ALASKAN LITERATURE-
THE FICTION OF AMERICA'S LAST WILDERNESS

THESIS FOR THE DEGREE OF PH. D.
MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY

HILTON JOHN WOLFE
1973



LIBRARY 7}
Michigan State
University

This is to certify that the

thesis entitled

ALASKAN LITERATURE:
THE FICTION OF AMERICA's LAST WILDERNESS

presented by

Hilton John Wolfe

has been accepted towards fulfillment
of the requirements for

Ph.D. English

degree in

(Lunst 8.1

Major professor

Date __May 4, 1973

0-7639




ABSTRACT

ALASKAN LITERATURE:
THE FICTION OF AMERICA'S LAST WILDERNESS

By
Hilton John Wolfe

When the term Alaskan literature is mentioned, the

names which usually rise to the surface of the mind are
Jack London, Robert Service, and perhaps Rex Beachj; but the
number of Alaskan novels actually runs to some 300 and the
list of short stories well exceeds 200. Despite the exis-
tence of such a large body of fiction, no major and very
few minor studies of Alaskan literature have been previous-
ly undertaken: the present historical and critical survey
attempts to reduce this gap in American literary history.
The survey is historical in its effort to achieve
two goals: (1) the compilation of a comprehensivé bibliog-
raphy of Alaskan fiction; and (2) a description of the
major literary trends during the three periods of Alaskan
history--the pre-Klondike, the Klondike, and the post-
Klondike., The bibliography has been gathered from all
known published sources containing Alaskana as well as from
the shelf lists of the Alaska State Historical Library and
the Skinner Collection of the University of Alaska Library.
The result no doubt is not exhaustive, but it is the most
complete existing list of Alaskan fiction. The description
of specific literary works is suggestive rather than de-
tailed, but it is believed that all the major literary
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trends have been identified,

The survey is critical in its testing of a hypo-
thesis. Many writers, both popular and academic, have as-
serted that Alaska is America's last frontier; therefore it
would be expected that Alaskan fiction would carry on the
tradition of American frontier literature. This thesis is
tested by comparing. first, the pattern of Alaska's develop-
ment with the pattern of settlement on the American fron-
tier; and, second, the relationship between American fron-
tier literature and the realities of the American Wests
with the relationship of Alaskan fiction and Alaskan his-
tory.

Several conclusions are drawn., First, despite many
claims to the contrary, Alaska has not been a typical Amer-
ican frontier; instead, it has closely resembled the Aus-
tralian frontier in terms of the role of capital in the
exploitation of an unsettled region and the Brazilian fron-
tier in terms of the attitude of its pioneers--"get in, get
it and get out.” Second, however, many Alaskan writers
have assumed that Alaska was just another extension of the
Western frontier and have merely applied the conventional
formulas, especially of Western fiction, to the Northern
setting. As has been the case with most American frontier
novels, the effect of such popular literature is to create
a wide gap between fact and fiction. Third, on the other
hand, a few serious writers have focused upon the symbolic

potential of the Alaskan wilderness and thus have written a
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new chapter in American frontier literature. Finally, it
may be said that Alaskan fiction marks the development of
another new and vigorous American regional literature wor-

thy of further attention from literary scholars.



ALASKAN LITERATURE:
THE FICTION OF AMERICA'S LAST WILDERNESS

By

Hilton John Wolfe

A THESIS

Submitted to
Michigan State University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
Department of English

1973



“J}'J TABLE OF CONTENTS
INTRODUCTION [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ) [ ] [ ] [ ] L] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 1

CHAPTER
I. FRONTIERS: HISTORY AND ROMANCE .+ & o o o & & 17

Theoretical Aspects of Frontiers
The American Frontier
Turner's hypothesis
Definition
Geographic stages of frontier development
Economic stages of frontier development
The search for gold
The pioneer
The closed frontier
American Literature
The frontier
Response to a closed frontier

II. THE PRE-KLONDIKE PERIOD (1867-1896) « & « o & 98

History
Russian America
United States occupation
Literature
Treasure house of exploitable economic
wealth
Endangered treasure house of exploitable
economic wealth
Treasure house of natural wonders
Treasure house of the Lord
Treasure house of moral edification

III. THE KLONDIKE PERIOD (1896-1912) 4 4 « o o o o 158

History
Literature
The trail
The code of the trail
Striking it rich
The Alaskan frontier myth
Alaskan frontier literature and Cooper's
formulas



ii

CHAPTER
IV. THE POST-KLONDIKE PERIOD (1913-Present) « « o« o 253
History
Literature

Historical fiction
Contemporary fiction

CONCLUSION L] L] L[] L[] L[] [ ] [ ] L] [] (] [ ] () L] () [ ] [ ] (] [ ] L[] [ ] L] L] 308
BIBLIOGRAPHY [ ] [ ] [ [ ] [ [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] L[] ] L] L[] L] (] [ ] [ ] L[] L] L] L] 318



INTRODUCTION

When the word Alaska is mentioned, the images which
most frequently rise to the surface of the mind are those
of Eskimo hunters stalking polar bears, sourdough gold-
panners on rich creeks, dog-mushers on winter trails, and
thermometers dipping to 70° below zero. Or there may be a
recollection of such terms as "Walrussia,"” "Seward's Folly"
and "Seward®’s Ice Box"--images and phrases all implying
that Alaska is a land of pioneer or frontier conditions.
And, in fact, Alaska is portrayed as "the land of the last
frontier,” or if striving for paradox, the "New Frontier,"
not only by the travel bureaus and airline companies, but
also by more academic-minded writers. In the introduction
to Jeannette Paddock Nichols' history of Alaska, published
in 1924, the Honorable James Wickersham, first and long-
time delegate from Alaska to Congress, refers to Alaska as
“the last great American frontier."1 More recently, in the
foreword to Herbert L. Heller®s Sourdough Sagas (1967),
Ernest Gruening, Governor of the Territory of Alaska for
fourteen years and later United States Senator, states that
the Alaska of the 1880°'s "was truly 'the last frontier,®' as
it is 8till lovingly called by Alaskans,” and that the
Alaska of today retains "many of its frontier

1
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”characteristics."2

Application of the traditional man-land
ratio would also support any contemporary labeling of
Alaska as a frontier region, for with an area of 586,000
square miles and a population of some 250,000, Alaska's
ratio stands at 2.3 persons per square mile--just three-
tenths of a person above the limit.3

Whether Alaska is or ever was a frontier is not an
issue here. Rather, the fact that Alaska has been and is
still considered by many to be a frontier provides a pos-
8ibly fruitful approach for the student making a survey of
Alaskan literature and of Alaskan fiction in particular.

If one agrees with the approach used by Arthur Hobson Quinn
in his study of American fiction, then a survey of Alaskan
literature must show the relation of this body of litera-
ture "to American [and Alaskan] life, social, economic, and
political, . . & wl More exactly, if Alaskan literature is
the literature of a frontier, then attention needs to be
focused upon the frontier aspects of "American life,
social, economic, and political. . . . "

An initial attempt to gain an understanding of the
frontier in American life leads to some expected results as
well as to some rather surprising sidelights on the
scholarship in this field. One would not, as is the case,
expect to find mention of Alaskan life or Alaskan litera-
ture in those studies which deal with a period of time

before 1867, the year of the Alaskan Purchase, or even

1897, the year in which the Klondike made headlines around



3

the worlds such works, for example, as Frederic L. Paxon's

History of the American Frontier, 1763-1893 (1924), Ray
Allen Billington®s The Far Western Frontier, 1830-1860

(1962), Russel B. Nye's The Cultural Life of the New
Nation, 1776-1830 (1960), and Henry Nash Smith's Virgin
Land (1950), a study which stops with the formulation of
Turner's thesis in 1893. Nor would one expect mention of
Alaska in those frontier studies which are either very
broad or very narrow in their subject matter, such as Fred-
erick Jackson Turner's essay, "The Significance of the
Frontier in American History" (1893), Rodman W. Paul's
California Golds The Beginning of Mining in the Far West
(1947), John Walton Caughey's Gold is the Cornerstone
(1948), also a treatment of the gold-rush era in the Far
West, and Arthur K. Moore®'s The Frontier Minds A Cultural

Analysis of the Kentucky Frontiersman (1957). Likewise,
Alaska understandably is not mentioned in strictly liter-

ary studies which are limited in scope though very dbroad in
treatment--like Jay B. Hubbell's "The Frontier,"” published
in Norman Foerster's The Reinterpretation of American Lit-
erature (1928), and Benjamin T. Spencer's "Regionalism in
American Literature,” included in Merrill Jensen's Region-
alism in America (1951)--or, conversely, in studies
detailed in treatment though limited in scope, like Alex-
ander Cowie's The Rise of the American Novel (1948), which
is primarily concerned with the American novel up to the

latter part of the nineteenth century, and Harold P.
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Simonson's The Closed Frontier:s Studies in American Liter-
ary Tragedy (1970), which, after a lengthy discussion of
Turner®'s frontier thesis and its implications, provides a
detailed discussion of Mark Twain, Ole Rolvaag, and Nathan-
ael West, .

On the other hand, Alaska is also missing from
works in which the subject might reasonably be expected to
appear. Alaska life and literature is not mentioned in
such cultural histories as Henry Steele Commager's ghg
American Mind:s An Interpretation of American Thought and
Character Since the 1880's (1950) and Merle Curti's The
Growth of American Thought (1964). The same holds fﬁr the

literary histories: The Cambridge History of American Lit-
erature (1917-1921) and Marcus Cunliffe's The Literature of

the United States (1961) ignore Alaskan literature alto-

gether, and except for the treatment of Jack London, Alaska
finds its way into the LHUS only as an oblique referent in
Stith Thompson®s chapter, "Indian Heritage.® Narrower 1lit-
erary studies repeat the neglects Horace Spencer Fiske's
Provincial Types in American Fiction, published in 1903 and
intended to be suggestive rather than exhaustive, seems
oblivious to the Klondicitis which had infected the country
five years prior to its publication; and Lucy Lockwood
Hazard's The Frontier in American Literature (first pub-
lished in 1927 and then republished in the American Clas-
sics series in 1961) looks at the Californai gold-rush of
*49 but also ignores the Trail of *98--not even Jack London



is noticed.

