of himself in relation to his environment to its logical

end.

In three cases the limitations of individual awareness be-

come cultural failures to adapt to new environmental conditions.

Ballard produced no son and sat out the last months of his life

on the porch of his mansion making his peace with the past, accepting

the relativity of goals he once thought absolute. Blore, who never

married, ends his life isolated in his big Denver house, his small

body withered to the size of a child's by diabetes, alive only

in the eyes that stare always into the past. Tighe, of course,

could never escape the past, could never hang up the guns with

which he once brought order among men. Only Laird produced sons,

evolved a viable tradition to pass on to the future, learned from

man's experience in this isolated bit of the West an approach to

life that could serve men in a changed world. Together these four

represent forces that gave the'West part of its history. This

history is extended beyond the West through the book's reporter,
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a young lawyer and amateur historian from the East. Once Ballard's

lawyer in the 1870‘s, he returns in 1906 to write a history of

the Grant and the forces that once shaped human destinies there.

He will put the lessons of this lost and isolated empire into a

book, for in Fergusson's view the past of the West has something

to say to men everywhere.

In his latest novel, 11.1.2. Conguest g; 922 2.63.12. (1954),

Fergusson again explores a part of his major theme, this time

within the context of a quiet Mexican village in southern New

Mexico in the years following the Civil War. In these days, with

the railroad soon to arrive, New Mexico stood on the verge of

great change, poised between the old and the new. The Conquest

2£_Qgg.ggg§g_is another chapter in Fergusson's long account of

the human consciousness operating under the impact of changing

forces and within the historical context of the Southwest in the

nineteenth century.

Ihen he comes to the tiny cluster of adobe buildings called

Don Pedro, Leo Mendes has already undergone disruptive changes

in his personal life. Born a Jew in New'York's lower East Side,

he fled to the Southwest to escape the tuberculosis which had

killed his parents and threatened his own life. He was a strange

pioneer. Fearful of a west that he knew only through the lurid

accounts of the dime novels and possessing none of the lust for

adventure that often characterized emigrants, he nevertheless

abandoned the familiar and sought a new life in the unknown. In

time, leaving the past and moving against his own fear was to
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become the recurrent motif of his existence.

In Santa Fe he quickly found his way into the humble lives

of the poor Mexicans, learned the language, and looked about for

work that he could do. Almost inevitably he became a peddler,

feeling instinctively that he must walk his way to health in the

sun and open air. For five years he wandered with his burro

deep into the valley of the Rio Grande below Santa Fe.

Mendes was an extraordinary peddler for the time and region.

He soon discovered that his temperament was suited to the village

life of the Mexicans he served. In his family the avenging God

of the Old Testament had long since been diluted by Spinoza's

pantheism into a gentle doctrine that his father taught him as

a child. In time this dwindled in his own mind to a quiet rever-

ence for life and a complete distrust of violence as a means of

settling human differences. As a Jew he was born to a tradition

of oppression that gave him an immediate sympathy with the

Mexican peasantry. Slowly he penetrated the simple life of the

villages, always scrupulous in his observance of the conventions

and traditions of this unchanging civilization, tolerant of be-

liefs that to him could only be primitive and irrational but

which nevertheless expressed admirable human values. Though he

carried no gun and would not learn to shoot one he walked unmo—

lested through a wilderness where thieves and Apaches roamed and

no other peddler ventured. Escaping marauding Indians was.a

matter of good fortune, but the Mexican bandits left him alone

because they knew he was poor himself, lived entirely among the



450

poor, and dealt honestly with them. The occasional plaggudg

ladrones (town of thieves) along his route, Mendes learned,

was an integral part of the social structure-the vengeance of

the poor upon the rich. Though the rich knew nothing of Mendes's

existence, in every village for more than one hundred and fifty

miles he was merchant, newspaper, druggist, and part-time physi—

cian to the poor.

This nomadic life, Mendes came in time to realize, was, in

terms of his own psychology, an evasion of responsibility. As a

peddler he occupied "the fortunate lot of one who serves the

needs of men and escapes their envy, for to all of these people

he was a homeless wanderer, whom they could pity as well as

patronize."27 The pattern of weeks or months on the trail fol-

lowed by the return to Santa Fe for supplies had become the un-

changing rhythm of an existence without ties or obligations.

The life he had undertaken to regain his health was now an end

in itself. As he had once feared the Nest and later the wilder-

ness, he now feared the bonds that entangle settled men. Once

again he moved against his fear, moved to resolve the growing

split between his belief and behavior. He decided to invade Don

Pedro as a storekeeper.

The village itself is a challenge. In the towns of the

upper valley where he is known Mendes could settle without danger

and with assurance'of success into life as a small merchant.

 

”as. 9.222;: 2.2. 229. £22.22. (N... York. 1954), p. 52.
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But Don Pedro, three hundred miles south of Santa Fe, is a civi-

lization from the past preserved by isolation in a new time.

It is a feudal town, the private province of the ancient and

wealthy Vierra family, who rule it within a power system that has

deep roots in the assumptions of the people. Yet Mendes is sure

that Don Pedro belongs to the present and the future. Lying on

the eastern edge of the Rio Grande valley, a day's ride from El

Paso and the border, it is a natural supply point for prospectors

on the Gila and Mimbres, for trading parties from Sonora and

Chihuahua, and for the Mexicans who come from the entire region

to the nearby dry lake of natural salt.

Mendes is a conquistador without guns or army, as remarkable

a storekeeper as he was a peddler. The sign of his Tienda Barata

(literally, "cheap store") means to the poor people "a place

where they could get what theyHIanted for less than their lords

and masters would charge. It was a defiant sign, a challenge to

old and established customs."28 Mendes, almost despite himself,

is an agent of change in his part of New Mexico-bringing new

economic relationships which will replace the old despotism of

the Vierras. He is in no way an exploiter. His instinct is

always to preserve the past rather than to destroy it. He sees

much of value in the ancient customs which give form.to life in

Don Pedro, but he is nevertheless a'man whom experience has taught

to question assumptions, to move against his own fear of change

by a pattern of unending compulsion.

 

28The Conquest 2£.Don Pedro, p. 34.
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.As a man of enterprise he inevitably rises above the peasants

who have always been his customers and friends. Soon he is a

‘5122, cut off from the life he had known as a peddler, accepted-

though grudgingly--even by the Vierras. Within a few years he

has earned a high place in an ancient order, a position of

seeming permanence within the constant change of the Southwest

in the 1870's. His life now is quiet and contained, its boun-

daries carefully marked. It is an existence held over from the

past, but it is nonetheless seductive.

Padre Orlando, the only villager in whom Mendes can find

intellectual stimulation, has succumbed to the charm of this

past. Like Mendes an emigrant who fled the white plague, Orlando,

for an exciting period of his young manhood, worked closely with

Archbishop Lamy of Santa Fe in a long and fervent campaign to

rid the Church of corruption. With reform.long since accomplished,

he has settled back into the comfortable life of Don Pedro. An

epicure and lower of beauty, he has created a little Eden in

his garden and made his table a marvel to all the country. For

twenty years he has been writing a history of the seven golden

cities of Cibola. Gradually Mendes comes to understand that the

book exists only in fragments and will never be finished. It is

Orlando's excuse for escaping into the past and for his willing-

ness to bury in Don Pedro talents which his Church could use

elsewhere.

The familiar need to resolve inner and outer necessity

drives Mendes out of this comfortably circumscribed existence as

it has always driven him to accept the challenge of the unknown.
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The force this time is symbolized in a personal relationship.

A niece of the Vierras had come often as a child to his store

for companionship and to tell him her childhood troubles. Mendes

taught her to read and brought her books from El Paso, sympa-

thized with her rebellion against the strictures placed upon

Mexican girls of good family, and in time transmitted to her his

own belief in human freedom. Gradually she becomes his creation,

another consciousness at least partially liberated from the in-

hibitions and assumptions of its culture. When she returns from

school in Santa Fe they are married-—outside the Church, for

Orlando cannot pretend that his friend could worship anything

more definite than life itself.

In his marriage Mendes is both husband and father, for the

woman who is his wife must trace the origin of her awareness

back to him. Maturity and full emancipation for her mean at

last a new relationship, one in which she can be wholly wife.

She falls in love with a Texan who came to Don Pedro as a rapa-

cious representative of the new economic exploitation but has been

gradually civilized by Mendes's patient guidance. For both the

girl and the Texan their affair is a triumph over the past:

for her, overcoming a hatred of Tejanos that goes back to the

Alamo and the Texan invasion of New'Mexico; for him, emancipa-

tion from chauvinistic dislike of Mexicans as "greasers."

Their love is the final test of Mendes's growth as a civi-

lized man. Marital infidelity is not uncommon among that class

of Mexicans to which he now belongs; indeed, it is often the
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woman's expression of rebellion against the conventions which

restrict her life, a sin which can be resolved in the process

of expiation and absolution provided in her religion. Mendes,

like any wronged Don, could fill his house with servants who

are also concubines. Or he could shoot the Texan, which would

be the gringo's way. He does neither. Instead he accepts the

consequence of the freedom he has created and the responsibility

of his foster parenthood. His desire is to direct life toward

intelligent and fruitful ends, not to destroy it. To act in

accordance with his belief, Mendes must go away, having added

one more dimension to his understanding of human experience.

To the north lies the railhead town of Las Vegas (New

Mexico) in the center of a vast region newly opened by the rails

that have been pushed across Baton Pass. Here have been created

the forces which will shape New Mexico's future, and here Mendes

inevitably must go. He is the new man necessary to the new age.

Fearing change and always resisting it, he has nevertheless become

the pragmatically adaptable man who can meet the challenges of a

changing civilization. Within his own lifetime he has led many

lives, not as a creature determined by his environment, but as

a developing human intelligence which has taken its understanding

from experience and yet has escaped the bonds of the past.

In Fergusson's terms Mendes has thus become the truly

modern man, the liberated individual consciousness which under-

stands the continuity of history as a force which conditions the

present and has accepted the inevitability of change and
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adaptation. In the course of his several careers he has learned

to examine all the assumptions. As a peddler he discovered that

the human consciousness demands responsibility to the human com-

munity. As a merchant in Don Pedro, be explored and mastered a

culture in which outer necessities still govern human behavior,

in which the problems of behavior are yet resolved in terms of

absolutes anterior to man. From experience he has learned to

achieve a working synthesis of his inner direction and the neces-

sities of the environment. To a great extent be has achieved the

uniquely human mission of raising his own comprehension of his

environment and himself to the level of consciousness. Out of

his own rich heritage, and out of the west and its past, he has

derived a psychology, a philosophy, and an ethic which will per-

mit him to live intelligently and without wasteful frustration

within a changing historical context. He has succeeded in uniting

belief and behavior on a level which can satisfy the developed

human intelligence.

Removing Fergusson's themes from context misleadingly sug—

gests that they exist as abstractions. Instead, they derive from

the experience which his books portray. .A principal concern of

his work is to view man within a closely specified area of the

west and period of history, to see him actively engaged with the

circumstances of his condition. Both Laird and Mendes, two

examples of the human consciousness achieving liberation in

widely separated spheres of a complex region, reach a limited tri-

umph, but in neither case is this triumph personal. Rather, it



456

is social and cultural, the liberation of leaders who, in full

comprehension of the past and its hold on the people they lead,

act within these forces to free their society. Understanding the

assumptions that govern the behavior of men, they will do what

they can to bring these assumptions into question and thus to

bring man to his true freedom: "the unified whole of conscious

human being." Created by a West that is constantly changing and

passing into history, they point the way to that new symbolic

West of liberated consciousness and human responsibility which,

in Fergusson's view, man has always been in search of without

knowing it.
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3. H. L. Davis

If Harvey Fergusson is the best novelist of the Southwest

thus far, his counterpart in the Northwest is Harold L. Davis.

Indeed, the five novels and a book of short stories which Davis

has produced since the 1920's may, in the judgment of time, make

him the finest of all interpreters of the west in fiction.

Though they have gone almost unnoticed by literary critics, these

carefully constructed books have achieved an idiom, a technique,

a complexity of organization and maturity of thought and moral

insight which literary criticism would do well to notice.

Davis has himself engaged at one time or another in many

of the occupations that appear in his novels. Born the son of

a country schoolteacher in southwestern Oregon in 1896, he was

in time to see the last gag) of the pioneer movement as it ex-

pressed itself in the homesteading boom ten years later in

eastern Oregon, the section that has always been his special

province. He became a printer's devil at nine, a cowhand and

sheepherder at twelve, and, after high school in a town on the

upper Columbia, a deputy sheriff at seventeen. "Later be edited

a paper in one of the sagebrush counties and attended Stanford

University for a few months. During the first world war he

served with the Seventh Cavalry on the Mexican Border."29 Later

study has made him a recognized expert on Indian life and Nestern

hi.toryo

 

29Dayton Iohler, "a. 1.. Davis: Writer in the West,”

College Egglish, XIV (December, 1952), 133.
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His first literary efforts were poems. Some of them,

published in Harriet Monroe‘s Poetgz, won the Levinson Prize in

1919.30 In 1928 he sent a few to Mencken at 222 American Mercugz,

and in his note of acceptance Mencken suggested that the young

poet send prose specimens as well. Davis, singing cowboy songs

for a Seattle radio network at the time, began to write short

stories under Mencken's exacting tutelage.31 In 1932 he received

a Guggenheim Fellowship and began work on his first novel, H2251

i2.§§2.§2£21 published in 1935, which won the Harper Prize that

year and the Pulitzer Prize the next.32 Perhaps as testimony

of careful craftsmanship, the four novels which followed have

been spread over twenty-two years.

The early stories Davis wrote for Thg'Mercggz and other

magazines contain, in less developed form, many characteristics

of his longer work. The most obvious of these is humor: occa-

sionally the humor of phrasing or word-play, more often the

earthy humor of frontier folklore-bawdy, ironic, soornful of

protension, full of commonsense and democratic leveling and yet

sophisticated enough, in Davis's books, to recognize the limita-

tions of commonsense and leveling. Perhaps not since Twain has

anyone commanded the various forms of frontier humor-the tall

 

30Harry He‘Varfel, American Novelists 2£_Toda: (New'York,

1951), pa 113.

31H. L. Davis, Team Bells woke Mg.(New York, 1953), p. x.

32David James Harkness, "The Southwest and the Host Coast

in Literature," The University 2£_Tennessee Newsletter, XXXIII

(October, 1954), 46.
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tale, the river-roarer boast, the sprawling garrulity of the

pointless story, the animal fable, the burlesque-dwith such ease.

The phrasing, indeed, at times recalls Twain. This is Davis's

description of the transient steamboat men in an upper Columbia

River town which desperately desired respectability:

The steamboat men..., like the freighters before

them, did not belong in a quiet, respectable City

of Homes. They were tough, loud, roughnecked and

quarrelsome. They fought each other in the streets,

and regarded murder as merely one of the unlucky

episodes of a high old social evening. They were

too wild to control, too numerous to whip, and, by

a very slim margin, too human to shoot.33

The elements of humor and folklore in Davis's work have mis-

led nearly all commentators his books have had. The most obvious

function of his humor is the creation of a comic perspective, a

device for controlling his material through irony which is par—

ticularly useful to a writer so thoroughly conscious of human

failings in the West throughout its history. Thus Ernest Leisy

praises Honey $2;th° Horn as "a folk tale devoted to debunking

the pioneers of twentieth century Oregon as a set of stupid rowb

dies whose only desire was to 'get rich quick' by spoiling the

country or each other."34 And Levette Davidson, in support of

the thesis that western fiction must abandon formula for indi-

genous folklore, commends'Winds gf_Mornigg (1952) for its use of

local legends and its skillful weaving of folkloristic elements

into the narrative.3'5

33

 

Team Bells Woke Me, p. 184.

34The American Historical Novel (Norman, Oklahoma, 1950),

po 210.

35Beview of Winds of Mornigg, by H. L. Davis, Western

Folklore, 11 (July? 1959')? 225.
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Both these comments fall short of describing what these

major devices accomplish in Davis's work. His humor achieves

effects that go far beyond pointing out human foolishness. For

example, Calanthe, the adolescent heroine of Eigd§_2£_Mornin ,

has been raised in sheep camps and craves the respectability that

settled town folk so obviously have. .A few devastating anecdotes

have already indicated what that respectability amounts to, but

this ironic undercutting is not used to negate Calanthe's desire;

instead, her yearning becomes a symbol of human aspiration for

dignity and meaningful relationships. When her father is trying

to blackmail a wealthy, treacherous widow into a courtship that

perverts the idea of marriage, Calanthe berates them both to the

book's young hero and cries of the woman, "If the alum factory

ever burned down, she'd be forty miles up the...."36 On its

most superficial level this is the outburst of theochild who

desires respectability and drops her carefully nurtured primness

to recall a bawdy sheep-camp expression when her symbol of respec-

tability, the institution of marriage, is threatened. But this

same scene portrays her as a young woman just becoming aware that

she is in love. On this level the alum factory is an Ophelia-like

obscenity that wells up from the depths of her mind past the bar-

rier of conscious control to convey the reduction of love to

sexuality in a perverted world. What is at stake (and what Calanthe

is learning) is not the form of marriage but the content of human

 

36Winds 2; Morning (New York, 1952), 237.
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feeling, and it is through humor that Davis makes his point.