If Morgan B. Sherwood is correct in asserting that
"Alaska was the westward continental limit of United States
territorial expansion, and therefore deserves the attention
of historians of the American westward movement.'5 we could
reasonably expect to find Alaska included in such works as
Bernard DeVoto's The Course of Empire (1952), Nelson Beecher

Keyes' The American Frontiers Our Unique Heritage (1954),
Ray Allen Billington's American Frontier Heritage (1966),

and Richard Hofstadter and Seymour Martin Lipset's Turner
and the Sociology of the Frontier (1968). Austalia and
Brazil appear in Hofstadter and Lipset®'s collection of
essays but not Alaska.

It would also seem fair to reverse Mr, Sherwood's
directive and to assert that Alaskan literature also
deserves the attention of the historians of Alaska; yet
Mr. Sherwood®s own collection of essays, Alaska and Its
History (1967), ignores the literature, as do the earlier
histories of Jeannette Paddock Nichols, Alaskas A His-

tory '« o & (1924); and C., L. Andrews, The Story of Alaska
(1944), The very scant notice given to Alaskan literature
by its historians--Henry W..Clark summarizes Alaskan liter-
ature in three pages of his History of Alaska (1930), and
Clarence C, Hulley reviews Alaskan writers and artists in
less than four pages in Alaska 1741-1953 (1953)--is usually
in the way of a complaint. Henry W. Clark, for example,

writes:
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This tendency of the people of the United States to
look upon Alaska as a land of ice and snow has been
aided materially by the proneness of writers, both
fiction and otherwise, to describe Alaska as ice-bound,
and the home of fur-clad, tallow-eating people. The
poems of Service and the books of London, though admi-
rable in many ways, have been leaders in this false
gospel.6as their scenes are laid near the Arctic
Circle.

A similar complaint is repeated in Stuart Ramsay Tompkin's

Alaska: Promyshlennik and Sourdough (1945):

The people of the North have yet to obtain full justice
at the hands of the literary world. The generation of
writers that included Rex Beach and Jack London have -
written picturesque, perhaps overdrawn accounts of the
gold rush. This trend towards the unusual has contin-
ued unabated. Hollywood lends its aid to crown with a
halo of romance northern prospectors, miners, Eskimos,
and mounted policemen. It is time that a note of real-
ism should be struck to redress the balance and to
enable us to understand the peculiar problems of the
sourdough.?

Ernest Gruening's The State of Alaska (1968) is
also very brief in its treatment of Alaskan writers, but
more sympathetic. He gives a paragraph to summarizing the
themes of London's'stories and a paragraph for providing
historical details behind Rex Beach's The Spoilers,8 and
in another paragraph remarks the attention generated by the
Klondike gold discovery:

It brought Alaska for the first time to the ken of
millions of Americans. The gold rush was reported in
thousands of newspaper columns, in a multitude of
magazine articles, and was more permanently recorded
in not fewer than three hundred bound volumes of per-
sonal experiences as well as fuller compendia. Not
least notable was the fiction of Jack London, Rex
Beach and others. They wrote a new chapter, a post-
script, to the great American romance of “the West."9

If one pauses to consider why the cultural and

frontier histories so consistently ignore Alaska, he might
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conclude that no Americans live north of the forty-ninth
parallel! Or if he considers how scarce are the references
to Alaskan literature, two implications seem possible:
either regional literary studies have gone out of fashion,
or the corpus of Alaskan literature is not great enough to
warrant scholarly investigation.

A negative can be given to the first implication by
merely citing counter-examples. In addition to the earlier
regional studies already mentioned--and some not mentioned,

like Alexander Nicolas DeMenil®s The Literature of the

Louisiana Territory (1904) and Ralph Leslie Rusk's The Lit-
erature of the Middle Western Frontier (1926)--there are

such later examples as J. Frank Dobie's Guide to Life and

Literature of the Southwest (1952), Bernard Duffey's The

Chicago Renaissance in American Letters (1954), Edwin W,

Gaston's The Early Novel of the Southwest (1961), Arthur W,
Shumaker's A History of Indigna Literature (1962), and
Richard Walser®s Literary North Carolina (1970). For addi-
tional examples of recent specific regional studies, one
has only to open Clarence Gohdes® Literature and Theater of

the States and Regions of the U.S.A. (1967). This histor-
ical bvibliography also indicates that scholars are still

wrestling with the theoretical aspects of regional studies.
The second implication--that the corpus of Alaskan

literature is too small to warrant attention--can also be

answered in the negative, but not so easily. Before giving

an estimate of the volume of Alaskan literature, it is
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necessary to answer certain questions faced by anyone work-
ing with regional materials.

First, what is meant by "Alaskan literature”? The
term literature is properly used to denote several types of
works in a general sense, any body of writings in prose or
verse; in a more limited sense, a body of written work
produced by scholars or researchers in a given field; and,
more exclusively, imaginative or creative writing, belles-
lettres., James Wickersham's A Bibliography of Alaskan Lit-
erature 1724-1924 (1927) uses the term inclusively, and
thus we find a broad range of entries, Under "United
States Public Documents Relating to Alaska,” Wickersham
lists Presidential "Executive Orders,” "Messages to Con-
gress,” numerous reports, letters, and studies within the
various departments of the federal government, as well as
Senate and House committee hearings and Judicial Department
records., Under “General Publications Relating to Alaska,"
a section which does not include public documents, his
bibliography enters publications in nearly ninety catego-
ries, from "Baranov" and "Bering, Vitus J." through
*Glaciers” and "Roads and Trails®™ to "Totems,” "Volcanoes"
and "Whales."

The inclusiveness of Wickersham's use of the term
"Alaskan literature” is further indicated by the fact that
his bibliography also lists titles, in fact, "is supposed
to contain a complete [my italicg 1list of the titles of

all printed books of history, travels, voyages, newspapers,
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“periodicals, and public documents,” not only in English but
also in "Russian, German, French, Spanish, etc., relating

to, descriptive of, or published in Russian-America, now

10

called Alaska, from 1724 to and including 1924." Accord-

ingly, in the "Voyages" subdivision of "Russian-America,"

we find such entries as these:s

6099--Bering and Chirikov. (DuHolde, Father Jean-
Baptiste) Description geographique, histrique,
chronologique, politique, et Bhysique de la Chine
et de la Tartarie chinoise. vols, Lemercier,

Paris. 17350 e o o

6110--Bering and Chirikov. Sokrashchenie istorich-
eskago iz viestiia o Kamchatkie, kotoroe kasae-
tsia do pervago puteshestviia Kapitan-komandora
Beringa. . . . Mies, StPbg, 1736.

6197--Kotzebue, Otto von. Entdeckungsreise in die
Sudsee u. nack der Beringsstrasse zur erforschung
einer nordostlicken durchfahrt. 3 vols in 1,
plates, Gebr. Hoffman, Weimar, 1821,

And under "Fiction" we find this surprise:

3074--Swift, Jonathan. Travels into several remote
nations of the world. In four parts. By Lemuel
Gulliver. To which are prefix'd several copies
of verses explanatory and commendatory; never
before printed. The Second edition. Londons
Benj. Motte, 1927, xii, 148, 164 pp. portraits,
2 maps. (Note: Important because of map showing
region of Brobdingnag (Alaska) [sic].

The listing of titles in several languages implies
something which is trues with the term "Alaskan writer,”
Wickersham does not mean a writer born in Alaska or one who
spent all or most of his life there, but merely a writer
who has written about Alaska or has published a book, on
any topic, in Alaska--a Russian school text, for example.

Wickersham®s decision seems well-advised:s he avoids the
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sticky problems which occupy more than two pages of Arthur

11 \nd nis

W. Shumaker®s A History of Indiana Literature.
~de¢ision is realistics extremely few of the authors who
have written about Alaska were also born there.12 It might
be added that J. Frank Dobie's view of the significance of
an author's birthplace seems similar to Wickersham®'s; Dobie
defines:

By "literature of the Southwest® I mean writings that

interpret the region, whether they have been produced

by the Southwest or not. Many of them have not. What

we are interested in is life in the Southwest, and any

interpreter of that life, foreign or domestic, ancient

or modern, is of value.13

Perhaps one more comment should be made on the

inclusiveness of Wickersham®'s titles Alaskan means more
than Alaskan. As used by Wickersham, Alaskan understand-
ably includes the Yukon--the Klondike. Although a narrow
clearing now extends for nearly 700 miles due north and
south along the 141st west meridian, from the Arctic Ocean
down to the St. Elias Mountains on the Gulf of Alaska, and
marks the boundary between the United States and Canada.14
such distinct separation did not always exist. 1In 1869,
two years after Russian America passed into American hands,
4 Captain Charles P, Raymond journeyed up the Yukon River
to request the Hudson's Bay Company to move its trading
post at Fort Yukon to a position east of the Alaskan-Yukon
boundary.15 According to Pierre Berton, the mistake of the
Hudson's Bay Company traders may not have been intentional.

They did not “"know, at the time, that their Union Jack,
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flying over Fort Yukon, was deep in foreign territory; the
land was remote, the boundaries hazy, and the geography
uncertain.”16
Besides genuine error, there was another cause for

disagreements over the Alaskan-Canadian border. Ernest

Gruening describes this cause in The State of Alaska:

The disputes arose over the conflicting interpretations
of the wording of the Anglo-Russian Treaty of 1825 by
which the boundary of southeastern Alaska was to follow
the summits of the mountains parallel to the coast, but
not more than ten marine leagues from it. The Canadian
contention was that the ten leagues should be measured
from the mouths of the bays--the American contention
that it was from the heads of the bays.17

In 1903, six years after the great Klondike gold
stampede began, the boundary dispute was finally settled by
an international tribunal; but since the American interpre-
tation of the 1825 treaty prevailed, there was considerable
hard feeling in Canada,18 just as there had been over the
boundary dispute between the United States and Canada in
the Pacific Northwest,

Although controversy may have burned in political
circles in Ottawa and Washington, controversy was not the
prevailing atmosphere in the Alaskan and Yukon territories.
In the first place, most of the prospectors and miners from
Canada as well as those from the United States crossed
Alaskan territory on their way to Dawson City. Either they
disembarked from Skagway or Dyea and then crossed the White
or Chilkoot passes, or they made the long riverboat journey

up the Yukon River; and those who did go to the gold fields

via the shorter routes through southeastern Alaska usually
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made the return trip by going down the Yukon River.

Such an easy disregard of boundaries continued to
operate once the prospectors were at work along the gold
creeks., As Wickersham points out,

e« « o most of those who were not immediately successful
on the Dawson creeks came on down the Yukon river to
Eagle or Circle and began prospecting in Alaska. When
the Fairbanks creeks and others in that region were
located1 there was a large stampede from Dawson into
Alaska.l9
As a result, the "Yukon territory was more closely con-
nected, geographically and socially by this moving popula-
tion with Alaska than it was with any of the Canadian
provinces.'20

There are also more specific indications of the
feeling of unity which existed between the Alaskan and
Yukon territories. One is that the mining laws freely per-
mitted citizens of the United States to locate in the Yukon,
and Canadians to locate in Alaska. Furthermore, the Arctic
Brotherhood did not recognize the boundaries. In their
meeting halls the Union Jack and the Stars and Stripes hung
intertwined on the walls, and "their motto wass ‘'There is
no boundary line here."‘21

It is with justification, then, that Wickersham
decided to use the term "Alaskan®™ to include Yukon:

Because of this intimate connection as prospectors and
Arctic Brothers in the earlier and later camps, and
their common historical interest in the happenings of
both, the common bibliography of the Yukon piv-

er . « + and the Yukon Territory . . . have been
included with that of Alaska.22

The inclusiveness of the term "Alaskan literature,”
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as used by Wickersham, is appropriate for his admirable
bibliography. But considering that Wickersham®'s bibli-
ography--which lists none of the writings of the last
almost fifty years--contains over 10,000 entries, it is
obvious that some cutting needs to be done. Like Wicker-
sham, I include Yukon literature with Alaskan literature,
although only for the period of the Klondike gold-rush;23
but, unlike Wickersham, I will give primary attention to
only the belles-lettres of Alaskan literature--more speci-
fically, to Alaskan novels and short stories. Like Arthur
W. Shumaker, I find juveniles "important and interesting"--
almost by accident I have come across nearly a hundred full-
length works--but I also consider them "tangential to this
study”zu and hence exclude them.

Even after these limits are placed on the biblio-
graphy of primary works, there remains a considerable body
of literature to be considered. Since a comprehensive
bibliography of Alaskan fiction has not been compiled
recently--the bibliography included with this study will
be the most recent and most complete--any attempt to list
totals is necessarily tentative. But the following figures
do suggest the literary interest which has been taken in
Alaska: between 1889, the year in which the first Alaskan
novel was published, and the present, nearly 300 novels
have appeared. And in addition to the literally hundreds

of short stories and poems which have been printed in news-

papers and magazines, there are some twenty collections of
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short stories and fifteen collections of poetry, not
including the volumes of Robert Service.

If one grants this to be a corpus large enough to
warrant scholarly dissection, there is still the problem
of how to approach this body of materials. Since I have
not read all of the works in the primary bibliography, I
cannot at this time give a comprehensive, detailed survey,

such as that found in Richard Walser's Literary North Caro-

lina (1970). But I have read enough to attempt a descrip-
tion of the broad, chronological developments in Alaskan
literature--the pre-Klondike, Klondike, and post-Klondike
periods. And in more detailed fashion I can consider cer-
tain literary problems which have engaged such scholars as
Lucy Lockwood Hazard, Arthur K. Moore, and Henry Nash
Smith,

In The Frontier in American Literature (1927, 1961)
Lucy Lockwood Hazard sets two goals: an analysis of “the
indirect but powerful influence of the frontier in shaping
the conditions of American 1life and the resultant American
philosophies” and an analysis of "the use of the frontier
by those writers who, like Cooper and Bret Harte, have
deliberately chosen it as a setting.'25 Professor Hazard's
first goal will not be adapted to this study; that is,
there will be no attempt to show a possible influence of
the Alaskan frontier on American life. But her second
goal--which is similar to Arthur Moore's and Henry Nash
Smith's studies of the relationship between the historical
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reality and the literary interpretation of frontier Amer-
ica--will be imitated. Finally, again following the exam-
ples set by Moore and Smith, I will consider in a compar-
ative way how the literary interpreters of Alaska have
handled the problems facing previous writers as they
searched for a literary mode a&equately suited for the
expression of their vision of the American frontier, and
how the literary interpreters of Alaska have responded to

the fact of a closed frontier.
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CHAPTER I
FRONTIERS: HISTORY AND ROMANCE

If Alaskan literature is going to be approached as
frontier literature, then we will need to understand in
what ways and to what extent Alaska was or is a frontier
region., And if we are going to be prepared to discuss
later Alaskan literature as post-frontier literatupe, then
we will need to understand the nature and significance of a
closed frontier. More exactly, we will need to understand
the role of the frontier in the total social and economic
evolution of a culture.

Since historians of Alaska have not focused sharply
upon these problems and since, as Morgan B. Sherwood points
out, "historians of the American westward movement” have
thus far neglected Alaska as "the westward continental

1imit of United States territorial expansion.'1

an attempt
to describe Alaska's development might begin with a look at
the answers which scholars of American expansion have given
to such questions as, what is a frontier, what attractions
draw people to frontiers, what characteristics--if any--are
common to all pioneers, what role does the frontier play in
the cultural evolution of a country? The answers to these

questions will hopefully provide a historical and
17
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intellectual framework within which to examine Alaska's
role in the westward expansion of the United States. Since
frontier conditions are not everywhere the same, it is pos-
sible that the Alaskan frontier may vary radically from the
pattern discernable in the march of American civilization
from the Atlantic to the Pacifics thus, to be alerted to
possible peculiarities in Alaska, theoretical consideration
will be given to the manner in which frontiers differ. A
review of the scholarship on frontiers in general and the
American frontier in particular will occupy the first half
of this chapter,

The second task of this chapter will be to provide
a framework which will allow a consideration of Alaskan
literature within the larger context of American litera-
ture. To provide this literary framework, a brief review
will be made of three topicss first, the use which has
been made of various frontiers by American writers, and
growing out of this analysis a consideration of the re-
lationship between historical reality and literary myth or
interpretation. Then attention will be directed at efforts
which writers have made to find a literary mode suitable
for the expression of their vision of the frontier, Final-
ly, an appraisal will be made of the literary response of
American writers to a closed frontier.

Theoretical Aspects of Frontiers

After highlighting the similarities of the succes-

sive frontiers in America, Turner remarked that the
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American frontier can be dissected into various frontiers,
identifiable by "essential differences, due to the place
element and the time element."2 He also hinted at the
direction which further analysis might take by providing
suggestive examples:
It is evident that the farming frontier of the Missis-
sippi Valley presents different conditions from the
mining frontier of the Rocky Mountains. The frontier
reached by the Pacific Railraod, surveyed into rec-
tangles, guarded by the United States Army, and re-
cruited by the daily immigrant ship, moves forward at
a swifter pace and in a different way than the frontier
reached by the birch canoe or the pack horse,3

Later scholars, particularly those making compara-
tive frontier studies, have elaborated on the determining
factors which lead to divergent frontier conditions, fron-
tier experiences, and frontier backwash in various other
countries, especially Canada, Australia, South Africa, and
Brazil. As Marvin W, Mikesell points out, the principal
variables are only two--man and landu--but these can be
subdivided into six or seven factors.,

One of these is the relationship between the immi-
grant and the aboriginal peoples. Examples range "from
extensive assimilation in Latin America to absolute exter-
mination in Tasmania and near extermination in the United
States. The relatively unimpeded advance of the Australian
frontier contrasts with the bitter conflicts experienced
during the early stages of colonization in South Africa.’5
A variation of this factor is the relationship, usually
competitive, between two immigrant peoples in a given area.

Appropriate examples could be found in the history of
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American expansion into the Southwest and the Pacific North-

west,

Environmental or geographic differences also play a
shaping role in the movement or expansion of given fron--
tiers. Again Marvin W, Mikesell provides examples:

The St. Lawrence River enabled the first Canadian colo-
nist to move into the heart of the continent, but the
continuation of that movement was blocked by the Pre-
Cambrian Shield. The simultaneous advance of Austra-
lian settlement from widely separated points on the
coast presents a picture quite unlike the advance of
the American frontier. The great, north-flowing rivers
of Siberia did not equal the opportunities which the
Mississigpi and its tributaries offered to the American
pioneer.

A more specific example of different frontier experiences
stemming from different environmental conditions is given
by Seymour Martin Lipset:

In America, each individual attempted to find his own
plot of land. The Australian agriculture frontier, on
the other hand, was much less hospitable in terms of
climate, and family agriculture was less practical.
Many of the frontier enterprises involved large-scale
cattle and sheep grazing, both of which required con-
sideragle capital if the enterprise was to be worth-
while.

Speaking about the same area, Mikesell likewise
recognizes the determining role which geographic conditions
may exercise on the evolution of a frontier:
« o o a substantial part of Australia was better suited
to extensive grazing than to any known combination of
crops. Vast open spaces and a meager supply of labor
encouraged the shepherd rather than the yeoman farmer.
The typical Australian frontiersman in the last century
was a wage-worker who did not, usually, expect to be
anything else.8

But Mikesell also recognizes that the determining force of

environmental conditions is not absolute. Certainly the
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use which immigrant peoples make of a new frontier is in
part shaped by the physical conditions encountered there,
but the other side of the coin shows several other forces
at work. One of these is implied in the previous quotation:
® « « o was better suited to extensive grazing than to any
known [my italics] combination of crops.” Man's scienti-
fic knowledge also colors frontier developments remote
frontier outposts in Brazil today are visited not by stage-
coach but by diesel-powered Mercedes-Benz buses. A rele-
vant truism is that as man's technology advances, his life
style becomes less dependent upon the particular environ-
mental conditions in which he finds himself.
Another factor which can modify the role of geogra-
phic conditions is the force of economic goals or neces-
sities. Australia again provides an example:
The Australian frontier thus started, as one author
puts it, as a "big man's frontier,” in contrast to
the American "homesteader's frontier.” Thanks to the
cooperation of the bankers, the Australian pastora-
lists were able to occupy the best land and discourage
settlement by small farmers.9

On the same frontier, the economic variable was cast not

only in the role of financier but also of manufacturer:
The persistence of the pastoral oligarchy can be traced
to Australia's imperial ties, for British capitalists
were more interested in wool for the Yorkshire textile
mills than in the successful settlement of small farm-
ers,10

On the American frontier, however, another determi-
nant upstaged economics or, at least, was equally forceful.