Humor is thus a selective instrument in his work. By

mocking the false it adds dimension to the true. By ridiculing

the forms of human behavior it explores the contents of human

feeling behind them. When human beings achieve dignity and sig-

nificance in his books it is against a background of human waste

and worthlessness. At the end of his latest novel, The Distant

Mg§i£_(1957), old Ranse Mulock has just passed the crisis of a

dangerous illness. He has spent his life trying to prove himself

in the eyes of the people in his little Columbia River town.

When they hear that he is better his fellow citizens flock to

his bedside:

Steamboat Sperling, an auctioneer and horse-dealer

who boasted when drunk that he had swindled every-

body in the county above the age of thirty, and that

there was a deeper aesthetic satisfaction in selling

stringless pianos and impotent brood-stallions than

in all the uncreatively honest bargain-and-sale

transactions the country had gathered to its annals

since Lewis and Clark; Shad Thrailkell, who used to

chase his wife around the block with an axe every

Saturday night and tried to horsewhip the newspaper

editor for refusing to print his picture with her

obituary when she died of overwork and maltreatment;...

Mrs. Froney Lutges, who was reputed to have parted

with her virtue behind every sagebrush between the

riverbreaks and the Indian reservation, and had tried

to sue all the town doctors for refusing to supply

her with a certificate of virginity to show Mr. Lutges

before the wedding; old B. F. Spengler, who had drawn

a government pension for years on the strength of a

faked limp and manufactured Indian whiskey and trapped

skunks on the side because having their pelts strung

out on the clothesline kept the neighbors from smell-

ing anything suspicious. There were several dozen

more, all of about the same cut, all crowding in and

out, jostling and gabbling and laughing with elation

to know that old Ranse was out of danger and able to

share once more in the life that had held so much
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growth and richness of meaning for them all.37

This is burlesque, of course, designed to illustrate the

general worthlessness of the pe0ple old Mulock has spent his life

believing he must live up to. Yet it also reflects, in bizarre

form, the struggle of the book's major characters, all of them

new old, to reach an affirmation that their own lives have amounted

to something more than pain, waste, frustration, and stupidity,

that the human lot does have dignity and meaning. And, since the

book deals with the emigrant forebears of these major characters,

their fathers who came to Oregon in mid-nineteenth century, the

scene is reflexive to the pioneer movement itself, an assertion

that this restless surge of humanity, for all its human waste and

misdirected effort, must come at last to a limited affirmation

of significance.

Davis's structural method is always this counterpoint:

past and present, age and youth, the dead and the living, Indian

and white, the humanly significant and the humanly trivial. Often

he accomplishes this through inserted stories-the legends and

fables and old wives' tales that make up the folklore of his

region. Here again his commentators have misunderstood him. Such

folklore functions for a larger purpose in his books than the crea-

tion of authentic local color that reviewers have noticed. They

are likely to see his narrative as a frame for innumerable stories

and anecdotes that are amusing or clever or make a point about

 

37.1219.MMus—ii (Ne' York, 1957): PP° 309-100
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human nature in the tradition of crackerbarrel philosOphy but

stand essentially unrelated to the book as a whole. In fact,

these stories are an artistic device of considerable subtlety.

Endlessly woven into his narratives, they have the obvious pur-

poses of revealing the teller's character and of making a comment

upon current action. But as they pile up, they go beyond this

to form a symbolic texture relative to central moral problems in

the book. They become, finally, a structure of symbols of human

behavior under various circumstances that should delight the

most demanding new critic and that adds moral dimension to the

problems of the characters being portrayed.

Thus Grandma Luttrell, a wandering medicine woman at past

eighty, tells the story of her early travels to the young heroine

of Beulah ngd_to quiet the girl after the death of her father.

The old woman had been kidnapped as a child of ten before the

American Revolution by a band of wandering Shawnees in Tennessee.

She stayed with them as a slave for four years, escaped one winter

during the war to Detroit, and was transported to a landing on

Lake Champlain with some other American civilians for prisoner

exchange. There the British officer who was to carry them through

the American lines demanded that they agree not to engage in any

hostile act against the British after their release. Alone of

the Americans, Grandma refused. The angry officer took his

wagons and left. The other prisoners, abandoned in mid-winter

in the wilderness, talked recklessly of hanging the girl who had

brought on all their troubles. So she walked south alone-across
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New York and Pennsylvania and into Virginia and finally, by

emigrant train, back to her settlement in Tennessee.

When we meet her, Grandma is still wandering, after more

than seventy years of it. She thinks of it as restlessness; she

is keeping the possibility alive that something may happen to

her that hasn't already happened. But she knows that she is try-

ing to duplicate the great moment of her life, when she stood in

the snow and told an officer of the mighty British army that

America was a country and that she would fight for it if she got

a chance, and when she knew there was no one else in more than

a hundred miles who cared or dared to do so. It was a foolish

act of faith and devotion to something still weak and defenseless—-

the idea of America. But it is her measurement of human dignity

and it has defined all her experience since. Nothing-1ove,

marriage, children, wealth or adventure-—has come up to it in

meaning. It is the thing she has saved from the past, and it is

not to be negated by the fact that in her old age she follows

camp meetings in the new country selling soapattle to women who

find themselves embarrassed by unseasonal pregnancies.

Ihthin the context of the novel the old woman's memory of

a.moment of irrational glory becomes one definition of human ex-

perience to set against many others. Most of the book's charac-

ters are part of America's restless surge westward. All of them

have good reasons for moving. But each is searching for something

as irrational as Grandma's remembered defiance at the edge of an

ice-covered lake in the wilderness. The journey that carried her
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over half a continent on foot and brought her back, after five

years, to a goal she no longer wanted becomes part of a symbolic

structure of many journeys. Her story will live on in the mind

of the distressed girl she tells it to. In time the girl will

bring it to bear on journeys of her own, one that ends in be-

trayal, one in death, one in separation and disappointment, and

one that reaches limited fulfillment. An old lady's rambling,

therapeutic anecdote thus reaches out to become part of a major

theme: the necessity of making irrational longing somehow accord

with rational possibility.

The journey is a major metaphor in all of Davis's novels.

As a metaphor it carries many themes, but the central one is the

human attempt to place form and order upon experience and thus

to discover its meaning. Each traveler in these books is on a

journey that has as its true goal a definition of himself. He

is, within his lights, in search of human dignity and significance.

This involves his relationship to other men (as with Fergusson,

all triumphs in Davis's books are social as well as personal),

to the past that forms his cultural heritage, and to the naturdl

environment in which he lives. Because these books are Western

fiction, it also involves what Dayton Kohler calls the ironic

”contrast between illusion and reality in the story of the West."38

In the beginning Davis tended to explore his themes almost

as the sociologist analyzes society for its component forces rather

 

38College En lish, XIV, 135.
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than as the novelist sees and dramatizes truths about human ex-

perience from insight into selected figures from the general

pattern. In some of these early stories he suggests a wittier

and more devastating Sinclair Lewis. Thus ”A.Town in Eastern

Oregon,” written in 1930 and in many ways closer to an essay

than a short story, traces the long and hilarious history of a

town's ideal of betterment that has ended in removing every

last natural advantage the community had for survival. Gros Ventre

began, indeed, in a burst of idealism and human improvement. The

impetus came from the staid pages of the Christian Advocate 22g.

Journal and Zion's Herald in 1833 when

an artist signing himself G. P. D. honed his quill

and let himself go upon the subject of the Flathead

Indians,who, he alleged, yearned for religious

instruction.

They were so desperate for a dose of the true

doctrine, he proceeded, that it was pitiful, and

almost an impediment to travel.39

The Gros ventre Mission—-Davis's ironic comment upon Marcus

Whitman and Waiilatpu-discovered in time that the Flatheads were

not so eager after all for the Methodist God. Eastern Oregon

soon lost its place as the land of apostolic opportunity. But

the missionaries had heralded the settlers who passed that way

on their journey to the Willamette. Gros Ventre became a garrison

town quartering troops to protect the emigrants from the Indians:

"With a fort and two companies of infantry, the towfi once more

loped forth upon its career of lofty destiny.n40

 

391'.» 13.11. Woke 3, p. 175.

4°12.» Bells Woke ya, p. 178.
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Simple control of the hostile tribes could scarcely suit

Gros Ventre's ideal of community betterment, however. Since

the first army commander seemed unenthusiastic about slaughtering

Indians wholesale, the town got Washington to replace him:

Even then the new commander, though he fought Indians

willingly enough, didn't tie into them to suit the

citizens' notions. He wanted merely to thrash them

into good behavior. The business men cared nothing

about their behavior, good or bad, but wanted them

exterminated. -There were controversies about that,

and a particularly vicious one about the regulars'

objection to killing Indian women; but, in the end,

idealism prevailed over squeamishness, the single

standard of redskin-slaughter was enforced, and the

hostile tribes were thrashed into helpless, starving

mobs, and shipped off to distant reservations to die

of homesickness....Gros Ventre had made its first

Civic Improvement.

The one flaw in the triumph was that pacification

had gone farther than it needed to....The town's

chief value had been as a refuge, and now there was

nothing to take refuge from.41

The rest of the town's history is a repetition of this pat-

tern. Each Civic Improvement rid Gros Ventre of some objectionable

element which conflicted with the town's overwhelming desire for

decorum: freighters, steamboat men, saloons, the brothels which

once served the surrounding ranch country. Land improvement ended

in converting rundown wheat ranches into worthless orchards which

could not even be reconverted to wheat except at enormous expense.

The comunity project of building good roads made it possible for

the farmers to bypass the town and carry their trade to the city.

The citizens of Gros Ventre were doomed to despoil its every

 

41Team Bells Woke g3, p. 180.
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natural resource by their idealism, their assumptions of what

life should be like in the west, by

an instinct for fixing things over; for making

their town, not what humanity at that stage of the

West needed, but what they themselves could live

in most comfortably-something safe, mild and pre-

dictable.

They wanted a city for homelovers, in the midst

of a country of high-rollers and wild-horse-peelers;

and they could only make their town feel as if it

belonged to them by making it over. The things they

altered might not be any better, but at least they

wouldn't feel that they owed them to the wild country

in which, after a half-century, they were still ac-

tually strangers.

This is one of Davis's earliest stories. Though it deals

with man's relation to his natural environment, a theme that has

continued to occupy him in all his work, it does so only super—

ficially. The history of Gros Ventre is instructive and hilarious,

but it probes no human motives or emotions. Stories in this same

collection that were written later show the change from the witty

sociological essayist to the fiction writer who concerns himself

with man's plight on a deeper level. They are nearly all stories

of Oregon and its peeple in various stages of their history-a

pioneer who has outlived the frontier, horseherders, sheepherders,

freighters, homesteaders, harvest crews, trackmen on the railroad.

They are all competent stories; some of them are excellent. At

their best they portray life in one corner of America on a level

of significance it has not attained elsewhere in American fiction.

 

42Team Bells Woke Mg, p. 185.
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Something of the sociologist's technique clings to Davis's

first novel, 19931 331112. 29.52.: which is, unjustly, the most

generally known of all his books. In a brief note which prefaces

the novel Davis rather ingenuously observes that his original pur-

pose was to include "a representative of every calling that

existed in the State of Oregon during the homesteading period-

1906-1908.“ He was dissuaded from this ambition out of concern

for his readers' patience, but it would be difficult to think of

an occupation that the book omits. “Few areas in American fic-

tion," as Kohler remarked, "have been more carefully examined in

their sociological aspects. Sheepherders, cowpunchers, horse-

traders, storekeepers, wheat-threshers, homesteaders, gamblers,

prostitutes, sheriffs, badmen, Indian bucks and their squaws--

all are accurately described and dramatically presented."43 The

result is a novel of immense vitality and richness of implica-

tion, but sprawling in form. Here, if anywhere in Davis's work,

the stories and anecdotes and character types do not always take

their place in the symbolic pattern of the whole.

Nevertheless, though his later novels have achieved tighter

organization, M _i_n_ 323 §p_r_n_ has at its core a moral problem

which is consistent in Davis's work and illustrates major aspects

of his fictional technique. The central figure of the journey

here, as often in his novels, is an adolescent. Clay Calvert,

like Huck Finn, is a cultural orphan. (The adolescent and the

 

43College English, XIV, 134.
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metaphor of the journey inevitably suggest comparisons with Twain,

however absurd such comparisons inevitably are. ,In Davis's

novels, however, the journey is seldom through a settled civili-

zation; instead, the traveler defines himself against a backdrop

of human movement-—he is Huck Finn after having made good his

plan to "light out for the Territory" and having become a part

of the emigrant upheaval.) Clay was born, of uncertain pater-

nity, in some fence corner. Thus he is the boy without heritage

or tradition or a stake in the established order, the beginner

who must define himself anew.

The process of definition takes Clay through a varied and

complex society. Himself a product of human chaos, a fugitive

even from society's law after helping a prisoner escape from

jail, he searches for order and stability in a world that is rest-

less, discontented, and awash with illusions inherited from the

promised-land psychology of its frontier past. No American writer

has ever been more aware than Davis of the waste involved in all

pioneering-—the false assumptions, blasted dreams, and defeated

hopes, the erosion of human values inevitable in upheaval. He

consistently deals with human beings at that point in their lives

when, in his phrase, they have been "starved down" morally and

spiritually to their final resources. Only then in his books do

they rise, somehow, to the true significance of human being.

Clay is part of a migratory society, part of a flight that

is in reality a pursuit of meaning. On his journeys back and

forth across the state he encounters violence, treachery, murder,
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a lynching, and more varieties of human stupidity than he would

have thought possible. The stay-at—homes are worse. Every river

crossing produces a promoter who has plotted a mythical townsite

that would have delighted Hall Kelley. The planners are all

waiting for the boom that will follow the railroad. There can

be no doubt of the railroad's coming; each townsite preprietor

has talked with E. H. Harriman himself as late as last week.

They are bringing civilization to the wilderness, with a certain

amount of help from civilization's land laws. "I been leenient

with them Siwashes," complains Mr. Pringle, owner and sole resi-

dent of Pringleville.

When I first took up my homestid here I'd let 'em

come every spring and dig camas root the same as

usual, and I didn't charge 'em a cent. And after-

wards when I took up my swamp-land claim and my

desert-land entry and a quarter-section for a

timber-culture and my preemption hundred and twenty

acres and the section I bought up on railroad scrip

I'd let 'em come and camp on it like they'd always

been doin'....Bdt new.lait's about time to call a

halt. You can't develop a city with them do-nothings

lollin' around fightin' and nussin' kids in the mid-

dle of the business district. They've got their

blamed lodges pitched on ground that's goin' to be

the railroad roundhouse and union stock yards, and

they're appeddlin' their blamed wool square on top

of the site for the city hall. It gives people a

bad impression....You lookin' for a location around

here?44

True values are hard to come by and difficult to maintain

within this chaos of illusions. Every place Clay settles finally

drives him.sway with its waste and stupidity. One night on a

wheat ranch a dying old woman leads him on a ghostly tour of the

 

44Honeyégthe Horn (New York, 1935), p. 260.



472

four thousand acres she and her husband have given their lives

to, telling him what it cost as they go. It is a history of pri—

vation, soul—destroying toil, cruelty, greed, chicanery, fraud,

murder, and slavery of children. It is the history of an insuf-

ficient dream, the illusion that acquiring land leads to the good

life-as wasteful of human resources as the town promoters who

believe that selling city lots to fools is the acme of human

existence.

Most foolish of all, perhaps, are the homesteaders who

grab up eastern Oregon just one hundred years after Lewis and Clark.

Here, too, Clay makes his way, across the Cascades from the coast,

searching for that good human order he has never known. He finds

another chapter in man's long story of misuse of natural resources

in the West. To plant wheat on arid grazing land is to defy

nature and history, a mistake that nature soon corrects by blowing

the homesteads away, wheat and all. At the book's end, having

experienced every variety of human foolishness the country affords,

the boy joins the homesteaders as they move back west again toward

work on the railroads.

The moral insight of the novel proceeds on a far deeper

level than this summary suggests. Clay's journeys, which have

taken him through many varieties of human society, have forced

him to explore many levels of the human spirit as well. He has

done more than look on at exhibitions of stupidity and failure;

he has defined himself and thereby defined something of human

destiny. In the end he commits himself to the daughter of a
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wandering horse-trader, a girl he has alternately pursued and fled

throughout the novel. His final commitment is a moral one, for

conflicting moral necessities have made the girl, Luce, the mur-

derer of two men, just as different moral necessities have forced

Clay himself into involuntary homicide and responsibility for a

lynching. Together they have learned the relativity of human

morals in changing circumstances, and learned too that behind the

morals are human needs which give the morals, however ludicrous

or misapplied, a certain dignity. Both of them began in flight-

from the law, from society, from their own origins in human chaos

and worthlessness. Both thought to find meaningful existence in

an ordered society. What they accept, instead, is the heritage

of their time and place: the heritage of a migratory people who,

in their congenital restlessness and despite their stupidity and

their illusions, are pioneers moving toward a new land and a

fresh beginning. Both Clay and Luce have good reason to understand

the moral consequences of this moving-the violence and waste and

disruption of established patterns of behavior that they have re-

capitulated and learned to accept in their own lives. They have

learned also that beneath the ridiculous forms of human behavior

lie the concrete reality of human needs, and behind all the silly

illusions of these people lies the dream that fed America's wes-

tering. It is by the dream that this undeluded boy and girl have

learned to measure the real worth of experience.