In Virgin Land, Henry Nash Smith advances the view that
frontier settlement in the American West was shaped not
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only by the physical environment but also by “the assump-

wll

tions and aspirations of a whole society. More speci-

fically, he argues that revisions in the Homestead Act
which would have permitted a more economical use of the
arid lands in the West but which also would have introduced
corporate land use as a matter of policy, just as had been
the case in Australia, were defeated because the agrarian
ideal was so strong: Americans believed in the ideal of
the family farm,

The force of ideology has also been used to explain
"why Brazil, the largest, most populous, and most richly
endowed of the Latin American states has done so much more
poorly than the United States”:

“Bandeirantes®” (flag-bearers”) were the explorers and
settlers of the interior of Brazil, as "pioneers" were
the conquerors and colonizers of the great unoccupied
heartland of the United States. The difference lies in
their motives and ideals., The Brazilian bandeirantes
were perhaps the last wave of colonial conquistadores.,
The American pioneers, though of all kinds, were pre-
dominantly Reformation settlers. The resulting civili-
zations set up by the two groups of wilderness-
conquerors were therefore quite idfferent, despite many
elements common to both.12

Professor Lipset also attributes the same insight to Vianna
Moog's analysis of an essential difference between the
United States and Brazilian frontiers:

« « « for three centuries in Brazil the main motive for
going to the frontier was to get rich quickly, to find
gold or other precious minerals, and . . . labor whe-
ther in urban or rural occupations was denigrated as
fit only for slaves, while the English and later Amer-
ican Tgttlers looked for new homes based on their own
work,

Another form in which ideology may influence the

development of a frontier is political., Citing a study of
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the Canadian sociologist S. D. Clark, Professor Lipset sug-
gests that even though geographic conditions in the United
States and Canada were quite similar, the frontiers of these
two countries differed largely for political reasons:

Canada maintained her separate political existence but

only by resisting any movement on the part of her popu-

lation which had the effect of weakening the controls

of central political authority. The claims to the in-

terior of the continent were staked not by advancing

frontiersmen, acting on their own, but by advancing

armies and police forces, large corporate enterprises

and ecc&esiastical organizations, supported by the

state.l

All of the variables thus far considered which

might be used to explain differences in frontiers--the re-
lationship between the immigrant and aboriginal peoples,
environmental conditions, the state of technology brought
to a frontier, and social assumptions or aspirations of
various sorts (economic, intellectual, political)--all of
these may be put together under a label which Professor
Mikesell calls "basic historical differences” and partly
illustrates with these examples:

The American, Canadian, Australian, and South African

frontiers were formed during a period of accelerated

economic and social evolution. This fact distinguish-

es them from the German and Russian migrations which

were influenced by feudalism. The characteristics of

the Latin American frontiers reflect the numerical

weakness of the conquistadores, the process of accul-

turation encouraged by that weakness, and the fact

that Spanish colonists were not interested primarily

in the cultivation of new land.l

All of these determinants will need to be kept in

mind when the Alaskan frontier is compared with other Amer-
ican frontiers, but first we need a concrete description of

the frontier in America.
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The American Frontier

Turner's hypothesis

Since Turner runs through studies of American
civilization like the Ghost through Hamlet, perhaps it is
appropriate to first conjure up his thesis as we turn to
the American frontier., Turner's hypothesis, as conven-
jently restated by Ray Allen Billington, may be summarized
thusly: the Founding Fathers and the "later pioneers who
were lured ever westward by the thirst for furs or cheap
land or gold or adventure” found themselves in a new en-
vironment where "the old laws governing compact societies
no longer applied.” The significant features of the new
land and the traits or characteristics resulting from an
ad justment to the new conditions may be expressed in a
series of propositions., First, given a situation in which
"men were few and land was abundant” or in which “"resources
were more plentiful than manpower,” then (1) "traditional
techniques of production were unsuited” and "innovation and
experimentation became a way of life”; (2) "attachment to
place diminished” and "mobility came to be a habit”; and
(3) "wastefulness was a natural consequence” of profiting
"by exploiting nature's abundance.” Second, given the pri-
mary task of clearing and subduing a continent, then (1)
"cultural éreativity lost its apbeal’; (2) "materialism
emerged as a desirable creed no less than an economic neces-
sity”; (3) "hard work became a persistent habit”; and (4)
"a democratic social system with greater possibilities for
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“upward mobility followed naturally®” as "a man's worth to
society was Jjudged by his own skills” rather than by in-
herited titles and traditional class distinctions. Third,
given "so much opportunity for the individual to better
himself,” external controls were unnecessary and *individ-
ualism and political democracy were enshrined as their
ideals.” Finally, these conditions and resulting traits,
which were revitalized with each new expansion of the west-
ward movement of the frontier, eventually created "an Amer-
ican way of life and thought that was distinct.“16

These propositions, as Henry Nash Smith observes,
no longer seem novel because they have "been worked into
the very fabric of our conception of our history,'17 but
they certainly have raised a storm of controversy. Attacks
on the validity of Turner's hypothesis have come from sev-
eral quarters, but most of the criticism has point only be-
cause Turner advanced his thesis as an explanation of Amer-
ican civilization, or because the critic believes that

18 To test or

Turner offered his views as the explanation,
determine the validity of Turner's hypothesis is not a pur-
pose of this study; therefore, the controversy over Turn-
er's interpretation can be ignored.

Here the use of Turner's views is simply to intro-
duce a description of the frontier. Instead of asserting
that certain conditions existed on the American frontier,
that these conditions attracted certain people to the fron-

tier, that these conditions then transformed or molded the
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traits of those who went to the frontier, and, finally,
that these new frontier traits determined American civili-
zation--and accepting the burden of proof which goes with
such an assertion--one can still structure a description
of the frontier around the essentials of Turner's hypo-
thesis. In other words, Turner asks useful questions:
what is a frontier, why do people go to frontiers, what
characteristics--if any--are common to all pioneers? Of
course the answers are interrelated, for an awareness of
the conditions which exist on a frontier suggests moti-
vations for going there, and a knowledge 6f motivations
provides insight into characteristics. But for the sake
of clarity, these questions will be asked individually.
Definition

Although Turner never clearly defined what he
meant by the term frontier--and did, in fact, use the term
in a variety of ways--he did seem to have two basic con-
ceptions in mind: the frontier as place and the frontier
as process. Place is clearly in mind when he writes: “The
most significant thing about the American frontier is, that
it lies at the hither edge of free land.“19 And again when
he sayss "In this advance, the frontier is the outer edge
of the wave--the meeting point between savagery and civili-

20

zation.” On the other hand, process seems the dominant

idea when he writes:

The peculiarity of American institutions is, the fact
that they have been compelled to adapt themselves to
the changes of an expanding people--to the changes in-
volved in crossing a continent, in winning a wilderness,
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and in developing at each area of this progress out

of the primitive economic and political conditions of

the frontier into the complexity of city life.2
The importance of process in Turner's vision of the frontier
is emphasized by Harold P. Simonson, who stresses that what
Turner "saw being enacted on the frontier was the process
of civilization--of people transforming fhe elemental into
the complex, the wild into the cultured, the primitive into
the civilized."22

The twin concepts of place and process are also the
determining factors in Ray Allen Billington's extended de-
finition of the frontier. The frontier as place "may be de-
fined as a geographic region adjacent to the unsettled por-
tions of the continent in which a low man-land ratio and
unusually abundant, unexploited, natural resources provide
an exceptional opportunity for soclial and economic better-
ment to the small-propertied individual."23 The frontier
as process is, again‘according to Billington, "the process
through which the socioeconomic-political experience and
standards of individuals were altered by an environment
where a low man-land ratio and the presence of untapped
natural resources provided ah unusual opportunity for in-
dividual self—advancement.”24
Three observations may be made about this defini-

tion, two of which Billington himself has noted. First,
both parts of the definition include opportunity for in-
dividual self-advancement., As Billington says in another

rlace, "The key feature of this [the frontier] environﬁent,
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*it must be emphasized, was the degree of [1ndividual] op-
portunity offered for upward economic and social mobility."25
Given this definition, it becomes necessary to qualify an
observation noted earlier in this chapter. Professor Mike-
sell suggests that the Australian frontier started as a
"big man's frontier,” in contrast with the "homesteader's
frontier” of America. If we accept Billington's definition,
then we must conclude that a big man's frontier--a region
exploitable only by large investments of capital--would be
a contradiction of terms: such a region would not be a
frontier at all since it would be missing the element of
opportunity for the individual of scant means. Further-
more, if we accept Billington's definition, then we can
also conclude that the rise of capitalism or corporate
method is as clear a signal of a closing frontier as the
disappearance of free land.

Second, Billington's definition excludes the modern
*frontiers” of space, technology, and the mind or spirit of
man. Such exclusion is not really significant in a sub-
stantive sense, but it is in an organization sense. To
illustrate the point, brief consideration might be given to
Lucy Lockwood Hazard's use of the word frontier. As she
glances back over American history and 1iterﬁture, she sees
three frontierss (1) 'the‘frontier of regional pioneering,
which is primarily concerned with man's attempts to control
nature”; (2) "the frontier of industrial pioneering, which

is primarily concerned with man's attempts to control the
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“labor of his fellow man”; and (3) "the frontier of spiri-
tual pioneering, which is primarily concerned with man's
attempts to control himself."26

Since giving these multiple meanings to the word
frontier provides a tidy way of organizing a survey of all
periods of American literature and emphasizes a certain
continuity--based upon the pioneering spirit--between the
periods, it is tempting to adopt Professor Hazard's frame-
work for a survey of Alaskan literature., But there are two
reasons for not doing so. One is conventions since her
use of the term is exceptional in the scholarship of this
field, it seems easier to recast her framework in the
terminology of the other scholars than vice versa. The
other reason is clarity or emphasis: 1if the closing of
the frontier has been as significant in American life as
Turner, Billington, Smith, and others declare it to have
been and if we are looking for the reenactment of this pro-
cess with its consequences in Alaska, then a more appropri-
ate definition is one which alerts us to differences in the
way writers have explained or interpreted Alaska at various
times.