H3321 _i_n_ .t_h_e_ H353 is thus much more than the one-dimensional

debunking of pioneering that Leisy has suggested. Instead it is
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man's definition of himself amid historical forces and the up-

heaval of a people in the West, against the background of a clear-

ly dramatized natural setting. For always beneath the human

events in Davis's pages lies the country, its beauty and ugli-

ness and birds and animals. His symbolic pattern thrusts its

way out through all these levels--the physical landscape, its

fauna, its people—-to create the sense of man living and acting

in a definite natural and cultural environment. Thus an early-

morning scene of a coyote gently nudging a sheep away from the

herd in a stately processional of everdwidening circles that

ends in undignified death and sickening gluttony reminds Clay of

people he has known and recurs to him two years later when he

finds himself playing the coyote's role in a human drama. The

sheep's death, such a mean and trivial end to the absorbing dawn

performance, becomes, in extension, part of his growing awareness

of the human need to dignify the end of human life, however mean

or trivial the life or its end may have been. He will see a

family searching for a graveyard to bury a son whose life amounted

to no more than a public nuisance. They must have a graveyard,

a symbol of human community, even if all it contains are five sol-

diers who were shot for gauging up on a lone squaw, a Chinese who

tried to build a fire with a stick of dynamite, and a Mormon who

converted sheepherder's wives so ardently that the husbands were

forced to remove him. For the family, death has imposed human

imperatives, and in the context of the novel these imperatives

reach back to a sheep and a coyote in a mountain meadow on a cold
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morning and forward to other human necessities, with the whole

registering in human perception through the mind of a boy.

All of Davis's later novels are less episodic and more

tightly organized than his first one. His second book, §2£p_g£_

2 Thousand Strigg§_(1947), is unique in his work because it makes

a different use of history from the others and because, though

it is based on historical records and actual figures, it creates

less a fiction in which men work out their destinies than a

fable which recounts some of the human values that found their

way into the American West. Thus it disregards probability of

coincidence and violates other fundamentals of literary realism

to create an almost allegorical pattern of the forces and passions

that went into the naming of an obscure Western town.

These forces and passions have their genesis in Tripoli on

a night when three young Americans, just escaped from the enemy,

take refuge in a warehouse while the American navy bombards the

town. There they listen to Jean-Lambert Tallien, once Citizen

President of the National Convention but now reduced to a minor

consular post under Napoleon, recount the long story of his life.

He tells it to them because he sees in each American one phase

of his own career: ambition, love, vengeance. In an adjoining

romm sits a woman he had once thrown to a Paris mob for love of

another. The mob's flogging drove her mad, and her insane mut-

terings form a background to his tale. Near him, but disguised,

sits the woman he loved, Thérhse do Fontenay, now the mistress

of a commercial traveler.

Tallien succeeded in each of his careers, and the result
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has been human loss so devastating that it has left him a cynical,

broken, purposeless man. His tale is a warning to the Americans,

but one which they cannot heed. When it is finished and he has

stepped outside, Thérése do Fontenay makes an effort to redeem

the lost and broken lives that fill her past, to make good the

loss of hopes and dreams that it has cost to keep her alive, by

passing on symbols of herself to the Americans:

You spoke of having more to make up than you had

expected. So have I, much more. That should be

something between us. We all have losses to make

up....I will remember yours, and that you were not

afraid to start, even from a place like this, and

after imprisonment, and against dangers. ‘Will you

take these little things to help you remember it?

There is one for each of you; the crest on them

is mine. Some day in your own country, when you

have made up your lost ground and accomplished

all that you could wish, it may remind you that

there was another who started to make up hers when

you did. It will be something to think I may be

remembered that long, and at such a distance.

Years later the Americans come together again, on the edge

of the Osage country west of the Mississippi. They have run their

lives out into waste and bitterness by now, have created out of

their separate passions of ambition, love, and vengeance their

separate destinies: whoremaster, murderer, thief. Together

they build a frontier trading post and, since they have lived

through the erosion of their own hopes, they name it for the

woman who had somehow kept hers:

If their trail had led them back past hopes failed in,

there had been enough in Tallien and the insane woman

to bring her face to face with a full count of her own.

 

“Harp _9_f_ _a_ Thousand Strings (New York, 1947), pp. 380-81.
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She had not admitted, even in that place and with

that account facing her, that it could end in waste,

in forgetfulness, in nothing; she had not even be-

lieved it could....Their reasons for giving it her

name are moldered away and lost with them, but the

name remains, and remains hers: a witness of one

seedling torn out by the floods that struck root

again after them and lasted on; a witness of some

spirit that she held to even through the long

night of having her account of death and injury re-

cited back to her over the gibberings of the insane

woman who had been lost that she might live. Even

from those shameful and bitter hours, something

lasted and took hold on the earth and in life. If

its old meanings are forgotten and new ones risen

one after another to replace them, she would not

have wanted it otherwise. Things change because

they continue to live. It was not of living that

she was ever afraid.46

Structurally, this is a formidable novel. Its symbolic

pattern is based on "a system of triads: the three settings,

America, Tripoli, and France; the three Americans, each corres-

ponding to one of the drives in Tallien's career; the three

moral choices Tallien must make and their consequences; the three

organic divisions in the structure of the novel."47 ‘Within this

formal pattern appear many other symbols of waste, desolation,

loss, and finally, of affirmation. Out of the old sod-anddwattle

corral of the original trading post have grown young shoots "pro-

A.

truding clusters of white blossoms out to avoid touching the coarse

earth of the wall from which they drew life and beauty."48

Thus it is with history in Davis's fable. Through history's

 

46m 2; 35 Thousand Strings, pp. 434, 438.

47 - . , .-
Embler, College English, XIV, 138.

48Harp g_f_ 2 Thousand Strings, p. 23.



478

thousand-stringed harp blow the lives of human beings, each of

them, however meaningless or obscure it may seem, producing vi-

brations that become part of the whole and touch the strings of

other lives. Both the French Revolution and the American frontier

had meant upheaval and dissolution, loss and waste, blasted lives

and withered hopes, but both had been the earth out of which any

flower of human dignity and beauty must grow. Whatever had been

lost in the changes of history, man's need to define himself

against changing backgrounds and to assert always that his life

has meaning, that it cannot come to nothing, has remained. If

a dusty frontier town on the raw prairie is a poor enough remnant

of passions and aspirations that blew themselves out long ago

four thousand miles away, it is nevertheless proof that man sal-

vages something from humanity's past, that what seems to be dis-

solution and death may after all prove to be only growth and

change.

Davis's three subsequent novels deal more narrowly and,

in the literary sense, more realistically with various phases of

America's westward movement and changing frontier society. Their

themes are the ones that fill all of his fiction: the relation

of past and present in changing human lives; love and its impera-

tives; moral choice and its consequences; the waste and loss of

cultural and physical upheaval, and the resulting journey as a

metaphor of spring and renewal; the illusions involved in the

westering experience, and the dream which lies beneath the illu-

sions and expresses fundamental human needs-all of them part of
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that major theme which is man's continuing definition of himself.

Thus in Beulah 1.922 a half-Indian girl, Ruhama, and a white

boy, Askwani, a foundling raised as a Cherokee, journey in stages

from North Carolina to Illinois, down the Mississippi to Natchez

and back up to Carbondale, west through Missouri and Kansas,

south to the Indian Territory, and finally over the trail to

Oregon, a trek that carries them through many varieties of

American civilization in the late 1850's and the early years of

the Civil War. On their way they test themselves against an

experience which includes violence, cruelty, betrayal, death,

and every variety of human love and folly. They learn what is

worth preserving from their combined heritages and what must be

thrown away. They discover the loss that the journey entails,

and the even greater loss incurred by those who stay at home and

thus miss the meaning of a great thing in the American experience.

They learn about love, many kinds of it: love of country, the

land, humanity, self, the past, the dead; love of glory or repu-

tation or money or freedom; loves that punish or maim; but always

loves that give life meaning.

The journey, on its spiritual and moral levels, becomes an

exploration of these loves, weaving them out in a symbolic pat-

tern that gradually becomes part of Ruhama's perception of her-

self and experience. Thus an old man's story of wasted love,

told her as he builds hidden springs into faro boxes for river

gamblers to cheat their customers with, reaches forward to a

scene two years later and a thousand miles farther west when
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Ruhama again sees one of his boxes, in a game played against the

sister she had lost as a child and who has grown up to become a

gambler and a cheat-an object of wasted love and a part of the

past that Ruhama must discard.

‘Askwani's first love is for the man he has made his spiri-

tual father and then lost in death. On the journey to the Indian

Territory the boy is a symbolic Moses going confidently about

his father's business, following a liturgy of the countryside,

the names of springs and trails and river crossings that he heard

once from a dying man. In time, because life means change and

redefinition, the foundling must go beyond his man-god‘s

teachings and take an unknown road, the trail to Oregon.

The end of the journey, and the end of the novel, is a

dying fa11--an abrupt shift of tone to the commonplace and pedes-

trian. It is not reaching the goal that has defined these wan—

derers, these orphans from all cultures, but the reaching toward

it. The journey has led through many varieties of humanity and

the human spirit. Properly understood, it leads finally to the

Land of Beulah, that place next to the river of death where one

rests in peace; it leads to a new definition of humanity. But

Beulah is also a new point of dispersion, for Askwani and Ruhama's

children must make their own way in man's unending westering, his

search for the dream and his fulfillment of himself.

Though similar in technique to Davis's earlier novels,

Winds of Morning and The Distant Music offer an extension of his

basic themes, for they are concerned with man's lot in the West
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after the journey, in its physical sense, is completed. Now that

these Americans have reached the land of their desiring and have

settled down to live with themselves, fulfillment must come as

much in social relationships as in personal ones. Dealing with

Oregon from 1850 to the 1920's-—and leaving out, this time, the

homesteading boom of the early twentieth century-these books

center symbolically as much on the towns as upon the countryside,

for now man must find dignity and significance within a pattern

of settlement rather than movement. As Amos Clarke, the young

deputy sheriff of Winds 2: Morning, muses:

In old Hendricks' younger days, there had been more

value set on people. Nature had been the enemy then,

and people had to stand together against it. Now

all its wickedness and menace had been taken away;

the thing to be feared now was people, and nature

figured mostly as a safe and reassuring refuge

against their underhandedness and skullduggery. It

was the great healer: the hydrophobia skunk that had

been turned into a household pet....Someday humanity

would have to undergo a similar transfiguring opera-

tion....There would be hymns written booming vast

sweeps of pe0ple as restorers of peace and faith to

perplexed spirits; God's first temples, if only they

would live up to it. Human beings.

Clarke is going to sleep in the foothills of the mountains

as he thinks this, his mind half conscious and filled with shift-

ing images. At first people in the images are far off, unobtru-

sive parts of the landscape. But as they crowd closer they be—

come grotesques of human beings, remembered examples of worthless-

ness from his deputy work and burlesque stories from his little

river town.

_._.__-

49Winds 2; Mornig, p. 272.
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-Yes, sir, doctor, I know as well as anybody

that you're a mighty busy man and you've got all

this big grist of payin' customers adwaitin' for

you to cure 'em, but this here business about

that husband of mine a-losin' his manhood is life

or death....You ain't got any notion how deep a

thing like this takes ahold on him. Yes, sir,

impotency. Well, the first time we noticed it

was along yesterday afternoon, and then a couple

of times last night, and again this morning; and

it's come to the point now that....

-—No, sir, Mr. Sheriff, I don't want to have any-

thing settled with him. I'm a taxpayer here, even

if I am a comparatively young woman, and I want that

no-account plug-ugly arrested and throwed into jail

and sent to the penitentiary; and I want an attach-

ment for damages on whatever he's got in his name....

For damages, yes, sir. He assaulted me and then he

damaged me, and he occasioned me financial loss and

bodily harm and mental anguish....0ver at the dance

in the Chicken Springs schoolhouse last Saturday,

yes, sir....I was a-leanin' out of the window to

git a breath of air between dances...and he come past

and made some slighting remark, and then he hauled

off and kicked me square in the stride so hard it

give me the nosebleed, and I had to go to bed for

four days and have a doctor...and besides that, it

busted three of the hired man's fingers right in the

middle of hayin' when we needed every hand.50

These stories become, as Clarke helps old Hendricks push

a horse herd up into the mountains, grotesque examples of other,

real, human anguish and loss. As the two men travel over the

country the burden of the land comes to them: what a homestead

cost in lives and hopes, how little the inheritors of land won

in anguish have made of the land or of themselves. The foothills,

where people can be remembered in the mind's middle distance,

take their place in the symbolic pattern of the towns in the val-

leys, where life so often seems mean and trivial, and the mountains,

 

60Winds g£_Morning, pp. 272-74.
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where human affairs, through the perspective of distance, take

on stature and consequence. The journey, of course, is itself

symbolic. Old Hendricks's responsibility to a herd of worthless

horses grows to responsibility for all his past and its conse-

quences in his seemingly worthless children, and to commitment

to the country he once deserted. For Clarke responsibility

means return to the town and to permanent human relationships,

both of which he has spent much of his short life escaping. But

the journey has defined the honesty and integrity, the human

feelings beneath all social relationships, that can give life

form and direct it toward truly human ends; and every step of

his return carries him farther from the winter that still hangs

on the high places and toward the spring that, as he had almost

forgotten, comes first to the valleys. By the time of Thg_Distant

§2§i£.the journey has become entirely symbolic, a journey never

taken.

.As proof that Davis's novels have shown steady growth,

these last two are his best. Though they come at the end of

man's physical westering, they are really chronicles of his

morning wind rise, of the potential that lies in his relationship

to his fellows in a settled society. Out of all the loss and

dissolution and stupidity of the past, detailed in those endless,

laconic, bizarre, burlesque stories, has come commitment to the

present and the future. The dream of the West, once a thing

which existed in wild nature beyond the frontier, now must be

achieved in the hearts of men. The distant music which Marco Polo
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heard on the desert, the siren song which gave Davis the title

for his latest book, has, after all, had its existence, like

Emily Dickinson's oriole, in the human heart.

These five novels are without question a major achievement

in Western fiction. In time they may reach a similar status in

American fiction as a whole. Thus far, the surface diffuseness

of Davis's form and idiom, the casual impression that the

laconic tales and animal fables are amusing interruptions of nar-

rative and that his humor and folklore exist only for caricature,

has been against him. Recognition of his quality will require

readers who understand that, within the complexity of form and

language his books achieve, a casual sentence like "The Oregon

country was bigger then than it got to be later" means more

than historical contraction from Territory to state, that it

means, besides, the contraction of an American dream.
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4. .A. B. Guthrie, Jr.

In the new fiction of the West, the best novelist of the

mountain men of the fur trade and the emigrant on the trail to

Oregon has been.A. B. Guthrie, Jr. Though historically these

have been among the more attractive phases of the Western experi-

ence to fiction writers, and are still so, Guthrie's novels attain

an imaginative recreation of the country, the time, and the peo-

ple that has placed them, in the view of most critics, on a

level of their own. They have been praised particularly for

their authenticity, their sense of grandeur in Western topography,

even their "epic" qualities. At their best-and this the critics

have not recognized-they have attempted and at least partially

achieved something more fundamental to the American experience

and to literature itself: the exploration of the human conscious-

ness within a carefully defined area and time of our past-its

assumptions, its limitations, its place in the continuum of the

American consciousness as a whole. Guthrie's books, historical

novels of the West, have suffered the congenital difficulty of

Western fiction at the hands of critics: the placid assumption

that such fiction, however good, cannot escape the boundaries of

history, of region, of nostalgia.

Born in Indiana in 1901, Guthrie is a Westerner by rearing.

When he was six months old his parents moved to Choteau, Montana,

a small town on the upper Teton River, traveling the last thirty

miles by stagecoach from the nearest railhead. There Guthrie's
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father served two careers: as the first high school principal

in the county and as editor of the local newspaper. Guthrie

was graduated in 1923 from the University of Montana, where he

spent more of his time reading Western history than on his major

courses in journalism. Unable to find newspaper work, he drifted

through various jobs, worked for a time for the United States

Forest Service, wrote advertising and sold flour for a concern

in New York state, and finally, while on a visit in Kentucky,

found a place on the Lexington Leader, where he remained for

twenty-one years. A.Nieman Fellowship took him to Harvard in

1944 to study writing under Theodore Morrison, and three years

later Guthrie resigned as executive editor of the nggg£.to devote

himself to writing and to teaching a course in writing at the

University of Kentucky.51

The frontispiece of his latest book lists two previous

novels. ‘Actually there have been three. The first, £2522££.22.

Moon Dance (1943), the one Guthrie would obviously like to for-

 

get, is eloquent testimony to the endurance of formula in Western

fiction, proof that the image of the West built around the strong

man on horseback is a holdover from the past still capable of

corrupting even a good talent. The novel follows the weary pat-

tern of cowboy-detective horse opera, complete with walk-down.

51"Keeping Posted," aturdal Evening Post, CCXX (August 16,

1947), 10; Harry R. Warfel, American Novelists g£_Toda , p. 189;

Eloise Hazard, "First Novelists of 1947," Saturday Review'2£_

Literature, XXII (February 14, 1948), 10.
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It is indistinguishable, except for being better written, from

a thousand other repetitions of the same meaningless melodrama.

Though the Montana setting is carefully realized, the book moves

on so superficial a level of experience that it has nothing of

consequence to say about the West or the people who have lived

there. At the end of this first book Guthrie seemed to be just

one more novelist of the Wild West creating a two-dimensional

world where men had no social or moral problems which could not

be met with Colt revolvers.