The final observation to be made about Billington's
definition is that if frontier is both place and process,
then it should be possible to identify successive frontiers
as well as various stages of development within each of the
successive frontiers, Such is the case:s the movements of
the frontier and the different stages of evolution within

frontier areas have been traced by scholars of the westward
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movement. Since the purpose of this present examination of
frontier America is to provide a comparative basis for ap-
proaching Alaska, some of the specifics of frontier stages
might be examined.

Geographic stages of
frontier development

The march of successive frontiers from the Atlantic
to the Pacific is fairly well agreed upon in its broad
movements., Geographically and chronologically, American
settlement pushed out from the eastern seaboard--the Puritan
and Southern frontiers--into the eastern side and middle of
the Mississippi Valley. Then, for a while, the center of
frontier activity skipped to the Pacific Coasf--first to
the Northwest, or Inland Empire, and then to California.

Travellers over the Oregon Trail to the Willamette
Valley were still predominantly farmers. As Henry Nash
Smith points out, the economic distress of the late 1830's
and early 1840's in the Mississippi Valley turned pioneer-
ing spirits to "the free land and the supposedly better
markets of Oregon.‘27 By 1846, when a treaty was signed
establishing the boundary at the forty-ninth parallel, the
American agricultural frontier had reached the Pacific,
even though the Great Plains were still being crossed
rather than settled.

The discovery of gold at Sutter‘s Mill in 1848 drew
thousands of additional pioneers across the plains to the
mountains and valleys of the lower Pacific Coast. Then, as

prime diggings in California became occupied and corporate
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effort replaced the small miner, the thrust of settlement
turned back to the East:

So it was that when the Mother Lode country underwent
the transition from placer to quartz mining in the mid-
1850's, thousands of nomads shouldered their picks,
hung their washing pans on a mule, and set out to pros-
pect the mountains and deserts of all the West for
gold., Most found scarcely enough dust to replenish
their ”"grub stakes,” but the few who "struck it rich”
touched off rushes rivaling that of the forty-niners.
These, in turn, were responsible for the permanent
occupation of the Inland Empire of the Northwest, the
Fraser River country of British Columbia, the desert
lands of Arizona, the western fringes of the Great
Basin, gnd the Pike's Peak region of the Rocky Moun-
tains,? :

By the beginning of the Civil War, these prospectors and
miners "had scattered islands of settlement over all the
trans-Mississippi country. There remained ohly the task
of linking these far-flung frontiers with each other and

with the East.*2?
The reuniting of East and West finally took place

in 1869 with the completion of the railroad to the Pacifics
and the railroad in turn "opened the way to the full ex-
ploitation of the West by all forms of American enter-
prise.”3° After 1869, the agrarian settlement of the Great
Plains proceeded as such a rate that by 1890, the American
frontier was officially declared closed--despite the fact
that Alaska had been a U.S. territory since 1867!
Frequently the rapid rate of settlement is attri-
buted to the effects of the Homestead Act, but some scho-
lars, like Henry Nash Smith, argue that the Homestead Act
*did not lead to the settlement of large numbers of farmers

on lands which they themselves owned and tilled."31 The
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reality was quite different:

Vast land grants to railways, failure to repeal exist-
ing laws that played into the hands of speculators by
allowing purchase of government lands, and cynical eva-
sion of the law determined the actual working of the
public land system. Between the passage of the Home-
stead Act in 1862 and 1890, only 372,659 entries were
perfected. At most, two millions of persons comprising
the families of actual settlers could have benefited
from the operation of the Act, during a period when the
population of the nation increased by about thirty-two
millions, and that of the Western states within which
most of the homesteading took place, by more than ten
millions. Railways alone, for example, sold more land
at an average price of five dollars an acre than was
conveyed under the Homestead Act.32

More important than the failure of the Homestead
Act to accomplish its desired effect is the explanation for
that failure:
The agrarian utopia in the garden of the world was
destroyed, or rather aborted, by the land speculator
and the railroad monopolist. These were in turn but
expressions of the larger forces at work in American
society after the Civil War--the machine, the devices
of corporation finance, and the power of big business
over Congress. The Homestead Act failed because it
was incongruous with the Industrial Revolution,.33
The closing of the American frontier--whether it
both happened and was recognized in 1890 or happened a déc-
ade or two earlier and was only first officially recognized
in 1890--marks a new stage in the evolution of the United
States: America had finished its agrarian phase and

entered its industrial phase.

Economic stages of
{rontier development

In a way, the stages of development on given fron-

tiers in America recapitulate the broad pattern of successive
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geographic frontiers. At different times and at different
places, frontiers were opened and finally closed, that is
to say, on a given frontier there gradually developed a
social, economic, and technological system which is recog-
nizable as essentially industrial rather than agrarian,
urban rather than rural. When this change had taken place,
that particular frontier was no longer open. Eventually
this pattern of development had spread over so many region-
al frontiers that the American frontier was considered
closed.
Although the major movements of settlement in the
United States are quite clear--a spreading out from the
East and South into the Mississippi Valley, a leap to the
Far West, and then a reuniting of East and West with a
resulting settlement of the Great Plains--the stages of
development on a given frontier present, at best, accord-
ing to Ray Allen Billington, a fuzzy picture:
Frontiersmen did not move in neatly arranged columns,
each caring for its own task in advancing civilization.
Instead they scattered in all directions and mixed so
completely that fur trappers and town planters some-
times operated side by side. Nor could the "frontier
types” be so exactly designated, for the pioneering
process required a complex variety of skills that
defied any simple definition. The West was won not
only by hunters and herdsmen and farmers, but by
miners, explorers, soldiers, lumbermen, land specu-
lators, missionaries, road and railroad builders, mer-
chants, flour millers, blacksmiths, distillers, print-
ers, lawyers, and an uncountable host of others. All
played their parts, sometimes in several roles, and
all showed little respect for laws of social evolution
as they sought opportunity without paying heed to their
proper roles in the emergence of civilization.3

Despite the complex reality, it seems useful to
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attempt the construction of an idealized model of develop-
mental phases on a given frontier; and Billington, although
he repeatedly denies orderly patterns of evolution, does
give a limited model based on an ever more sophisticated
technology and an ever more complex financial scheme:
They developed these resources at a steadily accelera-
ting rate, determined largely by their emerging tech-
nological abilities and incentives. As skills and
capital multiplied, generation after generation peeled
off successive layers of resources to be fed into the
national economy. The first generation removed a very
thin slice using primitive techniques; the next a
deeper layer employing mechanical processes that were
still in their infancy; the third dug still deeper with
improved technological means; and so exploitation went
on.
The model provided by Turner--here synthesized by
Henry Nash Smith--also assumes an economic basis for delin-
eating four essential stages:
e ¢« o Tirst the fur trader and Indian fighter; then the
hunter-farmer who clears a small patch of the forest,
puts in a crop or two, and moves on when the country
begins to fill ups; then the more substantial farmer who
buys out the pre-emption rights and "improvements® of
the first settler; and finally the "men of capital and
enterprise,” the first market towns, banks, a rudimen-
tary industry, and so on.3

This model, useful as a starting point, does need elabora-

tion.

First, prospectors and miners are missing. Since
we have already seen that it was mineral wealth which gave
such great impetus to the westward movement around the
middle of the nineteenth century and, furthermore, since it
was the Klondike which first drew popular attention to

Alaska, we will need to consider how the prospector and
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miner fit into the frontier model.

Second, this model seems to include more than fron-
tier evolution. The first three stages--trader, squatter,
farmer--all seem to belong to the frontier, but the fourth
stage--"men of capital and enterprise"--probably belongs
in the post-frontier era. Lucy Lockwood Hazard would say
that once the agrarian culture gives way to a technological
or industrial culture, once individual or family effort
gives way to corporate or capitalistic method, in other
words, once a given area passes from stage three of the
model to stage four, then certainly there is a closing of
the frontier of agrarian or regional pioneering; but, she
would continue, a new frontier is then encountered in that
same area: "the frontier of industrial pioneering. . « o« 37
However, if we apply Billington's defintion of the American
frontier, we would need to say that once the captain of
industry replaces the hunter and the nester, the most
impoftant characteristic of the frontier disappears: man's
individual opportunity for economic and social advancement
is lost and the frontier is closed. What must then follow,
at first in a given region and eventually in all of Amer-
ica, is not, as Professor Hazard would urge, the discovery
and development of a new frontier but a trying period of
adjJustment as American man recasts his idealized vision of
the social order.