Ihg_§ig_§ky_(1947) represents a remarkable advance in both

craft and theme. This is Guthrie's exploration of the mountain

man, the free trapper who followed Lewis and Clark into the wil-

derness and became, for a few brief years, a new symbol of

American freedom. This exploration forms the first part of a

larger dramatic scheme which would eventually follow central

threads of the Western experience through most of the nineteenth

century and into the twentieth. Thus _T_h_g Big _Sfl initiates

themes, symbols, and techniques which Guthrie has extended in

later books.

His plan from the first was to write a sequence of four

novels on the Western movement-—the fur trade, the Oregon emigra-

tion, the rise of the cattle industry in Montana, and finally

the interior Northwest during the present century. Though his

books were thus to be historical novels, Guthrie has little

respect for efforts in this genre which are really costume pieces

dragging in history in unassimilated chunks. "There is a notion,"
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he has said, "that one proves himself a good novelist by proving

he knows history. It is the perfect non-sequitur."52 His own

method is to seek close fidelity to period and place but to avoid

using actual historical figures, a proscription he has held to

except in incidental cases where the actual figure is used for

a brief and specific function and the circumstances of place,

time, and character have been clearly established by research.

Thus in a brief scene indicating the pressures put upon

Oregon emigrants to turn south on the Raft River and take the

trail to California, Guthrie employs old Caleb Greenwood, an

actual mountain man. Greenwood, roaming the West since the time

of the Astorians, was indeed representing John Sutter at Fort

Hall in the summer of 1845, persuading emigrants to California

with casual remarks that depicted the terrors of the Snake River

fordings and the terrible struggle through the Blue Mountains to

the Columbia Dalles, while picturing the California trail as a

Sunday jaunt in the country. And all under the approving eye

of Captain Grant of the Hudson's Bay Company, an organization not

anxious for emigrants in its trapping territory. Greenwood appears

only for a moment and serves a function which history has clearly

assigned to him.

Guthrie's fidelity to both the facts and spirit of his

material has been the quality most remarked upon in his work.

___—

52Harvey Breit, "Talk with.A. B. Guthrie, Jr.," New York

Times Book Review, October 23, 1949 , 39.
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”As one follows Mr. Guthrie's stirring story deeper and deeper

into the wilderness," a critic has said of 1133. Big Sky, "one

realizes with increasing certainty that this is not just another

combination of research and adventure, that here is a magical

re-creation of a lost world and a rare capacity to convey its

essential quality. If that sadly overworked word, epic, had not

been so debased by indiscriminate misuse, Th3_§ig_§ky_could be

called an epic of the Mountain Man."53 Leisy, whose praise must

be mitigated by the fact that his understanding of the novel

rests either on sketchy reading or faulty memory (he has Boone

Caudill kill his father; Guthrie does not), calls the book "a

skillfully planned and finished work, obviously the product of

many years' gestation.”54 "The plains and mountains of it,”

writes another critic, "are not painted likenesses but are the

things themselves....0ne feels-thus it was)"55

The sense of authenticity that Th; Big _Sfl conveys rests

on solid scholarship in the extremely complex events of the fur

trade. In addition to his research in the written records of

the trade and the trapper's life, as Allen Nevins has noted,

Guthrie carefully traversed the whole route of his novel as he

wrote it,56 a procedure he followed again for his study of Oregon

 

53Orville Prescott, In._z.Opinion (Indianapolis, 1952),

pp. 141-42.

54The American Historical Novel, p. 138.

55Paul Jordan-Smith, "The Westward Movement in Fiction-

1947, " Pacific Spectator 11 (Winter, 1948), 112.

sefieview of TheBigS by A. B. Guthrie, Jr., shtu”day

Review'2£_Literature, xxx May 3, 1947), 10.
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emigration and which accounts for the sense of immediacy he is

able to give the landscape. His grasp of the trapper idiom it-

self is a remarkable achievement. The mountain man's language,

as it has been preserved to us in such records as Garrard's

wah-ToéYah, Ruxton's Life ig_the Far west, Joe Meek's conversa-
 

tions with Frances Victor, and the many other first-hand narra-

tives, is an extremely expressive instrument. Guthrie, without

visible strain or any sense of employing esoterica, has fitted

this language to his own purposes and created an idiom flexible

enough to convey complexities of character and theme.

0n the level of narrative, then, Thg_§lg.§kz_is a histori-

cally accurate recreation of the free trapper (a term designating

the most independent mountain man of all, one who worked for him-

self rather than on contract to one of the companies) and his

existence: his work, talk, adventures, clothes, equipment,

skills, the perils of his daily life, the spree at rendezvous in

the spring. Behind the struggles and perils of the trappers,

always in the background but always forming the context within

which the individuals work out their destinies, stand the larger

forces of the trade: the American Fur Company, known as the

"Company," with its Fort Union at the mouth of the Yellowstone

and the fort's bour eois, McKenzie, erasing all opposition accord-

ing to his orders; the Rocky Mountain Fur Company, the Company's

chief opposition during these years; the Hudson's Bay Company to

the west; the smallpox epidemic of 1837 on the upper Missouri

that destroyed the deadly Blackfeet and reduced the perils of the
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West forever; the emigrants who followed Marcus Whitman to the

Columbia after 1835; and, far off in London, a change in men's

fashions that began making hats of silk and, eventually, did away

with the beaver trade for good. Guthrie's novel covers the years

1830 to 1843, the years in which the mountain trade came to its

full glory and blew itself out, leaving behind mountain men like

Fitzpatrick and Bridger to play nursemaid to emigrants, sending

Wyeth back to Boston to cut ice and Bonneville back to the army.

By 1843, the year of the first Great Migration to Oregon, the

mountain man's life was over. The'West was there still, but it

was the farmer, looking forward to corn and wheat and pigs, who

now tramped along the streams and through the passes that another

kind of man had discovered.

Guthrie's narrative of these thirteen years centers on three

men, free trappers all, who live within the lust and fury of this

time, working, spreeing, and, in the fullest sense, destroying,

as did the fur trade itself, the basis of their own existence.

If his book were not more than this it would be good history but

inadequate as a novel by his own standard. But 11113. Big .S_l_:l is

something more: an exploration of three varieties of the human

consciousness as they adapt to a special kind of life at a parti-

cular time in our past. It is the exploration of the mountain

men from the inside, as a nineteenth century American who took

something from the past, bequeathed something to the future, and

became in time a symbol of a dream that reaches to the bone of

American experience.
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Guthrie builds his themes around several devices of charac-

terization, some of them simply mechanical, and, on a more signi-

ficant level, around basic attitudes toward certain aspects of

life and experience. Names, which Guthrie sometimes uses with

too obvious irony (a roving confidence man in Indiana who asks

unsuspecting travelers for the privilege of camping with them

and then robs his victims is named Bedwell; a Paoli judge bears

the surname Test), are one of the mechanical devices. Eyes,

which are used to indicate insight as well as sight, are a less

wooden device. Most important of all are the attitudes of major

figures toward certain constant abstractions: humanity, civili-

zation, religion, morality, and time. And all these attitudes

are gathered up in the embracing metaphor of the landscape, which

defines the consciousness of those who move upon it.

Since his concern is with the minds of his figures rather

than their adventures, Guthrie's narrative method is to move

back and forth among the viewpoints of major characters, perceiving

as they perceive, paralleling incidents to indicate differences in

perception. 0n the fringes of his narrative are other kinds of

human consciousness—-those of men who belong to the settlements

and think in terms of money or social standing or manifest destiny

or a future full of emigrants and wagons and farms and trade

routes from the Orient. 1115 323 SE, then, concentrating on the

mountain man, has as its thematic center, beneath all the events

of those crowded years, the varieties of American consciousness

that found their way into the West and helped to direct the
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region's destiny-and that of all America.

One of these major figures, Dick Summers, is already a

seasoned mountain man when we first meet him on the Missouri.

He came to the mountains as a boy, and the prime of his life

has paralleled that of the fur trade. Both he and the life he

leads have passed beyond spring into full summer now. The next

few years will bring the final harvest and then, by the time of

the Green River rendezvous in 1837-such lean doings after the

fat years-Summers will know that the spring which has come to

the land as always is only natural renewal, not the personal

rebirth after winter that it had seemed to be before. Ahead of

him is only a patch of land and a few last years to be spent

raising corn and tobacco and looking at the tail of a mule in-

stead of mountains and a sky bigger than you could think.

Already in 1830 Summers is a man of divided consciousness,

making him wonder if he is truly a mountain man after all. He

had never wanted the things which count with other men—-money,

power, position; had never wanted to found a family or to give

his name to a mountain or a river or a town. He had wanted to

be free, free of the things by which other men ran their lives.

He had worshipped only the country, the land, not as a thing to

nurture and improve and make bear a harvest but as something to

enjoy and live off and travel over-—the source of his freedom.

To be free meant to fight Indians and weather and sometimes hard-

ship and always to live in danger. A man proved himself by his

resourcefulness, his independence, his courage. Time, in a life
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where death was a constant danger, could be measured only in

moments or in seasons. It can be remembered as brief moments

of peril within an unending flow that followed a natural course

of summer wandering, fall trapping, winter hibernation, and

finally spring rendezvous.

But increasingly with the years Summers has found part of

his mind looking back to other times and places, to people, even

to settlements. His eyes see the country still and note its

every detail. But they are turned inward too, looking back in

the mind for memories, back to.Ashley and his fort at the mouth

of the Platte, no trace of it remaining now, back to high times

in Taos or starving times along the Yellowstone. The instinct

for survival and for freedom is as strong as ever, but no moment

contains all the mind any longer. At the instant of killing a

Sioux the eye now sees not just an enemy but looks into the

pleading eyes of a victim, eyes soft as a begging dog's.

The land also has changed for Summers. It is no longer a

thing of newness, of something untouched where he can go first.

It has become known land, a record of his youth and of joys now

lost forever. It is because he has changed with the land that

Summers can understand the inevitability of change in the West.

The eyes that probe backward through the memories in his mind have

given him an insight into human history. He realizes, as he

leaves the mountains, that his life has been an escape from time

and that the future belongs to the men in the settlements who

measure out their lives in time. He would not have lived his
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life differently if he could. He has found, in his last years,

that emotional and mental balance which allows him to savor

pleasures with his mind as well as his body, and when the fine

dream of escape and freedom is over-for himself, of course, but

for the West too-—he can understand and let it go.

Summers is the best that the fur trade produced. A.primi-

tive existence in which violence was almost a daily necessity has

never made him cruel or vicious. If he has rejected many of

civilization's values, he has not regressed to the mindlessness

and animal self-indulgence that engulfed many of his kind.

Finding little place in his life for the conventional morality

of the settlements, he has nevertheless fashioned a code of re-

sourcefulness, loyalty, and self-reliance which meets his needs

and defines him as a human being. From the tension between civi-

lization and the wilderness that exists in himself he has learned

to measure life for its freedom and joy, standards not necessarily

inferior to those used in the settlements. Disdainful always of

material acquisitions, of all the things that society holds dear,

he has learned to measure experience for its freshness, to look

back at the last and wonder how much living he had got.

The two other major types of mountain men in Guthrie's book,

Boone Caudill and Jim Deakins, are Summersh young partners during

his last years in the West. Deakins is indeed a little deacon

who, although he loves talk and fun and women, always has God on

his mind and is uneasy about death for what it will prove about

the deity-—either way. His eyes watch the country, as any mountain
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man's must, but they also look forward to the next rendezvous with

its whiskey and squaws and stories, or see God in the lifting

peaks and the sky's immensity. God's hand is everywhere in the

wilderness, but nowhere more than at night in Colter's Hell, as

if here creation had gone untouched since the first day:

The beginning of the world, with the fine singing

filling the sky and the boiling water sounding

low, and a man wondering how things got started,

and was God sitting on one of the stars, looking

down and maybe grinning or maybe frowning? ,A man

felt lost if he let his mind run, lost under the

sky, lost in the high hills, lost and as good as

dead already while time flowed on and on forever....

Jim wished he had a woman. It kept a man's mind

close to himself.57

Wondering always whether God is grinning or frowning, worried

that God may have given him appetites and then fixed it to damn

him eternally for indulging them, Deakins is caught in an endless

pattern of uncertainty, of acceptance and rejection. Though he

is deeply attracted to the wilderness and its freedom, he can

never be entirely at home in it. He must constantly reduce it to

size, find meanings for it that will fit the mind. At times he

must flee to the settlements, where things are of a size that a

man can understand.

Time in the mountains for Deakins is always the future,

the next rendezvous or frolic at Taos, sometimes even the most

ominous future of all-that time when he will know about God at

last. He can see and love the beauty and wildness of the land,

but more often than not he looks at it for tracks of other human

 

57213, Big S}; (New York, 1947), p. 223.
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beings, who can dwarf its immensity and shut it away for a moment

with their laughter and fun. Summers had come to understand that

freedom resided as much in the mind as in the wilderness itself,

that it was partly a condition of youth and confidence and a

sense that the world was new. Deakins, half a man of the tame

settlements and a God-oriented world, is half afraid of freedom

and newness, always a little frightened of a world so new that

God may not have gotten around to it yet.

If Summers and Deakins are both, though in different ways,

only partly committed to the mountains, Boone Caudill is the

mountain man with no trace of the settlements remaining. His

name, as Vernon Young has pointed out, "is an ambivalent pun,

for Caudill suggests caudillo, the leader, and caudal, the tail-

end."58 He is the prototype of his kind, and yet the last inheri-

tor of that early pioneer for whom he is named, the last to have

the untracked wilderness before him.

Caudill's revolt against the settlements is complete. They

mean to him only another man's law (a law that hounded him as a

boy and let a grown man rob him), rules that he will not live by,

values that he cannot accept. In the settlements his mind is

always split, half of it directed to the mountains, but in the

wilderness his consciousness is bounded completely by the moment.

If he looks ahead at all it is only to other hunts, more buffalo

or beaver, new country.

 

58"An American Dream and Its Parody,”.Arizona QuarterLz,

v1 (Summer, 1950), 113. .
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In many ways he is more animal than man. Thought and action

are inseparable parts of the same instinctive process. He wants

no more furs than will buy him powder and ball and whiskey for a

yearly spree. In him, the mountain man's self-sufficiency and

independence have become complete. The intricate skills of his

trade have become instinctive, and he is content to be always

away from the settlements. The epitome of his kind, he asks

nothing more than he has, nothing more than free and open country

and his own strength to rely upon.

Time, which for Summers had been mostly past and for Deakins

mostly future, is for Caudill only present. Yesterday is already

history, an indistinguishable part of a whole that includes present

and future as well. When he completed his commitment to the wil-

derness by taking a Piegan squaw and becoming a Blackfoot himself

(the Piegans are a tribe of the Blackfoot nation), his conscious-

ness is entirely in accord with time:

Life went along one day after another as it had for

five seasons now, and the days went together and lost

themselves in one another. Looking back, it was as

if time ran into itself and flowed over, running for-

ward from past times and running back from now so

that yesterday and today were the same. Or maybe

time didn't flow at all but just stood still while a

body moved around in it. A man hunted or fought, and

sat smoking and talking at night, and after a while

the camp went silent except for the dogs taking a

notion to answer the wolves, and so then he went in

and lay with his woman, and it was all he could ask,

just to be living like this, with his belly satisfied,

and his mind peaceful and in his lodge a woman to

suit him.59

 

59The Big 85;, p. 258.
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Since time for Caudill is only present, he must fight to

hold off the future, must deny that settlers' plows will ever

scar the land where he has trapped and camped. His eyes see the

land only as it is, not as it has been or will be. He must always

believe in its newness. He is blind to the history of change in

the West and in himself that Summers had understood, blind to the

future that troubles Deakins, blind to all things outside himself

and his relationship to the physical world.

This blindness is symbolized in his child, born blind, and

in Caudill's own attempt to see the world as his son will see it:

Boone brought his lids down little by little,

screening out the valley below him and the ridge

that rose beyond it and at last the sun itself

except for the red light that swam through.

This was how it was to be blind, not to see the

buttes and the mountains against the sky or the

wooded line of the river, not to see the coyote

trotting far off or the camp in the trees...,

not to see even the hand held close before his

face but only the red swimming and maybe not

even that. Maybe only thick and steady darkness

like in a cave or out on the plains at night

with the clouds drawn low and not even one star

peeking through. A.man couldn't find a trail or

sight a rifle; he would have to feel his way like

a worm and hope someone would bring meat to him.

He would have to learn the sun by its feel and

the land by the touch of it under his feet and

peOple by the pitch of their voices.60

Thus it is Caudill, the man whose eyes never leave the land,

whose thoughts never stray to the past or wonder about God and

the way of things, who is truly blind. Wanting a world that is

big and free, he has created a prison of his own consciousness.

 

60The Big gig, p. 332.
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Through moral blindness he kills Deakins and destroys those re-

lationships which make up the West he loves. When the West is

spoiled for him, he returns at last to the settlements for a

time. For the first time, on the journey back, he can see and

admit change. The Missouri River, his entrance to the West thir—

teen years before, has shifted its bed so that remembered bars

and points and islands are gone now and no man can say exactly

where a thing happened or believe that past and present are the

same. Change on the banks is even more radical:

The river hunted through the hills and turned sharp

as if it had found the way at last and streamed south

to the old country of the Mandans and the Bees, past

the Knife River, the Heart, the Cannonball. The

Mandans were gone now, dead of the smallpox, and the

Bees had pulled out before the Sioux, and the villages

of both were fallen and rotted....It was only the hills

that remained, only the river, and it too busy to re-

member except sometimes at night when the sky lay quiet

in it and a man looking down jerked his eyes away, not

wanting to see what was pictured from before.

At the last, therefore, Caudill knows the change that has

come to the West and understands that he, who had once played God

and looked at the free country as his own creation, has destroyed

the thing he loved. At Independence in 1843 the wagons are

gathering by the hundreds and missionaries are preparing to take

their God where the plow is going, but these things are only an

aftermath to the despoliation of the open country that Caudill

has already accomplished against himself. He begins to under-

stand, at the last, his eyes distant now and fixed on things far

away in both space and time, that the wilderness was more than

 

61The Big 3151, p. 346.
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the landscape it seemed to be. The limitations of his conscious-

ness, blinding him to change and history and any morality beyond

a primitive code, had also prevented his seeing the human values

of love and friendship without which life in the West, even for

him, can be no more than animal existence. Before the emigrants

move in to change and thereby destroy the West he has known and

loved, Caudill has already destroyed the West he carried in his

heart. When he leaves the settlements for the last time, he is

escaping only into geography; the freedom and happiness he had

sought are already behind him in time, an American dream that has

moved back into that past which he has never recognized till now.

Caudill's failure, finally, is the failure of the complete

mountain man, both as historical figure and as representative

of the human consciousness at a particular stage of its develop-

ment. Essentially the mountain men wanted only to escape the old

order; they had no real direction for the freedom they sought.

Culturally, their problem was to redefine old values within a new

context or, perhaps, to find new ones to fit their needs. Summers

retained some things from civilization and rejected others, evol-

ving an integration of settlement and wilderness that met his needs.

Deakins wavered constantly between one and the other. But Caudill's

life indicates that escape from the demands of organized society

could become an attempt to escape the human condition itself, to

retreat to a kind of primitivism that history would only momentarily

allow.

Nowhere in fiction has the use of the Western landscape been
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more richly evocative than in £92.§i£.§§1k This too has its the-

matic level, conveying the exhilaration of the white man's morning

in the West. In this book it is as if the mountains and the rivers

and the great plains were being seen for the first time and by

men who were born anew in seeing them. The limitless sky itself

is the only proper symbol to convey man's early dream of freedom

in the open West. Yet the dream, as it expressed itself in the

mountain men, quickly faded and the sky closed down. They were

despoilers rather than creators, and their dream did not encom-

pass humanity as well as mountains. Too often it made of freedom

an apotheosis that negated essential human values.

Guthrie could have chosen from the records of the mountain

men minds that were more subtle or better trained or even more

motivated by the economic forces of the fur trade than those

that appear in IBg_Big_§By§ The bourgeois of the company trading

posts, the free lance entrepreneur who sought a fast fortune in

beaver, the occasional educated and cultured man who went into

the wilderness for excitement and adventure-—these appear in this

novel only for a moment or by implication, perhaps in a brief

glimpse of historical figures like McKenzie or the wellbeducated

Owl Russel, or in mention of Jedediah Smith, the parson mountain

man. Guthrie's concern instead is with the typical free trapper

and such central American traits as practicality, individualism,

and self-reliance as they worked themselves out in his mastery

of his new environment, in his values, in his consciousness of

himself and his world. They are, many of them, the same themes
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that had occupied CoOper a century or more earlier, but they

reach a level of moral insight in Guthrie's exploration of charac-

ter that no reader will find in Natty Bumppo.62

Exploration of the human consciousness in 3.11.9. B_i_g _S_kz_ had

to be limited by the nature of the mountain man himself. In

The W 1 West (1949), the best novel we have had of the emigrant
 

trail to Oregon, Guthrie is able to extend the scope of his recrea-

tion of the past in the West.63 Oregon fever struck far more

widely than the desire to be a free trapper in the shadow of the

Tetons ever had. The mountain men were exiles from society,

usually without ties or obligations. The trains that pushed west

to the Willamette were made up of settlers, people who carried

their civilization with them and looked forward to establishing

the familiar way of things the moment the wheels stopped rolling.

On the narrative level, _T_h_e_ W_alM is the story of a small

train that put out from Independence in the spring of 1845 and

reached Fort Vancouver in the early fall. Guthrie, deliberately

avoiding the melodrama that historically attaches to many emigrant

 

62Too many novels of the mountain man have tried to drama-

tize actual historical figures. See, for instance, Bill Gulick,

BB2_Mountain B22 (New York, 1956), a book of stories involving

Carson and others; and Frederick F. Manfred, Lord Grizzly (New

York, 1954), based on the legendary exploits of Hugh Glass, with

General Ashley, Jim Clyman, and Jim Bridger taking part in the

action.

63For comparison with an earlier effort see Emerson Hough's

BB3_Covered Wagon (New York, 1922). Perhaps the second-best

novel of the Trail is Archie Blue! 11.: Land 33 BrigBt (New York,

1939), thematically less complex than Guthrie's and further

limited by its concentration on the experience as it appeared to

children.
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trains, chose a quiet year for his chronicle, a year when most

movers had little trouble beyond the hardships of the trail it-

self. Except for a bad moment when a boy is caught far away from

the train by a small band of Sioux and has to be brought back by

the trail guide, there is no Indian trouble in the novel beyond

a few thieving Kaws and Shoshones. Nor is there starvation,

murder, epidemic sickness, or spectacular accident. Guthrie's

concern with the trail experience seeks a deeper level of adven-

ture than melodramatic incident can carry.

Members of the On-to-Oregon outfit represent many levels

of society: a gently-bred couple rescuing their child from the

fever-ridden bottoms of a Kentucky plantation; an unstable and

guilt-ridden sensualist made restless by his disappointing mar-

riage and tormented by the conflict between his desires and the

inhibitions he has inherited from fundamentalist Methodism; an

important Peoria businessman who plans to rise to greater importance

in the new Territory, to governor, maybe, or senator; a taciturn

Boston Yankee who has listened to Hall Kelley puffing Oregon so

long that he wants to see for himself; a slow Missouri farmer

who is going for the sake of patriotism and free land and a dozen

other good reasons, but most of all for the excitement of breaking

the fences which have surrounded his life; and for the rest, a

Methodist preacher carrying doctrine to the savages, a worthless

debt jumper, a man who has failed at everything else, an itinerant

tinker, and assorted examples of human restlessness. For a guide

the train has Dick Summers, who has nothing to hold him in the
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settlements now that the woman he married after leaving the

mountains is dead.

Because they are settled people and accustomed to order,

the emigrants make up elaborate rules about provisions and wagons

and especially morals-—lashes for fornication and adultery, more

lashes for rape, death for murder. As they go, they must define

their rules and their mores against a new experience. Some,

silly or impractical or inoperative, must be broken or abandoned;

sometimes new rules must be made-ranging from a weighty council

meeting to decide the propriety of using buffalo chips for fuel

(this along the treeless banks of the Platte where no other fuel

is, and with the men making the great decision but the children

gathering the chips and the women cooking over them), to more

fundamental matters of group dynamics that will help them hold

together and roll the miles. {Against the land, against the dust

and thirst and heat of a dry drive from Pacific Springs to the

valley of the Bear, against the danger of the Snake, against an

expanse of sky and empty space that makes the mind pull in upon

itself and hunt for known and certain things, against fear and

weariness and irritation and sometimes a green and sheltered val-

ley that can lift the heart-—against all these and more the movers

must test their values.

Somehow they survive and get through. Somehow they escape

the kind of misfortune that could so easily build irascible frac-

tionalism into savage anarchy, as it did in some trains. Gradual-

ly they find a working synthesis of individualism and cooperation
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that allows them to be members of the group, morally and spiritu-

ally as well as physically, so that the death of a child becomes

a loss to them all. The weak learn to depend upon the strong,

and the strong to accept the dependence. Together they learn that

the Peoria man's pushing and efficient leadership, palatable in

the settlements perhaps, will not serve for the trail, where con-

vention and custom are stripped away and the raw nerves left at

the surface of personality; and they replace him with a different

kind of man. Though one wagon turns back early to the settle-

ments and others break away south to California beyond Fort Hall,

those that remain have become a well-ordered social organization

with its own complex system of relationships and pragmatic rules

of existence.

In theme, however, fig W21m reaches beyond its examina-

tion of a mobile social structure to explore varieties of the

human consciousness under the impact of new forces and within a

clearly dramatized phase of the Western experience. Again Guthrie

creates his symbolic structure around his characters' attitudes

toward certain constant abstractions, and again all symbols become

part of the metaphor of the land itself. Though this exploration

carries through a wide variety of minds, two of them, Dick Summers,

representative of the vanishing mountain men, and Lije Evans, the

Missouri farmer who eventually becomes captain of the train, can

be taken as the novel's thematic center.

Summers, his wife just dead, is going West again in response

to old feelings that he buried long before.



507

He had said goodbye to it once, feeling old and done

in. How long ago?...Eight years, but it seemed like

forever, so sometimes he wondered if the Seeds-kee-dee

ran like always and the mountains lifted blue out of

the plain and buffalo bulls made thunder in their

rutting time.

He had said goodbye to it and had come back to

Missouri to farm...and had counted the old life as

something done with except as his mind remembered it-—

except sometimes as his inside eye saw the sun push

up over the edge of the world and make its great sweep

and slide in fire behind the mountains....Up the

Sweetwater and over the Southern Pass and down the

Sandys to the Green he was seeing the wild goats, or

antelopes as people were calling them now, and the

young ones running with them, light and skittery as

thistle bloom....He ought to milk the cow....

Like everything else, feelings got mixed up, so

that you could be sad and know that you ought to be

sad, and still be kind of lightspirited, too....Down

in him, if he didn't watch against it, he felt free

again....He felt free, and it was spring, and the

mountains stood sharp in his mind, and he could pilot

a wagon train to Oregon as well as anybody. He took

himself for an old fool, but maybe it didn't hurt to

think he could begin fresh, or get back what had made

the young years good. He was sad, sure enough, but

set up, too....He was glad he didn't have to explain

to anyone—-to God, for instance-the way it was with

him.64

As he watches the emigrants on the trail Summers remembers

back to the funeral sermon the Methodist missionary preached over

his wife. Weatherby, the preacher, had imagined the soul safely

into heaven, picturing a quiet refuge from all the strains and

torments of living. Watching the movers Summers understands that

for the men of the settlements all life is a looking ahead: "They

traveled to get some place, as they lived life."65 'Weatherby is

 

“The Way West (New York, 1949), pp. 26—28, 31.

65The Wax West, p. 52.
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only a logical extension of the others; in him, an old man who

has put aside all earthly ambitions except that of saving souls,

existence itself is to be savored only as a step upward. Life,

for most of the settlers, is a thing to be domesticated and tamed,

to be reduced to the full belly of comfort and the dull eye of

safety, the earthly equivalent of Weatherby's heaven.

Living with these movers who carry settlement with them,

Summers sees the juxtaposition of past and present more complexly

than he had in The Big_Sky. There he had seen change only as

history, as economic development that was bound to displace him

and destroy the dream he followed. His understanding of conscious-

ness had been limited to his perception of himself and other moun-

tain men, with the addition of an occasional promoter who wanted

not to change things but to profit from them as they were. But

on the Trail Summers learns to see change as the development of

a new consciousness that goes deeper than economic or social

manifestations. Gradually it comes to him how truly godless he

and his kind were and are. It is more than the fact that he him-

self can find no affirmation in death, no transition to something

better, nothing but denial and ugliness. It is more, too, than

his personal view that God is as much murderer as savior, the

awareness of mingled malignancy and benignity in nature that raises

a trace of irritation in him when Weatherby expatiates on God's

benevolent natural world while standing, without knowing it, be-

side poison springs.

Summels‘u irreligion defines his understanding of himself
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and the world. Ranking the white man's God with the Indian's

medicine, the mountain man had looked ahead to nothing in this

life or the next; he wanted only what he had. Watching the emi-

grants, nearly all of them stout with purpose, Summers understands

that this is why he is an anachronism-not only in terms of his-

tory but in the development of the human consciousness. He is

still able to live in the moment and to submerge self in the

country, though his mind is divided now between present and past,

and pleasure is tempered by memories of wilder and better times.

The movers, ambitions to fulfill the thousand hopes that are

taking them to Oregon, will never know the achievement he felt

every day when the Bees and the Blackfeet were thick as gnats

and a man lived with his hand on his rifle and every sense alert-

when every day of life was a victory over death. In his mind he

had defined himself against the land, taking the experience it

offered as the measurement of life; the emigrants define the land

and its experience against themselves and their settled past,

measuring its goodness or badness by standards carried with them.

It is this realization that sends Summers, when the train

is safe on the Columbia below the Dalles, back to the wilderness.

To the free trapper, youth had been the only part of life that

was of any use, for it held the strength and the quick eye that

kept him alive within the only environment where he could be

truly alive. Knowing that he cannot get back youth, knowing that

youth is not even necessary in these tamer times, yet wanting at

least to feel the heart wrench as known country calls up
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remembered joys, Summers goes back to the mountains to wring the

last drop from experience in a way that no settler can understand.

Summers is used to demonstrate one extreme in the range of

consciousness examined by the book, but The Way West deals most

fully with the emigrants themselves and the impact of the journey

upon them. It is here, in a varied range of characters, that

the novel achieves its thematic complexity. Some settlers are

so limited in consciousness that the experience scarcely touches

them. The human worthlessness of the poor white debt jumper is

not to be redeemed by moving him two thousand miles. Among men

who define experience by preconceptions, a certain loss of under-

standing is inevitable. Weatherby, even when he is overjoyed to

be among the Christian Cayuses and away from the Sioux and their

heathenish dog dance, can cherish a regret that Spalding and

Whitman were not Methodists and that therefore the Cayuses do not

have the best possible doctrine. For others, the women especially,

the experience is likely to be reflected in personal relationships

and to issue in a new understanding of the human beings immediately

about them. Since most of these people were products of a pro-

vincial culture, their spirit could not always expand to incorporate

the freedom and newness of the big land, the potentiality for

beginning afresh and building a better society; some want only

to cover the miles and set their civilization down again unchanged.

But for certain varieties of the nineteenth century American

consciousness, westering was a liberating experience. There are

several gradations of this theme, but Lije Evans, the Missouri
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farmer, is the fullest example. Back in Independence Evans was

a slow, almost stolid man, capable and gentle but without force

or direction. When he is thinking of Oregon before deciding to

go, he thinks of making it American, of rich soil and good hunting

and free land. But beneath these reasons lies the thing that

Summers likes and respects in him, the desire to break loose from

the old and find a new way of things, to enlarge his life and find

greater meaning in the West.

Though Evans is not unique among the movers, it is he more

than anyone else on the trail who achieves fruitful interaction

between the experience he has had and the experience he is getting,

a process that leads to growth. He becomes a leader of his peo- .

ple, the kind of leader that the train and the country demand-

pragmatic about rules, more humane about justice than was common

in the settlements, imaginatively aware of the kinship of humani-

ty. From the wilderness comes the sense of freedom and newness

that Summers understands, but in Evans it is mixed with responsi-

bility in a sort of contained expansiveness.

His consciousness divided, he never sees the country alone

but always in conjunction with the train. For Evans the train

and the wilderness go together in a pattern of movement and space

that promises big things, as if he were part of larger forces that

mean potentiality and hape and a better humanity. He wants names

for the places where they camp-as the mountain man never did——

not, as most settlers do, because he wants to reduce the unknown

to the familiar, but because the country for him is a record of
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human experience-a child's death from rattlesnake bite, a buffalo

stampede when he thought for a moment that the train might be

overrun, a place where the eye swept out for miles and the heart

ached with the loveliness of America. He has felt no need to

wall himself off from the great distances and the sky overhead.

The land is a record of the humanity it has born, and he will

want to remember every inch of it.

Evans's imagination is fired with the newer dream, the one

Summers cannot really understand. These Oregoners are the builders,

moving westward in hope and ignorance, pulled by fundamental needs.

On the trail, out of disparate individuals they have built a true

human community. Once the goal is reached they will disperse,

but with something gained from the experience. Evans will remem-

ber it all. His eyes will look back in his mind now, back to

country and peOple together, back perhaps to Mrs. Byrd lying in

a tent beside the Snake. .A drab and colorless woman whom no one

would remember, if it hadn't been that she miscarried after being

tumbled into the white and angry water. He had stood in the can-

dlelight and looked into her eyes and "saw not Mrs. Byrd or Mrs.

Anybody....He saw everybody....He saw the humble, hurtful,

anxious, hoping look that was the bone-deep look of man" and knew

"that she was kin to him."66

It is these things, Evans knows, the h0pe and love and pain

of humanity, that has made the West rich for him, the settler.

 

66The Way‘West, p. 297.
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They are at once the cost and the reward. They define the ex-

perience of westering and are inseparable from the wilderness he

has crossed. Reaching far deeper in him than 54-40 or the promise

of soil so rich that planted nails come up as spikes, they have

made both the country and the people who walk upon it somehow

larger and more meaningful.

Guthrie's fourth novel did not appear until seven years

after 1133 173.1 M. Compared with its immediate predecessors,

These Thousand Hills (1956), the third part of the planned tetralo-

gy, is a striking disappointment. Perhaps this is an indication

that the creative process is not easily held to a formal histori-

cal scheme. Or perhaps it suggests that Guthrie's talent cannot

carry him beyond manifest destiny, for all his understanding of

the West and its past. The talent is here still, but the themes

are not always fused with character. Sometimes, indeed, varieties

of the individual consciousness-though accurate historically for

the time and place-are attached to characters who are no more

than types.