A third and more important observation to be made

about the model is that it implies a sequential relationship
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between the frontier and post-frontier periods, between
the agrarian culture and the industrial culture. When
viewed in light of Turner®s notions of savagery and civi-
lization, the model also implies a progressive evolution
as a region comes under the hand of the farmer and finally
reaches a state of urbanization and industrialization.
According to the evidence which Henry Nash Smith presents,
earlier writers in the nineteenth century held the same
view, In 1824, a British traveler, Adam Hodgson, was
quoted as saying, "'I have seen the roving hunter acquir-
ing the habit of the herdsman, the pastoral state merging
into the agricultural, and the agricultural into the manu-
facturing and commercial."38
Thomas Jefferson also seems to have held the same
view of progressive social stages:
Let a philosophic observer [he wrote] commence a jour-
ney from the savages of the Rocky Mountains, east-
wardly towards our sea-coast. These he would observe
in the earliest stage of association living under no
law but that of nature, [subsisting] and covering
themselves with the flesh and skins of wild beasts.,
He would next find those on our frontiers in the pas-
toral state, raising domestic animals, to supply the
defects of hunting. Then succeed our own semi-
barbarous citizens, the pioneers of the advance of
civilization, and so in his progress he would meet the
gradual shades of improving man until he would reach
his, as yet, most improved state in our seaport towns.
This, in fact, is equivalent to a survey, in time, of
the progress of man from the infancy of creation to the
present day.J39
And Professor Smith reports the same idea in the imagin-
ative literature of Timothy Flint and James Fenimore

Cooper.#o
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Despite the precedence which Turner might have
drawn upon to support his vision of progressive evolution
of cultural stages, there were those who saw conflict ra-
ther than an orderly and harmonious progression between an
agrarian culture and a mercantile culture. The conflict
existed even in pre-Revolutionary times. Professor Smith
essentializes that conflict by citing the question con-
fronting the theorists of those timess "Could the fabric
of the [British] Empire be made flexible enough to allow
agricultural expansion in North America without breaking
the economic and political integration centered in Lon-
dorx‘:“""1

After the Revolution the agrarian ideal became a
popular assumption, but the conflict between the agrarians
and the mercantilists still continueds the main difference
was that the center of economic and political integration
had shifted from London to the Eastern seaboard. In 1845,
the conflict between the two ideals drew attention through
a public exchange of letters between Stephen A. Douglas
and Asa Whitney, who proposed building a railroad to the
Pacific. Professor Smith describes the opposing points of
views

Douglas, spokesman for the West, considered the

individual farmer with his primitive agriculture to be
the ultimate source of social values and energies--an
assumption derived, however remotely, from the agrarian
tradition of Franklin and Jefferson. On the other
hand, the New York merchant, Whitney, set out from the
assumption that the prime source of social values and

achievements is commerce. The notion seems at first
g€lance hardly applicable to an agricultural frontier.
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But Whitney was as consistent as Douglas. If Douglas
ingisted that the individual farmer would create the
Pacific railway, Whitney was as certain that only the
railway could create the far-western farmer, in the
sense of making him a useful member of society. The
settler in the trans-Mississippi, Whitney pointed out,
had no way of getting produce to market. In the wil-
derness, remote from civilization, destitute of com-
forts, he was buta "demi-savage.”® It was true that his
labor produced food from the earths in this limited
sense the ideal of subsistence farming was valid. But
since he could not "exchange with the different branches
of industry,"™ that is, had no place in the commercial
system, he was not a source of wealth or power to the
nation, and from the merﬁantilist point of view could
hardly be said to exist.42
The complexity of the controvgrsy between these two
competing value systems was further entangled by the fact
that two agrarianisms rather than one found currency in
America. They could be characterized as "the plantation
system, with its masters and slaves, and the Jeffersonian
ideal of a society of small landowners tilling their own
soil.""’3 The two basic values which were competing in this
conflict of agrarianisms were, as Smith puts it, "the vir-
tuous labor of the farmer" and "the leisure of the landown-
ing class.”uu
Historically, the Civil War settled this dispute in
favor of the yeoman and free soil, but out of the 0ld South
came a permanent contribution to national literary themes
as well as some very relevant criticism of the Western
agrarian ideal. Since the Western ideal assumed a basic
value in the labor of the yeoman, it was logical that
Southern criticism--for example, George Fitzhugh's Canni-

bals Alll--would probe exactly at this assumptions
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Agricultural labor is the most arduous, least respect-
able, and worst paid of all labor. Nature and philos-
ophy teach all who can to avoid and escape from it, and
to pursue less laborious, more respectable, and more
lucrative employments. None work in the field who can
help it. Hence free society is in great measure gepen-
dent for its food and clothing on slave society.“
Historical developments in the latter half of the
nineteenth century were to demonstrate the validity of this
criticism. The Western agrarian ideal was given a field
test and was found wantings
The very fertility of the Northwest posed a dilemna
with respect to the agrarian ideal. The hardy yeoman
came out into the wilderness seeking land, and his
search was rewardeds he acquired title to his farm
land and reared his numerous children amid the benign
influences of forest and meadow. But the land was so
fertile and the area under cultivation increased so
rapidly that a surplus of grain and livestock quickly
appeared, and the Western farmer was no longer content
withiﬂ the primitive pattern of subsistence agricul-
ture, %6
More important than the yeoman®s disillusionment,
at least in terms of economic evolution, was the ultimate
resolution of the conflict between the agrarian and mercan-
tile ideals., In the latter part of the eighteenth century,
"the agrarian ideal had supplanted mercantilist theory"
because "it had corresponded more closely to the actual
state of affairs in the North American interior and had
provided a much more reliable basis for charting the course
of Western history in the immediate future.'u7 By the
1830's, however, mercantilist theory was being transformed
into a reality that would eventually force the agrarian
assumptions into their grave. The greatest force of the

new reality was the technological revolution, which
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initially harnessed the power of steam:
Steam power hastened the transition from subsistence to
commercial agriculture, caused the accumulation of cap-
ital in units of unprecedented size, transformed the
older western cities, and created new cities on a metro-
politan scale like Cleveland and Chicago. These changes
spelled the end of the simple economy which in the first
stages of settlement had corresponded at least approxi-
mately to the agrarian ideal. In the long run the
virtuous yeoman could no more stand his ground against
the developing capitalism of merchant and banker and
manufacturer in the Northwest than Bg could against the
plantation system in the Southwest,
Transition is probably too mild a word to describe
the ascendency of the mercantile ideal. Actually, it was
a battle between two basic value systems, between two basic
economic and social patterns, and the rise of the mercan-
tilists was not through a sublimation of agrarian energies
but through the defeat and subjugation of the agrarian
forces:
The steam engine was not only to subordinate the yeoman
farmer to the banker and merchant of the new Western
cities; - eventually it transformed him into a pro-
ducer of staple crops for distant markets and thus
placed him at the mercy of freight rates and of fluc-
tuations in international commodity prices.49
To put it another way, the frontier was closed not by the
success of the agrarian ideal, that is, by all the Western
land coming under the hands of the yeoman farmers; the
frontier was closed by the defeat of the agrarian ideal,
that is, by the notion of one man or one family to one farm
being replaced by the assumptions and methods of the indus-
trial-technological-capitalistic complex.
Keeping this fact in mind, we can turn back to the

model of frontier stages. The stages of trapper, squatter,
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farmer and industrial captain do descrive, in broad fashion,
what happened on the American frontier and, in more specific
fashion, what happened on particular frontiers in America.
But the relationship between these stages, at least between
the last two--yeoman farmer and capitalist--was not so much
evolutionary, except in the sense of survival of the fit-
test, as merely successive in time. The industrial stage
in America did not evolve from the agrarian stage; rather
both ideals coexisted in America from even before the Revo-
lution, and finally during the middle and latter part of
the nineteenth century the industrial forces defeated the
agrarian forces and thus established a new culture. The
industrial stage was not built on the foundation of the
agrarian stage; it was erected over the grave of the yeoman
farmer.

If this be 80, then we can make two comments,
First, we have another reason for exercising caution when
we view other frontiers in light of the American frontier.
Commencing after the industrial stage had already begun in
the continental United States, which is to sﬁy, after the
frontier had closed, the development of Alaska, for example,
might not be expected to display the same coincidental pat-
tern: corporate method might characterize the beginnings
of Alaskan settlement rather than follow at a later time.

Second, the assertion that the disappearance of
free land in América marked the closing of the frontier is

really a compressed way of saying much more. If the real
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igssue is economic organization, in which case free land is
only a single example of opportunity for individual advaﬁce-
ment, then to say that the free lands have disappeared is
actually to say that in all kinds of occupations the oppor-
tunity for independent, individual economic activity has
also disappeared. We can test this corollary by looking at
the role of the gold miner in America,
The search for gold

By 18#8, there were some American settlers on the
Pacific Coast; we have already seen how Henry Nash Smith
regarded the Treaty of 1846 as merely recording officialiy
"the fact that the American agricultural frontier had been

50 But the number of settlers was

pushed out to Oregon.
still slight. For example, three years before gold was
discovered at Sutter's Mill in 1848, there were "less than
700 men in Californai who were not of Spanish blood, out
of a total population (exclusive of Indians) that was more
than ten times that figure.'51 With the discovery of gold,
the slow trickle of immigration across the Great Plains
swelled to a flood. It is estimated that by 1851, fifty
thousand miners were at work in California; two years later
the population had doubleds a hundred thousand miners were
digging gold out of the earth.52

Most scholars agree with Ray Allen Billington's
view of the significance of the discovery of gold in the

development of the Far Wests "The rush of the forty-niners

wag primarily responsible for the conquest of America's



43
most westerly frontier."53 In California today, however,
the production of gold has dropped to an insignificant
level., According to John Walton Caughey,
It is common knowledge that California's annual pay-
ments of federal taxes far exceed what she once remit-
ted in bullion, that all the gold the states has mined
would buy only a small fraction of the total o0il pro-
duction, less than twenty orange crops, only eight or
ten years' output of motion pictures, only a part of
the airplane manufacture, and no more than the 1946
and 1947 agricultural yield.5%
If gold can be so impqrtant and then so unimportant, per-
haps it is worthwhile to look closer at the role which this
yellow metal played in the development of the West. Since
the first big rush headed for California. we might begin
there, too.