These Thousand Hills recounts the retreat of manifest des-
 

tiny eastward from Oregon to Montana and the Open cattle country.

Lat Evans, grandson of Lije and named for Albert Gallatin, leaves

a stunted ranch on the Umatilla for the new lands in Montana in

1880. Behind,there is proof that the Oregon dream of 1845 reached

something less than fulfillment. The Way West had prepared for

this disillusion. Though the sense of direction and togetherness

that they found on the trail would be enough for Lije Evans and



514

men of his generation, the novel makes it clear that, for the

younger generation represented by Evans's son and daughter-in—

law, Oregon-—not the trail experience itself-dwould be the goal.

By 1880, Brownie Evans, Lat's father, has known economic

failure (the retreat from the Willamette to eastern Oregon) and

has reduced his father's broad humanity to rigid respectability

and a harsh fundamentalist religion that makes sins of drinking,

dancing, and card playing.67 (This, too, it should be noted,

had been psych010gically prepared for in The qu_West.) Lat

Evans's new life in Montana will form a definition of how this

moral rigidity he has inherited must be altered and broadened

to make room for different human needs in a growing country and

changing times.

Montana, as a cattle region, was changing rapidly after

1880. Open range would soon disappear, irrigation and cultivated

hay were on the way, and, after the terrible winter of 1886-87,

no one would believe any longer that cattle could be wintered on

the range without additional feed. Evans is one of those with

the foresight to see and understand these changes. From his

first arrival in Fort Benton as a hired hand on a cattle drive

from Boise, his purpose is to claim land and get a start as a

rancher. On the narrative level IB£§g_Thousand Billg_is the story

of his rise from poverty to importance as a prosperous rancher

 

67Guthrie has used a variant of this father image elsewhere.

See, for instance, the short story, "Ebbie," Southwest Review,

xxv: (Spring, 1951), 85-89.
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on the upper Tansy River (another name, historically, for the

Teton, and therefore in the area of Guthrie's hometown, Choteau).

Evans rises in more than an economic sense, however. The

country is changing socially too-dwith schools, courts of law,

churches, and progress toward statehood. Evans, interested in

more than money—making, accepts civic duties and eventually be-

comes a candidate for senator. With less rigidity and greater

tolerance, he is accepting his father's standard of the upright,

moral life that commands man's respect and God's approval,

accepting part of his heritage from the past and using it to

define life in this new country.

But there is another part of the past he must learn to

accept as well, relationships established when he first came to

Montana and was far from the influence of home and his father's

Bible. He had long ago put these relationships (a prostitute

he once loved and a cowhand friend who has drifted into general

worthlessness) aside as shameful and done with, but now he finds,

in the midst of the respectability he has so diligently earned,

that they demand the same code of loyalty he once found in them.

Evans's difficulty with his immediate past is extended to

the remote past by the appearance of a ghost from the Trail of

1845: the worthless debt jumper who was his mother's father, a

member of the family never mentioned in the Oregon home and

easily forgotten because he turned off to California, but come

now to tell Evans of an old family scandal, to tell him that the

very rectitude of his parents against which he has defined himself



516

is itself a product of corruption and sin.

Demanding rectitude above all, Evans had thought to find

it in escaping the consequences of his own early Montana years,

in falling back to the standards of his parents, and in living

a life respectable in the eyes of his neighbors. If old Lije

Evans had represented a time and a stage of the human conscious-

ness that could break away from the past and make a fresh begin-

ning, his grandson is the product of settlement, established tra-

dition, and the concept of family. To impose order upon the

present he must accept the full burden of the past, both its

good and evil.

Where These Thousand Hills fails thematically is in its
 

extension of Evans's individual consciousness into a symbol of

the West's new self-consciousness of its own past. The parallels

between individual and region are there all right, but they seem

either fortuitous or irrelevant to Evans's internal experience.

The drama that Evans represents and the realization that he reaches

clearly have human significance, but their connection with the

historical period of the West in which he lives is less than

convincing.

The book has other faults as well. Too many minor charac-

ters give the impression of being flat symbols of various types

of man in the West in the 1880's-the merchant who looks ahead

to stability and order, schools and churches; the drifing cowhand

who cannot grow beyond the code of elemental loyalty he knew on

the cattle trail; the Indiana schoolmarm.who is appalled by the
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raw emptiness of this new land but learns to accept its violent

and chaotic past (though the comparison is unfair, her rather

shallow gentility recalls Wister's Molly Wood in The Virginian).

Perhaps, also, after all the golden-hearted whores fiction has

inherited from Bret Harte, it is impossible to make a convincingly

sympathetic character of a prostitute.

Despite such faults, the novel is by no means an entire

failure. Indeed, its theme, even though not entirely realized

in the artistic sense, is significant enough to rank the book

above the few competent novels of the cattle kingdom we have had:

the best of Rhodes, Richter's 1133 §_e_a_ _o_f_ M, T0111 Lea's _T_h_g

Wonderful Countgy. 2B2§3.Thousand BEABB) though perhaps less

richly evocative of the region than Guthrie's earlier books,

nevertheless clearly dramatizes the Montana landscape of the

time and disregards all the heroics and formula associated for

so long with fiction of the cattle era to seek a level of experi-

ence that is both morally and historically significant. Never—

theless, the open range still has not found its first-rate novel.

Perhaps Guthrie's achievement will not go beyond the ex-

pansive times of the fur trade and the Oregon emigration. Perhaps

his creative gifts will remain less engaged by the inevitable con-

traction of the western dream and a new time when the region turned

back upon itself in a new self—consciousness. However this may

be, his recreations of two stages of the American dream in the

West have given us back, in significant fiction, vital parts of

our past.
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5. Walter Van Tilburg Clark

If any single author symbolizes the emergence at last of Wes-

tern writing into academic and critical respectability, Walter

Van Tilburg Clark is that author, for the appearance of each of

his novels has made it increasingly evident that the West has

finally become the subject of fiction worth the serious attention

of those who study American literature. For whatever reason,

Clark's work has attracted far more critical notice than any of

the other new fiction of the West.

Though all Clark's novels and all but two or three of his

short stories are set in the West, he is not a native of the re-

gion, for he was born in Maine in 1909 and lived there for the

first few years of his life. In 1917 he moved with his family

to Reno, where his father served as president of the University

of Nevada. Clark attended the Reno schools, graduated from the

University of Nevada, and took a master's degree at the University

of Vermont. Thereafter he taught English and coached dramatics

and sports for ten years in the public schools of Cazenovia, New

York. Since that time he has lived in the West, writing and

teaching creative writing at several universities.68

Clark's first novel, The Ox-Bow Incident (1940), examines

a theme that has proved both papular and durable in fiction of

the West: the search for justice in a land where the conventional

 

68Harry R. Warfel, American Novelists 2£_Todal (New York,

1951), p. 90.
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machinery of law and order was not always operative and the

traditional sanctions involved in "due process" had sometimes

to be ignored. Under such circumstances the region, historically,

often resorted to expedients: citizens' committees, vigilante

groups, extra-legal posses, and lynch law.

In earlier Western fiction the theme led most often to

oversimplification of both the moral forces within individual men

and the social forces of their environment. Wister's Virginian,

exploring this theme in connection with Wyoming's Johnson County

war, foundered upon an unassimilated mixture of Rousseauistic

primitivism and Darwinian nature, and reduced the struggle for

justice to a pallid allegory in which Good vanquishes Evil from

the face of the earth and law appears as an unexamined instrument

for the preservation of a social hierarchy.

Rhodes, though he wrote from entirely different assumptions,

also oversimplified the search for human justice in the West.

His stepsons of light, engaged always in the cause of the little

pe0ple to whom the world has granted neither social position nor

economic power, support a pragmatic ethic fitted to the simple

problems of a loosely organized society and based upon a sanguine

view of human nature. This vision of justice, however, could

encompass neither the complexities of organized social relation-

ships nor the psychological subtleties within the individual

personality that are the necessary province of literary art. Human

evil in Rhodes's books runs no deeper than simple greed. Injus-

tice, in his Populist faith, was never more complex than economic
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aggrandizement, and could easily be solved by an equivalent of

a town meeting among the little people; for the true law was

not that written in the books and statutes but in the compassion

and spirit of helpfulness that lay close to the surface of every

human heart.

The difficulties that Wister and Rhodes encountered in

treating man's attempt to achieve justice in a frontier society

are symptomatic of the theme's widespread misuse in Western fic-

tion. From the time of Cooper such fiction had externalized

this aspect of man's unending struggle to impose order upon his

experience. Those modern descendants of the dime novel, the movie

scenario and the drugstore Western paperback, are actually tawdry

little morality plays. It is no accident that the hero of this

flimsy allegory wears white clothing and rides a white horse.

He is the agent of Light, bringing an ideal justice to a child's

world.

Considered solely as a historical novel, The Ox-Bow Incident,

employing all the commonplaces of the "Western," nevertheless

raises to the level of mature dramatization and analysis this

familiar theme of man's quest for justice in a society lacking

both the tradition of law and the machinery for its enforcement.

Set in Nevada in 1885, the novel possesses a full complement of

the stock situations of horse opera: tough and tight-lipped cow-

pokes, a tense poker game in an ominous atmosphere, a saloon

brawl, cattle rustling, an illegal posse, a lynching. Yet in

Clark's drama these trite and weary ingredients become integral
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parts of a searching analysis of human violence, of justice (and

we must remember that the need to find an Operative definition

of legal guilt and punishment was indeed an important social

problem to the frontier society, whatever its abuse in fiction),

and of social dynamics. On another level The Ox-Bow Incident is

an early chapter in Clark's emerging vision of man in relation-

ship to his fellows, to his natural environment, and to himself.

The physical events of The Ox-Bow Incident are deceptively

simple. Acting upon the rumor of a rustling and a murder, a

group of cattlemen and cowhands form a posse at Bridger's Wells,

track down three men camped in a lonely meadow with some cattle

for which they have no bill of sale, and lynch the men on cir-

cumstantial evidence. The victims later prove to have been inno-

cent (there had been a rustling, but it was committed by someone

else, and the man thought to be murdered was only wounded), but

the actions of the posse, since the group involves most of the

town's leading citizens, have to be treated by the sheriff and

judge as honest errors in judgment. No one is legally prosecuted

for the lynching, and Bridger's Wells presumably returns to its

normal state.

On this level the novel's narrative tension is built around

the conflicts and indecisions involved in forming the posse, the

pursuit of the presumed outlaws, and the omnipresent possibility,

during the long night in which the victims wait to be hanged,

that they may be innocent. Within this terse dramatic structure

Clark arranges a cross-section of characters representative of
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an isolated Nevada cowtown of the period: the bombastic, cowardly

judge; the unctuous, ineffectual minister; the town drunk; the

local Negro handyman; a sadistic martinet who was once a cavalry

major in the Confederate Army; the town matriarch; and several

varieties of bully, follower, and well-meaning cowhand. It is

from these pe0p1e, with some of them opposing it, that the "mob"

forms, with each member impelled by his personal motives into

the general action.

In its analysis of the forces that weld these individuals

into a group and cause them to commit murder, The Ox-Bow Incident

is very much a "Western" novel; that is, it finds the forces that

condition group behavior largely in the mores and social beliefs

of the region. All the factors that, historically in the West,

led to violence are present in Bridger's Wells: a long period

of cattle rustling that has inflamed tempers, made men suspicious

of each other, and led everyone to feel that something must be

done; an available group of men without real social ties or

obligations who can easily be induced to join a cause, even if

only for the excitement; a simple code of behavior that places

self-reliance high in its catalogue of virtues, dictates that

grievances are to be settled by individual retribution, and easily

makes men feel baffled and angry when they encounter the ponderous

and unfamiliar institutions by which man has traditionally effected

justice in more closely organized societies.

The point of Clark's narrative, however, is not simply to

document the indisputable historical fact that Western expedients
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for attaining justice sometimes went awry and resulted in terrible

injustice, or even to dramatize the broader theme that man's

passions and assumptions, without the protective barriers of time,

precedent, and orderly institutions, may easily lead him to err

in deciding guilt and innocence anywhere-—though both these points

emerge from the book. The true dramatic tension of the novel is

built around a gradually evolving dialogue about the concept of

justice; the concept, indeed, is virtually a surrogate central

character, a shifting, developing focal point from which we view

the human characters. The novel is in no sense a flat allegory,

however, with characters representing known and assigned quanti—

ties; if the concept of justice is at the center of the book's

drama, it takes its definition not from formalized points of

view or a catalogue of disembodied virtues and vices, but from

the very human context of men and their actions.

The narrative intelligence through which the reader views

the action is that of Art Croft, a thoughtful working cowhand

who reads books and tries to write stories during his long winter

hibernations in line camps. Croft's perception is a consistently

limited one; his principal usefulness as a narrative intermediary

is a passive indecisiveness that makes him, in his own words, a

handy father confessor for all camps of Opinion. At the book's

opening, Croft and his riding partner, Gil Carter, arrive at

Bridger's Wells after spring roundup on another range; though they

know most of the inhabitants of the area, they are outsiders and

therefore suspect. It is largely fear of being suspected themselves
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that sends them along with the lynch party.

The chief spokesman for traditional law and order in the

novel is the frail old storeowner Art Davies, whose belief in

orderly justice is made inoperative by what he recognizes as his

great fault: a tendency to become so absorbed in his ideas that

he substitutes garrulity and delay for persuasiveness and action.

Seeking an ideal justice, Davies sees all his own arguments

turned against him in the real world of relative values and prag-

matic experience. He argues as the posse forms that justice can

be attained only through implementing the majority opinion of

right and wrong; but the victims are lynched by majority vote of

the posse. He had proposed that conscience was man's link with

the ideal, with God; it was man's evidence that he had a point

of contact with something removed from his limited, relative

self. Law and orderly process, in their turn, were the expression

of the collective human conscience, an embodiment in mechanism

of man's highest aspirations. When the collective human conscience

is satisfied, man has approached justice as closely as he can h0pe

to do so. But Davies lives to see this conscience apparently

satisfied by an illegal lynching.

It is when the external drama is completed-the hanged men

found to be innocent and the mob dispersed-that Davies's own in-

ternal drama of self-recrimination and -justification reaches its

crisis. From the beginning he had tried by argument and exhorta-

'tion.to stop the men: first from making up a posse without the

:muthority of the sheriff and the assurance that anyone captured
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would be brought in for trial; then from hanging the victims on

circumstantial evidence. All night, as the three condemned men

wait for dawn, Davies seeks to convince the most receptive indi-

viduals among the lynchers that they must take the accused men

in for trial, opposing himself against the mob's quietly sardonic

leader, Major Tetley, for Davies the incarnation of bestial

amorality and the sadistic lust for cruelty. Tetley, whose

rigidity and harshness have driven his own weak and sensitive son

Gerald to near madness, remains easily in control of the group.

When Tetley brings the verdict to hang the victims to a vote,

only four others stand out with Davies against him.

Davies's attempts at self-justification after the murder

has been accomplished must therefore begin with the primary fact

of failure. With his belief in the collective conscience of man-

kind, he would like to think that what he felt in his own con-

science was the general property of all the men who participated

either actively or passively in the lynching-dwith, of course,

the exception of Tetley, who is simply a murderous, unfeeling

beast. If Tetley's impetus and direction had not been there,

Davies feels, he could have persuaded the others, for they all

must have felt that what they were doing was unjust. Therefore

his own guilt, his recognition that he knowingly allowed evil to

be done, however, difficult for him to bear, would be a collective

guilt, something shared with all other men as part of the human

condition.

This hope is destroyed by Croft, the nearest thing to a
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understood his ideas so thoroughly that the younger man perceived

his every thought. But Croft had only £313 that the lynching was

wrong and that the men had gone so far, at the end, that they

could not be turned; Davies had 52212.1“ his heart that the vic-

tims were innocent. Whatever the misgivings of the others, only

he had truly understood the injustice being perpetrated.

With this possibility lost to him, Davies must fall back

upon Tetley as an enraged animal so crazy to see the men hanged,

and to see his son Gerald destroy himself by helping to hang them,

that he could not have been stopped except by killing him. But

Davies, as he himself fully realizes, had recognized this pos-

sibility when he did not take a gun along. Whatever excuses he

makes for himself about having gone as the emissary of peace and

brotherhood and without carrying the symbol of violence, the fact

remains that he had not anticipated bringing the struggle to an

issue: that he had not intended to save the men but only hoped

that something would do it for him. And, as he tells Croft with

self-loathing, when the men stood with ropes about their necks,

he had been glad that he didn't have a gun, that he did not have

a means to act at the crucial moment.

The final bit of justification which is left to him is that

he would have had to kill Tetley to stop him, and that it is not

entirely weakness on his own part that he could not have brought

himself to,murder. Even this shred of righteousness is lost to

him when word is brought that Tetley, with his son dead as a
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suicide, has fallen upon his sword in the manner of any Roman offi-

cer and taken his own life. This, of course, implies conscience

and remorse in the man Davies had wanted to believe an animal.

Even Tetley had a buried remnant of human morality and might

have been prevented from murder. Davies's collapse is then com-

plete; he is reduced to a bundle of gibbering pain and grief.

Before his collapse, Davies's last rational position was

that he had betrayed his deepest convictions through lack of

physical courage, one of the most elementary human virtues. His

confusion of moral purpose is more complex than that, however.

As he has assigned to Tetley the role of Evil with a capital let—

ter, thinking him the agent of non-human forces, Davies has assumed

to himself the role of Good. Failing in a struggle that he had

seen as almost celestial, he takes upon himself the entire load

of guilt; in his virtually incoherent tirade of self-condemnation

(he is confessing to Croft) can be heard the recurring theme of

himself as Christ assuming the load of all human guilt and thus

absolving other men-—and with this the occasional, partial recog-

nition that this too is a false position in a human world of rela-

tive values and passions, that the situation had not called for

a Christ; "all it needed was a man."69

Even when trying most ardently to engage successfully in

human action, Davies had been betrayed by his ideas-or perhaps

his ideals, his incorrigible desire to abstract such human

 

“91112221212222.1112. (New York. 1942), p. 280.
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imperatives as justice from context and to think of them as ab-

solutes. The point of Clark's novel is that the context is all;

that is why Davies's arguments about the collective conscience

and the majority opinion return to defeat him, why Tetley, though

vicious and pitiless certainly, proves to be entirely human. In

Tetley the conscience that Davies preached led men toward the

light has become so twisted and deformed that it directs him

inevitably toward vengeance and death.

Because he is the most articulate character, it is too easy

to see Davies as the thematic center of the book, the "hero" in

whose consciousness and actions the novel's themes find their

fulfillment. This is an error most commentators have made. If

it were true that he is the focal point of the themes, then many

of the scenes and characters in the book would be there simply

for "Western" atmosphere, for they have no direct bearing either

on Davies's struggle or the dynamics that impel the pack toward

wanton violence. Nor is Davies's growth in the novel sufficient

to encompass the full meaning of his terrible twenty-four hours.

His career, indeed, scarcely climbs above pathos. He is an old

man at the book's opening, and the result of his struggle is less

increased awareness than the confirmation and extension of failures

that had their genesis in the past.

The novel's themes center less on Davies as an individual,

finally, than upon the society of Bridger's Wells in 1885, and

it is the young narrator, Art Croft, who at the end most completely

understands the story he is telling. Though his terse monosyllables
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and ambiguous role are deceptive, Croft grows in the course of

the novel to full awareness of the society he is describing.

Bridger's Wells is a society in transition, a bridge between

two eras; it "was losing its stage-stop look and beginning to

settle into a half-empty village of the kind that hangs on some-

times where all the real work is spread out on the land around

it, and most of the places take care of themselves."70 It is

a community in which man's institutions are likewise unsettled

and transitory. One church is boarded-up.and abandoned, with

half its paint cracked off; the other, presided over by a minister

who has no real influence with his people, has removed itself as

far as possible from the center of town, as if disclaiming all

responsibility. The judge's house is similarly dissociated

from its surroundings: "The whole house looked too high and

narrow."71

One phase of Western history has passed through Bridger's

Wells, and no new basis of existence and behavior has yet arisen

to replace what is gone (the town is located in one of the few

isolated areas in the state not yet served by the railroad). This

lack of any viable cultural tradition is best illustrated by

Canby's saloon, the town meeting place and the only man-made

structure that is closely described in the book.

Behind Canby's bar hangs a dark, grimy oil painting in a

heavy frame embellished with pastoral symbols and

 

7oThe Ox-Bow Incident, pp. 4-5.

71The Ox-Bow Incident, p. 76.
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showing a woman who...had a heavy belly and thighs

and breasts, stretched out on a couch pretending to

play with an ugly bird on her wrist, but really en-

couraging a man who was sneaking up on her from a

background so dark you could see only his little,

white face....I'd been around back once, and knew

the picture had a little brass plate which said,

dryly, Woman with Parrot, but Canby called it "The

Bitching Hour.“72

On the opposite wall there hangs a large, faded print of a vast

reception at Virginia City's Crystal Club (both hotel and city

are obvious symbols of Nevada's palmy gold rush days) showing

President Grant and a great many other dignitaries in a scene

of wealth and splendor-a picture from a gaudy past already so

remote and forgotten that each figure bears a number and a list

at the bottom provides a matching name. There are, as well, a

romanticized portrait of a thoroughly bleached Indian maiden

and one of a stagecoach drawn by horses with impossibly rounded

bodies and thin little legs that are all in step and none of

which touch the ground. For Nevada in 1885 (and Clark has used

this time and place symbolically elsewhere) the old romantic dream

of a golden West had played itself out, and it was past time for

the region to get its feet on the ground once again.

.All the characters of the novel are part of this changing

society with a lost past and an indefinite future, but Carter,

Croft's working partner, will do for an example. The prototype

of the cowboy of another era, Carter takes his pleasure in three

things: liquor, women, and fighting. But his girl in Bridger's

 

72The Ox-Bow Incident, p. 6.
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Wells, formerly a lady of flexible morals, is respectably mar-

ried now; and Carter can't even pick a decent fight with her

husband, an elegant young man from San Francisco who employs a

polished civility and ironic wit instead of fists.

It is within this context of changing customs and values

that Croft grows to awareness. He begins, in one sense, as an

adolescent; that is, he is unsure of himself in relation to other

men and still uncommitted to any clear principles. His code at

this time revolves around simple loyalty to his partner and con-

cern that he himself shall appear to fit into the crowd, par-

ticularly that his physical courage shall not be questioned.

During the time the lynching party is forming, and during much of

the subsequent action, Croft's principal concern is how he and

Carter appear to other men.

He has, in addition, certain social prejudices which he

recognizes as irrational. From working with Texans he has ab-

sorbed a tinge of racial superiority toward Negroes. He is able

to perceive the quietly dignified humanity of Sparks, the Negro

handyman who was formerly a preacher and who goes along to do

what he can to prevent the lynching, but just for a moment,

talking to him as an equal, Croft resents not being called "sir,"

a term Sparks uses indiscriminately to impose distance between

himself and all whites, including the town bum. But the moment

Croft's talk drops back into the unexamined sentiments of the

pack, Sparks again interposes the meaningless "sir," and Croft

is equally annoyed. To make them equals again he insists that
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Sparks take his coat against the cold. Croft's pattern is al-

ways this fluctuation between what he feels to be honest be-

havior and what he thinks is expected of him by others.

In the same way, he is repelled by any divulgence of deep

feeling. For a time during the pursuit he rides next to Gerald

Tetley, another adolescent, but one without possibility of growing

up. Gerald has been so thoroughly cowed by his sadistic father

that all his rebellion has been reduced to despising himself for

his weakness and despising all other men for the fears that make

them suppress any individuality and hunt down their kind in packs.

To Croft this self-abnegation has a "womanish" quality which makes

him uncomfortable (he feels much the same about Davies's confes-

sion), for he thinks always of how this talk would sound to others.

The change begins in Croft when he is wounded by the startled

driver of a stage that the posse encounters in the night. He is

hit in the left shoulder (a point he is insistent that everyone

understand), a wound that leaves his gun hand unaffected and does

not incapacitate him for action if he were to choose to act in

defense of the condemned men. The wound, as it would be in a

Hemingway novel, is a scar derived from experience, a blow that

prepares Croft for re-evaluation of himself in relation to events

around him. Thereafter he is psychologically removed from the

immediate action ("I felt far away, like a picture")73 and pre-

pared for his greater realization as an observer.

 

73The Ox-Bow Incident, p. 167.



533

Croft does not vote to save the victims against the majority;

he is still too much controlled by the pack psychology. It is

only after Davies's confession back in Bridger's Wells that he

finally assumes his role as a bridge between the lofty, inopera—

tive principles of Davies and the unthinking passions of the mob.

Even then, when Davies is assuming his role as Christ, Croft feels

the gulf that yawns between them: "We couldn't bridge the gap;

he was all inside, I was all outside."74 But in the end Croft

has learned to live both inside and outside, to understand Davies's

principles and yet to realize that they must be made to operate

in the real world. At the book's conclusion Carter can let it

all go and blame Tetley for what has happened, but Croft under-

stands better than that now. He has struck, if only by implica-

tion, a workable medium between the irresponsibility of those

who have made Tetley the scapegoat for the affair and Davies, who

has undertaken the full load of human sin and thereby destroyed

himself.

Beyond the purely social theme of The Ox-Bow Incident, unob-

trusive in the novel yet surrounding the action, is another theme

that has assumed increased importance in Clark's later fiction.

The best critical statement of this theme appears in an article

by John Portz:

To Clark, the essence of man's existence consists of

a contention between contrary energies, both within

man and outside of him, which lead either toward

unity or disunity. Man is the center of rival drives:

 

7"‘crhe Ox-Bow Incident, p. 280.
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love, pushing him toward living growth and oneness;

and hate, propelling him toward death and disintegra—

tion. Clark's ethical judgments also are derived from

this dichotomy of forces; whatever conduces to unity

is good; whatever leads to disunity is evil. The ef-

fect of this contention is that man, whose inherent

nature it is to find meanings and assign values, is

obliged to search for a psychological maturity which,

to some extent at least, will resolve this conflict....

The background for the life-or-death battle is Nature,

the largest symbol, which includes all lesser symbols,

the external agent moving impersonally, not benignly

or malignantly, through its courses. In this huge

hieroglyphic, each man finds his own nature mirrored,

and thus his own moral values; and against Nature man

proves himself, accepting the circumstances of his

existence and proceeding toward unity, or else rebel:

ling and falling the victim of his own obsessive desire

to overcome a Nature which he misinterprets as evil in

its active intentions toward him.75

Man's relationship to nature, a major concern of the later

novels and stories, exists only in the background of The Ox-Bow

Incident: in the song of the meadow lark that Croft listens for

but cannot hear as he rides with the lynchers; in the unseasonal

storm the posse must face as men hunt down their fellow men; in

the sheltered ox—bow valley, which Croft remembers as a place of

peace and beauty, now turned into a chamber of horrors by the

actions of men, with the ox-bow itself symbolizing the yoke of

error and cruelty that all men wear. Nature, even here, but much

more so in Clark's later work, is the external reality against

75"Ideal and Symbol in walter van Tilburg Clark," Accent,

XVII (Spring, 1957), 112. I am indebted to my friend John Portz

for a number of major points in the following discussion, parti-

cularly his division of Clark's characters into types that express

an aspect of the central concept. The idea of union between man

and nature in Clark's fiction has been most fully discussed, al—

though he much over-emphasizes its importance, by Arthur Boardman,

"The Muted Horn: A.Study of the Prose of Walter Van Tilburg Clark"

(unpublished Master's thesis, University of Nevada, 1953).
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which man projects his inner self, and what the individual per-

ceives there depends upon his own worthiness. For those who are

unable to give of themselves to the mountains, observes Tim

Hazard of 2B3_BBBIDBB_Trembling_Leaves (1945), climbing peaks does

nothing more than exercise the legs. But at his most worthy,

in Clark's novels and stories, man can sometimes achieve a sense

of union with the natural world that cannot be duplicated in any

other relationship. At that moment all the multiplicity of his

ordinarily fragmentary human life is bound up in an instant of

transcendent experience which defies verbalization or logical

analysis but which carries with it the deepest emotional and intel-

lectual satisfaction.

Such a theme obviously has a kind of mysticism as its base,

and it is this quality which distinguishes Clark's later treatment

of the unity-disunity theme. It appears in its full implications

in Clark's second novel, EB2_Biiy;g£_Trembligg_Leaves. The fol-

lowing passage relates only one of a number of such moments in

the life of the book's hero, Tim Hazard:

It was in this moment that I felt the birth of the

world, and the deep, sad kinship of everything in it.

I had considered this kinship, of course, innumerable

times, but I knew it then, beyond question. It was

revelation. It was in me without an idea. All that

I had ever considered, argued and doubted about uni-

versal kinship, by bones and by atoms, by the seasons

of fruiting and of death, by the immortality of genera-

tion, by the universes of space and the grain of dust,

was in that instant established and yet made a childish

tinkering with notions....

The moment endured without losing intensity, and be-

came an illusion of dissolution. I was partitioned among

all things, and free of the limits of any of them, or

of time or of space. I felt so near the center of what

is, the answer, that a little fear, half joy, raised
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hair on my neck. I actually felt that if I held out

my two hands, the answer would be in them, and I was

hungry for it and afraid of it at the same time.76

And this is Buck, the adolescent of Clark's novelette, "The Watch-

ful Gods":

He had never before, that he could remember, felt so

strong and confident and happy, or so much alive. He

experienced one unification after another with the

whole dazzling, wonderful world, so that, at moments,

he even felt he could launch himself out from the can-

yon mouth, like a gull, and play with the wind over

the surf in great, imaginative curves and swoops, and

slow, feathery risings.

To Hal Bridges, the adolescent of The Track 2B_the Cat (1949),

similarly come moments when he can approach the center of all

meaning:

It's the God of Life against the God of Death, that's

what it is, he thought, and for a moment felt that he

was almost into the big secret, the secret that was

quiet in the middle of everything....He was tremendously

hopeful. Everything seemed to be getting more beautiful

and more important around him.78

The word adolescent is necessary in the above identifica-

tions because it is a key word in Clark's work and characterizes

one of the three major figures he has used to objectify the Opposing

forces that impel man toward unity or disunity. Adolescence, in

Clark's use of it, denotes less the years between childhood and

maturity than that state of consciousness which is still open to

wonder, still unresolved into the rigidities of pattern. It is

a period of growth and change, the time when the individual is

 

7§E§£_§;£1_2£_25322112g_Leaves (Garden City, 1946), pp. 108-09.

77The watchful Gods and Other Stories (New York, 1950), p. 221.

78The Track 23; the Cat (New York, 1949), pp. 130-31.
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most receptive to that mystical sense of oneness with all things

which lends life its greatest meaning. The opening pages of

The City 2£_Trembling_Leaves make it clear that the principle
 

of adolescence in his view extends beyond the individual to

larger social groups and even to nations.

Reno, the city of the title, can be divided into parts

that are adolescent and parts that are its Opposite, or "moribund."

The adolescent sections can be distinguished by the trees that

grow in them, for in the sun-drenched, mountainous land of the

Great Basin has arisen a race of tree-worshippers, maintaining

an "alliance with the eternal, with the Jurassic Swamps and the

Green Mansions"79 through nurturing living growth from the earth.

There is also, in Reno, the moribund region found in any city,

the ersatz jungle, where the human animals, uneasy in

the light, dart from cave to cave under steel and neon

branches, where the voice of the croupier halloos in

the secret glades, and high and far, like light among

the top leaves, gleam the names of lawyers and hair-

dressers on upstairs windows....Yet there is one im-

portant difference between even this region and the

truly moribund cities of the world, the difference

which makes Reno a city of adolescence, a city of dis-

sonant themes, sawing against each other with a kind

of piercing beauty like that of a fourteen—year-old

girl or a seventeen-year-old boy, the beauty of every-

thing promised and nothing resolved. Even from the

very center of Reno,...and even at night, when restless

club lights mask the stars, one can look in any direc-

tion and see the infinite shoals of the leaves hovering

about the first lone crossing light.80

Some cities are entirely moribund (San Francisco, as Clark

uses it in The Track 2£_the Cat, is one), and perhaps even some

 

79The City 2£_Trembling Leaves, p. 3.

802113 £331. _o_f; Trembling Leaves, p. 12.
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nations or continents have so given themselves over to the forces

of death that the possibility of growth is gone. Toynbee's thesis

of decay, for instance, is "the frail and imitative offspring of

a moribund EurOpean dogma" which cannot be "sufficiently dynamic

to become the fusing faith of a new world."81

In the end the moribund society will reach the social suicide

that has preceded the events of the often anthologized story, "The

Portable Phonograph.“ "We are the doddering remnant of a race of

mechanical fools," observes one of the four survivors left upon

the dead, bomb-scarred earth. "I have saved what I love; the soul

of what was good in us here; perhaps the new ones will make a

strong enough beginning not to fall behind when they become clever."82

He has saved Shakespeare, the Bible, The Divine Comedy, Moby Dick,

a few records, and a portable phonograph. But even now, reduced

to four individuals, man has not learned that sense of human com-

munity that might once have saved him; the owner of these precious

testaments from the human past goes to sleep clutching a piece of

lead pipe to protect them from his fellows.

The danger of man's falling prey to his own cleverness, to

his machinery, appears often in Clark's work. Once it is a man

who has escaped the onerous bonds of his business world to play

river boatman in a small stream, guiding a leaky, sodden old boat

through a shallow rapids as if he were the first pioneer to attempt

 

81Thewstchful Gods, p. 228.

82The Watchful Gods, p. 182.
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the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon. He is called out

Of his play-acting by a woman's petulant voice yelling that

"D.L." wants him back in town right away-back in that "ersatz

jungle" where not even names remain to remind men of their indi-

viduality.

Perhaps the point is most explicit, however, in the almost

parable-like story, "Why Don't You Look Where You're Going?"

Here a huge ocean liner-"white as a sainted leviathan, but too

huge for even God to have imagined it"83-bears a cargo of pas-

sengers who have submitted the direction of their lives to a

self-sufficient mechanical creation of men's minds: "The wheel

took care of itself, the fuel sped upon quick wires, the warm

and supplefisteel joints rose and fell, self—oiled to perfect

limberness. More like a white Utopian city than any earth will

ever bear, she parted the subservient waters and proceeded."