During the year following the discovery of gold in
California, frontier mining prevaileds the miners were so
few, the unprospected streams so numerous, and the tech-
nique of placer mining so simple that individualistic
mining was the rule. "Working alone with their wash pans,
or in groups of three or four with cradles, they could sup-
port themselves adequately while waiting to *strike it
rich"55 During this first year, placer mining “was the
smallest of small business, with capitalism present only in
the aspirations of the diggers, each of whom hoped to
strike it rich enough to become a captain of industry, of
finance, or at least of a farm.'56

Throughout the diggings there were daily new sto-

ries, some of them true, of miners who had struck it rich:
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* . « o Of a miner near Stockton who had uncovered a pocket
hiding $400 in gold, of another in the San Joaquin district
who found "five pounds of precious metal with the turn of
his spade, of a gulch in the Mokelumne diggings that yielded
fourteen pounds of dust daily."57 And those who did not
strike it rich were at least making a good living:s statis-
tics show that in 1848, a miner averaged twenty dollars per
daysa--in 18481

As more and more newcomers arrived, the picture
changed. Gold production increased--from 10,151,360 ounces
in 1849 to a peak of 81,294,700 ounces in 185259--but indi-
vidual income dropped as competition for a place to dig
gstiffened and as the surface riches weére skimmed off. 1In
1848, a miner's daily wages had been twenty dollars; the
figure dropped "to sixteen [dollars] in 1849, ten in 1850,

60

less than eight in 1851, and six in 1852." California's

few years of frontier mining were quickly running out:
As competition increased, miners who had in 1849 aban-
doned claims when the yield fell below an ounce or two
a day were glad to find a quarter ounce of dust in
their sluice box at the end of ten hours of work., Most
kept on digging, living on the hope that sustained all
prospectors, but the day when California's treasures
could luge increasing hordes to the West was drawing to
a close,b1
Only a year after the first discovery, mining meth-
ods were shifting to group efforts which allowed untapped
ores to be reached and produced greater returns at known
mines. In late 1849, miners "turned more and more to ‘river

mining' and ‘coyoting,' and they perfected the sluice box
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"as a means of extracting more gold from pay dir‘l:."62

Confronting these miners was the problem of all new
mining economies:

All new mining countries seem to start their life
with a fanfare of flush times and universal optimism.
Usually this prosperity is based upon the presence of
rich, virgin deposits that can be exploited by com-
paratively simple methods. Because in minerals nature
gives but does not renew, these deposits presently
begin to show signs of exhaustion. The mining country
then finds itself facing either one of two fatess de-
cay or transition.

If there are no deeper resources, and if the cap-
abilities of the population are limited, the former
condition must prevail., If, however, both the terri-
tory and its people have latent reserves, then there
is a good chance that the region may yet live to ripe
maturity, providing always that it is sturdy enoug
to survive a long and trying period of transition,63

It was apparent, even to contemporaries, that Cal-
ifornia was developing away from frontier mining, where a
man need only invest the labor of his two hands in order
to make a living and possibly even a fortune. Already in
1851, the state's leading newspaper was pointing to the
change, a change required by the depletion of the surface
resources!

The real truth is, by far the largest part of the
gold « « . [mined hithertol was taken from the river
banks, with comparstively little labor. There is gold
still in those banks, but they will never yield as
they have yielded. The cream of the gulches, wher-
ever water could be got, has also been taken off. We
have got the river bottoms and the quartz veins; but
to get the gold from them, we must employ gold. The
man who lives upon his labor from day to day, must
hereafter be employed by the man who has in his pos-
session agﬁumulated labor, or money, the representative
of labor.

By 1858, only seven years later, a contemporary

observed that the change to corporate mining, and thus the
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end of frontier mining, had taken place:s

The business of mining in California has been
declining constantly since 1851--at least as a source
of profit for most of the miners. . . « The main
profits now go into the hands of a few who are in pos-
session of rich claims, whereas in 1851 the profits
were much more equally divided. Then no capital was
required by the miner, and little experience; the best
diggings were in the easily-obtained gravel in the beds
of brooks and ravines, and on the bars of creeks and
rivers. . « «+ Our gold comes now from deep down in the
bowels of the earth, from tunnels, quartz veins, shafts.
and hydraulic claims, and when found near the surface,
a large proportion of it must go to gay ditch companies
for the water used in washing. In 1851 labor pocketed
all the profits of the mines; in 1858 capital pockets
most of it.65

The basic change from frontier to capitalistic
mining had several consequences. One was labor problems.
Rodman Paul records several strikes, including a bloody one
which occured at Leland Stanford's Lincoln mine after the
management tried to force longer working hours on Saturday
nights, and then generalizes:

Nothing could have revealed more fully the change
that had come over California mining than these ultra-
modern strikes that marred its later years. The pic-
ture of drawn battle lines between strikers on the
one hand and troops and corporate owners on the other
might have been sketched out of the twentieth century.
So vividly expressive is it of present-day urban
industrial conditions that a stranger would hardly
have believed that this was the same foothill region
into which the brawling, independent, gold-hunting 66
population had rushed a quarter of a century before,:

A second consequence was the growth of urban centers of
population. As Rodman Paul puts it, "In 1873 its [the
former mining frontier's] attractions were only those of an
eastern factory town: employment at fixed wages and under

set conditions, with no means of bettering them save by the
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*hard road of trade unionism.“67

Having seen mining reach the peak of its develop-
ment in California, we can turn to two other questions.
First, how do the stages of mining development compare with
the agrarian model which we have already examined; second,
what is the relationship between mining and a more permanent
economy based on other industry?

The similarity of agrarian and mining stages seems
rather obvious, although at least one scholar emphasizes
"that California, in common with several other regions of
the mining West, had an early development which deviated
sharply from the American norm."68 Agrarian frontiers were
first opened by the fur trader and squatter and then devel-
oped by the more substantial farmer, who in turn became
subservient to the industrial captain. The economic stages
in mining were similars <the prospector, like the trader
and squatter, scouted and located new gold fields but moved
on while the working miner stayed, albeit briefly, to reap
the first harvests of gold. The working miner, in turn,
became a hired laborer in the more intensive mining which
was undertaken by the San Fransisco or London capitalist
after the mining frontier closed.

Historically considered, the real difference be-
tween mining and farming was not in the nature of their
economic development--both started as individual, frontier
enterprise and ended as big business--but in the permanence

of the activitys farming is still big business; gold mining



48

is going out of business. Farming, whether conducted on a
subsistence level or as a corporate venture, can continue
indefinitely with proper technique; mining, however, always
involves a depletable resource. A shift to corporate method
permits the application of more sophisticated technology and
thus a more efficient tapping of the resource, but a given
deposit will eventually be exhausted. Gold mining in Cali-
fornia was no exception to this rule. The ghost towns and
deserted villages attest to a truth which Rodman Paul neatly
summarizes: " ., . . mining is a good way to pioneer a ter-
ritory, but a poor way to hold it.'69

Since California has grown despite the decline of

even corporate gold mining, it is evident that some other
transition took place besides that of economic organization.
The most powerful stimulus for such a transition was the
large market created by a hundred thousand men engaged in
mining. At first the demands of this market were satisfied
mainly by importations:

A8 the gold-rush market became a reality, merchants
and shipowners in the Pacific exerted themselves to meet
the opportunity. Voyages were undertaken to Hawaii and
to Oregon to load foodstuffs. Other ships sailed to
more distant Pacific ports. At the height of the gold
fever it was difficult to get enough men to form a crew,
but sailings of this sort increased in number., Hawaii
continued to be the most favored destination, but other
ships went to the ,west coast of Mexico, to Peru and
Chile, to the Galapagos Islands for turtles, to Tahiti
and the islands of the South Pacific for pork and pota-
toes, and to China and the Pacific Northwest.70

Since California was blessed with a suitable climate,

80il, and other resources, the demands of the miners also
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stimulated local activity. The existing ranches of southern
California, which had been raising cattle for tallow and
hides, thrived on the new market, and the cattle business
spread:s “Henry Miller did not become a Swift, an Armour, or
a Cudahy, but, with his abattoirs and outlets at San Fran-
cisco and his ranches spread from the Mexican border into
Nevada and Oregon, he was, without exaggeration, the Cattle
King."71
Other branches of agriculture were also stimulated.
Wheat growers, like the producers of vegetables and fruit,
first looked at the mining market but soon saw possibilities
beyond the boundaries of Californias “From a mere 17,000
bushels in 1850, this crop mounted to 5,900,000 in 1860 and
went on to make California first in wheat production by
1890. From an importer of flour and ship's bread, Califor-
nia turned to become a large exporter."72
Close on the rise in agriculture came the develop-
ment of related industries:
From agriculture to industry was only a short step.
The grape growers who turned wine makers are a good
example. They likewise did not get into production
fast enough to become much of a factor in the gold
fields, but by the *sixties they had caught up with the
local market and were shipping pipes and barrels round
the Horn to the States. Flour milling grew by similar

schedule. By 1869 California had some two hundred .
mills3 several with a capacity of a thousand barrels a

day.”
Other small industries also flourisheds wagon making, tan-
ning, textile mills, powder factories, sugar refineries

which processed Hawaiian grown cane, and cigar plants. Even
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more important was the development of the lumber industry
and of iron manufacturing: "From routine blacksmithing it
advanced to the processing of iron into pipe, wire, cables,
pulleys, and machinery of various sorts ranging up to loco-
motives and iron river boats.“74
All of these industries and commerce in general were
stimulated or called into béing by the large market of the
miners, but industry and trade then continued to develop an
existence which yearly became less dependent on the Cali-
fornia mining market; therefore, the eventual decline of
gold mining did not also result in a general decline in the
economy. According to Rodman W. Paul, the reason that Cal-
ifornia was able to continue growing even as its mining
towns became ghost towns was that it was changing "from a
predominantly mining state to one in which agriculture,
stock raising, lumbering, and commerce were the growing
intorosts.“75 Billington makes the same point when he says:
Mining had become a big business in which the individ-
ual miner had no place. As he drifted away, washing
pan in hand, to continue his search for illusive for-
tune elsewhere, his place was taken by farmers and
ranchers, carpenters and bookkeepers, merchants and
businessmen, all dedicated to the task of rearing an
;§g¥;i:§8cégiif$gtion on the foundations laid by Cal-
Having observed in detail the California gold rush
and its contribution to the permanent, regional economy,
we can briefly review gold mining in the rest of the Far
West. Once the mining frontier cleosed in California, those

who did not wish te enter the industrial stage as laborers
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in a corporate mine began to fan out into unsettled regions.
The first movement was to the north, where gold had
been discovered in the Columbia River in 1854, Indian
uprisings delayed the rush until 1859, when two thousand
prospectors reached the Fort Colvile area. These deposits
were soon exhausted, and the camps--Colfax, Pataha, and
Fort Colvile itself--became mere supply bases for the gold
country even further north. In 1857, gold was discovered
on the sandbars of the Frazer River in British Columbia,
and during the following spring and summer thirty thousand
Californians left for the new fields. Opportunities there
turned out to be disappointing and by the following spring,
1859, "a mass exodus was under way; by autumn once-booming
Victoria resembled a ghost town, with street after street
of boarded-up shops as reminders of its day of prosperity.“77
Most of the disappointed miners on the Frazer
returned to California, but others continued either to the
north, where the Cariboo country strikes were made in 1860,
or to the east, where the Kootenai fields proved richer
than the Frazer River, but these deposits also went into
rapid and permanent decline.78
Some of the miners returning from the Frazer River
in 1860 discovered gold in southern Idaho and by 1863, a
major rush swept into Montana. Unlike the deposits in
British Columbia, those in Idaho and Montana proved more
substantial; and with the transifion to corporate hard-rock

mining, a permanent mining and agricultural economy grew up.
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Idaho was granted territorial status in 1863 and Montana
a year later.79