In mid-ocean the liner overtakes and almost runs down a small

sailboat occupied by a single man. As he scrambles to get his

tiny craft out of the way, the man shouts up to the tiers of

faces above his head the question which is the title of the story.

The passengers, high in their Utopian city, are amused at such

colossal impudence. Having traded any moral direction in their

own lives for the anodyne of comfort, having removed themselves

from any real relationship with nature, they cannot possibly

 

83The watchful Gods, p. 113.

84The watchful Gods, p. 114.
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understand that it is the man in his tiny sailboat, trusting him-

self to the ocean and winds of the natural environment, who really

knows where he is going.

Such stories are thinly structured parables, sketchy in

characterization and having little plot in the conventional

sense. They recount, generally, the dilemma of man after the

battle for the psychological reconciliation of the Opposing forces

within him has been lost. Their dramatic focus is more often

upon the people riding the luxury liner than upon the individual

manning the tiller of his own sailboat. But in his novels Clark

has probed what he regards as man's rival drives-love urging

him toward life and unity, hate pushing him toward death and frag-

mentary consciousness-—in a much deeper way, making clear both

the genesis and scape of his conception.

If the adolescent is at that crucial point of gigantic

awareness, that moment of agonizing empathy with all things, it

is a transitory state for most men. The following quotation

appears in the introductory chapter of the manuscript version of

The City g£.Trembling Leaves (owned by the Library of Congress):

In adolescence all things for the first time accumulate

into one great and strange flavor of life, and yet must

be examined and tasted singly, every damned one of them.

Imagine that delectable, stupendous, agonizing and sym-

phonic concentration upon obtaining a whole and bearable

body out of ten million wounded parts. That doesn't

happen again, either, except to the rare, continuous

adolescents, the poets, artists, composers and broken

hearted lovers. After that for most of us comes the

defeated acceptance of multiplicity....Don't you ever

believe these bony, love-sick for everything youngsters

don't know what it's all about. well, no, they don't,

really, But they're closer to it than they ever were



541

before, or ever will be again. They are, their very

selves, unconscious multiplicity in search of a meaning.85

Nevertheless, most adults-—those who are neither artists

nor broken-hearted lovers-must pass beyond the adolescent state

of mingled pain and ecstasy to something more durable. Even

the twelve-year old boy of "The Watchful Gods," Clark's most

complete study of initiation into adulthood by undergoing an

emotional experience which destroys forever the childhood world,

has already realized, despite his joy in those infrequent moments

of unification, that it might be preferable to attain "a steady,

happy aliveness that was just comfortably below ecstasy, and

sometimes seemed to him even better than ecstasy, because it felt

like a state that might become permanent."86 The significance

of Clark's conception, for his literary work, must be judged by

how fully it measures the adult's world, not the child's.87

Tim.Hazard of Ih£_§131;2£_Trembling Leaves is Clark's charac-

ter who most explicitly passes through the various stages of

awareness of himself in relation to nature. In a sense this novel

is Clark's 325213 almost, at times, a notebook of ideas about

the human intellect and emotions, filled with characters who drOp

away and are not seen again. It is the most loosely organized

piece of Clark's work, and it even has a narrator, seldom present

on the scene, called Walt. Nevertheless it is suggestive of the

 

85Portz, Accent, XVII, 117-18.

86The‘Watchful Gods, p. 213.

87
At times Clark's conception, assigning as it does a great

deal of meaning to non-human life, has found excellent dramatic
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way Clark would later use both his conception and his Western

setting.

The first stage of Tim's relationship to nature, when the

sense of union of self with the entire natural world comes fre-

quently, he later refers to as his St. Francis period. His

approach to nature at this time is essentially religious, and he

feels generalized affection for all natural creatures. In his

human relationships he is withdrawn and dreamy, having little

contact with what passes for reality with his parents and his

schoolmates. He is equally remote from that "jungle" near the

schoolyard where bolder boys and girls conduct their first experi-

ments with sex and the larger jungle formed by the treeless,

steel and concrete center of the city, the moribund region of Reno.

His room during this period is a monastic cell, a clean, frugal

retreat for the unworldly St. Francis figure.

This stage of his development, so conducive to worship (the

child Tim prays many times each day, but never to the single,

omnipotent God of traditional theology; his praises are directed

to all of nature's gods), leads him quite naturally to idealize

girls, particularly Rachel wells. During most of his school years

his whole existence is directed toward this devotion, and Rachel

becomes for him the symbol of an ideal purity and contemplation

that stand beyond ordinary human possibilities. She is associated

 

expression in stories where human beings figure either slightly

or not at all. This is true of "Hook" (reprinted in The watchful

Gods, pp. 3-30). For an analysis of this story see Herbert

Wilner, "Walter Van Tilburg Clark," Western Review, XX (Winter,

1956), 104 ff.
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in his mind with Mt. Rose, lofty, timeless, the dwellingplace

of the gods. (Not until much later will he realize that she

actually lived in the Court House Quarter of Reno, an area of

"dark yesterdays"-almost a moribund region.) But Tim is unfitted

for his pursuit of the ideal by its very awesomeness. In

Rachel's presence he falls always into nervous, uncontrollable

garrulity that never allows him to say the things that matter-

reminiscent of Davies's difficulty when bringing his ideal of

justice into the real world.

His second phase comes upon him after Rachel has left Reno.

Here he can be called the "angry man" (the term is John Portz's),

the man who is split by his rival drives and finds no moments of

wholeness, who is directed by his hatred toward death or disso—

lution, although in Tim this state does not progress to complete

psychological disintegration. During this period he lives in

the heart of the downtown jungle, the moribund region; the music

for which he lives he is unable to write; and both the outward

neatness and inner joy implied by the St. Francis life are lost

to him.

His salvation comes, finally, hrough his rec0gnition that

the ideal truly must be unattainable if it is to remain an ideal,

that its pursuit leads not to attainment but to self-destruction.

Years after their childhood difficulties Rachel returns to Reno

and climbs Mt. Rose with him. There at last he understands that,

for him, she belongs among the gods of the mountain, and that he

must live in the valley below and among men. Thereafter his
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development is toward that contained joy-—that happiness that is

less than ecstasy--that is the best goal for the adolescent who

grows up. His develOpment is toward a life lived within human

possibilities and responsibilities, toward marriage, a family,

and the music that is his work.

It has been necessary to discuss in detail Clark's major

philosophical conception and the three characters he has found

to illustrate its various parts because both are of central con-

cern in his work on the West. The St. Francis figure, a stage

in Tim Hazard's youth here, appears elsewhere as an attitude

characteristic of later life, in the mature man who still finds

his greatest meaning in private, ineffable moments during which

he has a sense of union with the natural world. There are dan-

gers in this attitude. An over-riding one Clark had already

shown, in another way, in Davies: the possibility that one may

become so enraptured with an ideal world that he loses contact

with this one. The angry man figures in the earlier work as

well, in each of those individuals whose private hatred (and each

of them does have a carefully documented private hatred) drives

him toward murder for his victims and his own death as a moral

human being. Similarly, Croft is the adolescent who matures to

create a bridge between adolescence and the St. Francis world.

All of Clark's work draws its power, however, far less from

its central conception than from the dramatic context within which

that conception is worked out. And this context is the West:

not simply the West as background, but the West as dramatically

created context, a region with a past and a present that take on
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symbolic impact in his books. Even Thg_§itz;g£_Trembling_Leaves,

set in the 1920's and '30's and seeming to rely least of Clark's

books upon the Western cultural past, makes dramatic use of its

setting. Thus the moment that Tim most closely approaches attain-

ment of his ideal, the one night in all his relationship with

Rachel when it seems to him that he may at last possess his vision,

occurs at Bowers' Mansion. The Mansion, relic of the Comstock

days and now a dancehall, is the mute symbol of an insufficient

dream, a fitting "objective correlative" for Tim's own vision.

Indeed, the entire pilgrimage that carries Tim toward psychological

maturity takes place against a vast western landscape, stretching

from Tonopah to Carmel, and each individual place has its signi-

ficance within the book's pattern of symbols.

Both these aspects of Clark's writing, the major conception

and the use of Western history and place, join most fruitfully

in his latest novel, EEMEEEEEE' Here, with the setting

a Nevada ranch in a lonely valley in 1900 and the action a three-

day hunt for a mountain lion by three brothers in turn, Clark

brings together what he has had to say thus far about man in the

West——psychologically, socially, and historically.

The three major characters of Clark's conception are care-

fully schematized and subdivided in the Bridges family. Both the

father and mother, though in different ways, are parts of the angry

man figure. He, over seventy at the time of the novel, had been

one of those who roamed the West in search of the big rock candy

mountain, wasting the resources of the land and his own potential
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as a human being with equal profligacy. What he remembers from

the past are the moribund cities chained to their old inadequate

dream, Virginia City in the days when it expected new and greater

Comstocks, or San Francisco planning "to be the Babylon of the

world, the new Jerusalem, the capital of the Pacific, the very

shrine of wealth and beauty and fashion." He has worshipped, in

all his long life, only money and power without principle. The

pr0phets he recalls are the speculators and plungers who manipu-

lated mining stocks; the creed that he remembers even now comes

in the words of President Grant, whom he quotes "with the care

and awe of a disciple."88 In his old age he has built a private

and impenetrable world out of his whiskey bottle, moving outside

all human respOnsibility.

The mother's eyes are always filled with "dancing furies."

In her the internal war brought on by hatred is unceasing, the

personality held back from the chaos of disintegration only by

a supreme effort of will. Her rancor has found expression in

religion, in a narrow, bitter creed that takes the Old Testament

Jehovah as its source and places its dark emphasis on death and

sin, denying life and love.

Arthur Bridges, the oldest son, is the complete St. Francis

figure. His real life is composed of those moments when, in an

ecstasy of compassion for all things that live and grow, he feels

near the center of things. The tiny figures that he whittles

 

88The Track _o_f_ the Cat, p. 60.
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while sitting on Cathedral Rock could form a journal of those

moments when he has been truly alive:

The extent of the view was great enough to show the curve

of the horizon, and give the feeling that the world was

floating in space, and sometimes, under its influence,

his mind would sweep together...the many troublesome,

fragmentary thoughts of weeks or even months, into the

one big answer they had all been looking for, the answer

that, like all good answers, was only a beginning of a

bigger question....They were a kind of secret diary,

those whittlings, a notebook of his private living and

all that was important to him....The question that went

with the last piece mattered more than those before it,

as the piece itself was better cut, simpler and meaning

m0r8089

But Arthur, despite his inner satisfaction and his sense

of direction, has reached a crucial phase in the development of

the St. Francis figure. .At forty, he can no longer move so con-

fidently back and forth between the internal and external worlds

as he once had. He must continually touch things now to reassure

himself of the kind of reality that others accept. Not only is

he inoperative in the dynamics of human relationships, living

almost completely outside these concerns and placing his trust

in the slow passage of time, but his empathy with the world of

nature has unfitted him even for self-preservation. At the moment

the mountain lion leaps upon him to destroy him he sees the wound

a steer's horn has made on its belly, and feels the pain of it

in his own side.

Detached from the present as he is, Arthur fills the roles

of both historian and prophet. It is he who describes the end

 

892112. 2:19.15. Bi 3.12.. Let: pp- 78-79.
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of one kind of westering:

That was a kind of dream too, a big, fat one, and it's

over. We've gone from ocean to ocean..., burning and

butchering and cutting down and plowing under and dig-

ging out, and now we're at the end of it. Virginia

City's where the fat dream winked out. Now we turn

back....We can start digging into ourselves now; we

can plow each other under. But not so many men will

like that for a hepe. Even a good dream, backed up,

turns nightmare, and this wasn't a very good one to

start with. A.belly dream.90

But if he is the evaluator of the past, he is also the pr0phet

of the future, of that time when men will have substituted love

for hate and life for the everlasting race toward death that now

obsesses them. His hooded parka makes him resemble a monk, and

his brother Curt calls him "priest," "medicine man," and "prephet."

As with any prophet, the meaning of his life comes clear only

after his death at Cathedral Rock. His greatest impact, at last,

is upon his youngest brother.

Curt Bridges, next to Arthur in age, is the complete angry

man. Irretrievably given over to the dark powers of death and

disintegration by his own hatred, he has only fury to turn upon

the external world. Though he thinks of himself as belonging en-

tirely to the present, he is bound to the past. Like his father

he worships money and San Francisco; like Fitzgerald's Gatsby he

must believe that the clock can be turned back, that tomorrow

will bring bigger and more glorious Comstocks. During the two

days and nights in which he hunts the black panther, perhaps the

:nost dramatically powerful pages of the book, all nature becomes
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a huge metaphor of his own internal disintegration. Without

knowing it he has been running all his life toward the cliff

that finally carries him to his death, running from a phantom

cat that has its origin in his own warped psychology.

The third brother, nineteen-year-old Hal, is the meeting

place for these forces. Beginning as an adolescent, he grows

through three revelation-filled days to that position of "bridge"

between past and future, between the man who lives all outside

and the man who lives all inside, that all Clark's novels ask.

Again and again he reminds himself of the lessons that Arthur

has taught him, but he never loses the grip on immediate reality

that was Curt's special gift. Always he must warn himself away

from the blind anger that has destroyed Curt and his mother, for

that too is in him. And, finally, he is named for his father,

making it clear that the old fat dream of the west is also part

of his heritage.

Most reviewers have tended to see the black cat, which kills

Arthur and is indirectly the agent of Curt's destruction, as a

generalized symbol of natural evil. This is the view held by

Joe Sam, an ageless Paiute who lives at the ranch. His wife

and children were killed during the first snowstorm of a winter

long ago by a huge black panther. For Joe Sam, who is the inar-

ticulate record of all the past in the West (he remembers when

Frémont camped beside Pyramid Lake, and so is a survivor from the

time before the whites came), the cat has grown to mythological

dimensions and has become the symbol of an indestructible natural
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evil that intends to drive all men out of the region-perhaps,

indeed, now the agent of vengeance for his own pe0ple against

the white invaders.

To Arthur, who best understands Joe Sam, this is supersti-

tion rather than supernaturalism, but perhaps as good a symbol

as any of the unknown that most men fear because it is unknown.

He does not dread hunting the cat because he thinks it a phantom,

but because he knows it is flesh and blood. The rifle he must

carry and the prospect of killing destroy his precious rapport

with nature, for he has searched for the unknown with joyous

anticipation rather than fear. When the cat leaps upon him he

is dreaming of his good moments on Cathedral Rock, and his rifle

is unloaded.

To Curt, who has the practical man's brutal contempt for

Joe Sam as a member of a race that has proved inferior in the

struggle for domination, and for all superstition, the cat is a

thing to be hunted, a victim for his rifle and skill. He cannot

believe that the natural world contains anything that he cannot

conquer and destroy. When the natural world becomes unfamiliar

in a storm, however, it also becomes the malignant projection of

his own hatred, and the cat is its most terrifying agent, sending

him running blindly from his own panic toward death.

It is Hal who kills the cat at last. He has tried to under-

stand both Joe Sam's private world of superstition and phantoms

and Arthur's equally private mystical sense of union, but he never

forgets the real world of real mountain lions. Always he is in
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poised balance between Arthur and Curt. Killing the cat is a

necessary evil, not Curt's vengeance, and even at the moment

of killing, Hal feels compassion for the beautiful thing he has

had to destroy. A

Thus the cat is a much more specific symbol than the re-

viewers suggested. It is neither malignant nor benign; it is

merely neuter. It is a small part of that indifferent natural

world against which each man sees his own nature mirrored. Joe

Sam's symbol of the unknown, whether it is to be feared as Joe

Sam fears it or joyfully pursued as Arthur has pursued it, re-

mains as elusive as ever; it is not to be tied down to a dead

animal lying in the willows. And from the kill of this entirely

natural cat, Hal will return to the ranch and his own place in

the world of men (too much has been made of man isolate in nature

in Clark's work; there is always this return). Of all the

second generation Bridges, only he will marry and pass on his

heritage to a third generation.

In combination with Clark's major concept, "westering"-the

whole past of a region that from the first was wrapped in dream-

is the central matrix from which Thg_nggk_g£_thg_ggt_draws its

symbols and its themes. The two combine, in fact, to become

Clark's primary insight: man's reliance upon a natural environ-

ment which must sustain him but which in the past he has exploited

and destroyed. -Now the physical conquest is over; the West has

ended at the ocean. Now indeed man must turn back upon himself,

eradicate the hatred that made him a destroyer, and create the
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world that Arthur envisioned and Hal, the inheritor who under-

stands his inheritance, may help to make. Succeeding, man will

abandon his directionless utopian city, return to comprehension

of the natural environment upon which he must ultimately depend,

and learn at last where he is going. Failing, he will create

the dead world of "The Portable Phonograph," a world where the

haters and exploiters have had their way at last.

In a general sense, Clark's work can be used as a con-

venient summary of the new fiction that has taken the West as

its subject. For all their differences, these writers have one

major theme in common: the conviction that man must turn back

upon himself now that he has reached the Pacific, must turn from

physical conquest of the environment to conquest of himself as

an individual and a member of society, must remove his dream

from the wilderness that possessed it for so long and, improving

and changing it, direct it to the world of men. The dream of

westering was many little dreams, some of them good ones, but

there is a sense, in this fiction, that they were all swept up

into one big bad dream that turned sour and died. With intel-

ligence, insight, talent, and sometimes major creative gifts,

these writers have given us back the past of our West, in a

context of far greater meaning than it ever possessed in fiction

before.
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