Prospecting in the Southwest produced a strike in
Arizona in 1853, and Gila City flourished until 1864, but
the Wahoe country in Nevada proved to be the most spectac-
ular of all, Placer mining there had produced some gold
from about 1849 until 18553 but with the discovery of the
Comstock Lode in 1859, Nevada entered big-time mining. The
Ophir vein of the Comstock Lode yielded ore which was
*three fourths si;ver and one fourth gold, and was worth

$3,876 a tonl'so

The mineral wealth of this region was
fabulous, but it was not available to the individual miner.
As John Walton Caughey points out, "Elaborate machinery,
capital, and technical knowledge were requisite.'81

In Colorado, gold had been found in 1850 by miners
on their way to California, but the showing was not impres-
sive, In 1858, however, small strikes began to draw more
attention to this region and by 1861, another mining-based
regional economy achieved status as a territory.82 But,
like Montana and Wyoming, Colorado also developed a cattle
industry which would provide the basis for a more permanent
economy: “Between 1860 and 1870 the number of head jumped
from 11,000 to 520,000 in Wyoming, from 26,000 to 430,000
in Montana and from 71,000 to 791,000 in Colorado.'.'83

We have already observed how the discovery of gold
in the Far West altered the pattern of successive frontiers

in the westward expansion of Ameriéan culture. Gold in the
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Far West pulled permanent settlers across but not into the
Great Plains; however, the lines of transportation and
communication which were constructed to unite the East and
the West also creﬁted the means for later intensive settle-
ment of the Great Basin. Now we are in a ﬁosition to
entertain generalizations about the relationship between
gold mining and permanent settlement. We might start with
a couple by John Walton Caughey. First, “"That gold mining
is not the ideal foundation for an enduring economy is sug-
gested by the records for Minas Geraes, Siberia, the Rand,
the Klondike, and even California's Mother Lode district
proper”; and second, "Of all the localities in the world
that have been favofed with great gold rushes, California
is unique in having used hers as a springboard to rapid and
a gratifyingly consistent deve10pment."84

We have :eviewed enough of the details of Califor-
nia's development to be persuaded that the first of these
generalizations applies there; but we have not, perhaps,
looked closely enough at the development of the other gold
rush areas--Washington, Idaho, Montana, Arizona, Colorade,
Nevada--to be persuaded about the accuracy of the second
generalization, nor, I think, do we need to. The reason
for examining the effects of gold in the development of
the Far West has been to reach a generalization about gold
mining which could be kept in mind when we look at the
development of Alaska. If Caughey's seem collectively to

say too much, then we can be satisfied with remembering
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Rodman Paul'’s, which claims a little less: " . . . mining
is a good way to pioneer a territory, but a poor way to
hold 1t,*85
The pioneer

Thus far in this chapter we have considered in a
general way the manner in which frontiers may differ; we
have considered the broad succession of social and economic
stages in the evolution of American civilizgtion. and we
have considered in slightly more detail the successive
staées of frontier development and how these frontier stages
fit into the larger picture of America®s development. In a
moment we will glance at the literary rendering of these
historical realities, but first we need to take a closer
look at two other subjectss +the pioneers who opened and
developed the frontier, and the significance of a closed
frontier,

That scholars of the westward movement do believe
that there is such a character as the American pioneer is
clear. Some of the studies which deal with the frontier in
America refer only obliquely to pioneer traits or the pio-
neer 8pirit., Lucy Lockwood Hazard, for example, after
noting how various American regional frontiers have differed
in location and primary occupation, asserts that pioneers
on all the various frontiers have displayed a common spirit:
"a spirit of determination, of endurance, . of independence,
of ingenuity, of flexibility, of individualism, of opti-

mism. . . & '86
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Other scholars, like Allan G. Bogue, give a longer
list of traits, but they are acknowledgedly only repeating
those characteristics mentioned by Turner.87 Lawrence S.
Kaplan also sticks with the characteristics enumerated by
Turner, but in "The Frontier and the American Character,”
he attempts a more integrated treatment. Kaplan organizes
Turner®'s scattered itemization into three major strands,
each of which includes sub-traits, both admirable and
objectionable. The most significant strand, according to
Kaplan, is individualism, which includes the positive traits
of self-reliance, inventiveness and industry, and the neg-
ative traits of violence, lynch law and "a self-centered
indifference if not cruelty toward the sufferings of
others®; a second tfait is equalitarianism, which encom-
passes notlonly toleration but also intellectual mediocrity;
the third strand is materialism, under which are subsumed
the doctrine of success but also the traits "waste, extrav-
agance, and so.alf'ishness."88

More specialized studies, like Mody C. Boatright's
*The Myth of Frontier Individualism,” pick a trait that
has commonly been attributed to the pioneer and then build
a case for the very opposite. Against frontier individ-
ualism, Professor Boatright posits the widespread adherence
to unwritten laws of hospitality and the cooperation of
mutual protection associations.89 The conclusion, though
provocative, is not helpful: the pioneer was individualis-

tic and he was not.
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Ray Allen Billington takes a more comprehensive
approach to the problem of describing or defining charac-
teristics even though his strategy is quite simple: cat-
egorization and then generalization. First, according to
Billington, there were the fur traders and Indian fighters,
who "did secede from civilization"” or at least "were in-
fected with germs of primitivism by their wilderness
life « « o« 90 Lawlessness spread with the growth of
the frontier--from the Delaware into Kentucky, into the
Mississippi Valley and beyonds "The disorder and savagery
of the mountain men®'s rendezvous, the mining camps, the
cowtowns, and the 'hells on wheels' that housed the railroad
construction crews has been too often chronicled to require

-repetition."91

The pioneers of the next stage--squatters,
backwoodsmen, or hunters--were less violent in their habits,
but still indolent, restless, and victims of anomie,

The pioneers of these first two stages of develop-
ment Billington calls a "handful of outcasts®™ who were not,
even though they have been pictured as such, “typical
frontiersmen.”™ Pilioneers of the next stage--"small-propertied
farmers, ranchers, and entrepreneurs®--"formed the bulk of
the advancing population” and "were of a different breed,
in outlook, in purpose, in social philosophy, from the

w92

hunters and squatters., The next pioneers--propertied

farmers and tradesmen--differed mainly in their willingness
and ability "to risk security for the chance to grow wealthy.”93

Interesting as these studies of pioneer traits may
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be, they are not very helpful in getting below the surface
of behavior and into the heart of the pioneer spirit. To
understand what made the pioneers tick, we need to know
more about their hopes, aspirations, and values--their
dreams and myths.

Taking a lead from Turner, one writer emphasizes
the importance of materialism in the character of the fron-
tiersman and then suggests that materialism "embodies the
essence of the American Dream--a dream of success.”gh With
such reasoning, a current American myth is traced back to
the beginnings of the American experience on a new conti-
nent. Since such a point of view might become useful for
comparing the Alaskan pioneer with the American pioneer,
it seems worthwhile to elaborate upon this notion.

Turner had remarked that the first two ideals of
95

the pioneer were conquest and discovery, and later schol-
ars have made the same assertion, althoughvin a more com-
Plex context. Once again we can turn to Henry Nash Smith's
analysis of the conception and ideals which were operating
in America, certainly from the time of her independence and
even before., In the late eighteenth century, two outlooks--
the mercantile and the agrarian--coexisted in an intellect-
ual matrix of progressive stages of civilization. These

two outlooks each assumed different values and generated
different visions of an American Empire. The mercantile

ideal, which was taken directly from the British, viewed

empire as maritime dominion and presupposed "American
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*expansion westward to the Pacific”; the idea of a highway
to the Pacific, which would open trade with the Orient,
drew "upon the long history and rich overtones of the search
for a northwest passage to Asia, or, in Whitman's phrase, a
'‘passage to India."'96 In contrast, the agrarian ideal en-
visioned empire "as a populous future society occupying the
interior of the American continent”; "dependent upon agri-
culture, and associated with various images of the Good
Society to be realized in the West, [this idea] may be cal-
led the theme of the Garden of the World.*>’

Although the mercantile and agrarian ideals were
eventually to come into open conflict, at first the differ-
ences in their outlooks--one for expansion, the other for
development--were minimized in the popular imagination.
Both ideals were embodied in myth which could move men to
action,

For expansion, there was the myth of the Orient:

e o o the idea of a passage to India, with its associ-
ated images of fabulous wealth, of ivory and apes and
peacocks, led a vigorous existence on the level of
imagination entirely apart from its practicability.
So rich and compelling was the notion that it remain-
ed for decades one of the ruling conceptions of Amer-
ican thought about the West.98
By the mid-1800's, however, this particular expression of
the mercantile ideal had lost its point because the Pacific
had been reached. Formal acquisition was made of Oregon in
1846 and of California in 1848, Then emphasis shifted to
development of the trahs-Mississippi region, and a myth

which had been growing beside the passage to India sprang
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into full bloom--the myth of the garden or earthly para-
dise.
As early as 1796, Moses Austin_observed this myth
drawing pioneers along the Wilderness Road into Kentuckys

Ask these Pilgrims what they expect when they git to
Kentuckey the Answer is Land. have you any. No, but
I expect I can git it. have you any thing to pay for
land, No, did you Ever see the Country. No but Every
Body says its good land. can any thing be more Absurd
than the Conduct of man, here is hundreds Travelling
hundreds of Miles, they Know not for what Nor whither,
except its to Kentucky, passing land almost as good
and easy obtain.d, the Proprietors of which would glad-
ly give on any terms, but it will not do its not Ken-
tuckey its not the Promised land its not the goodly
inheratence the Land of Milk and Honey. and when
arriv.d at this Heaven in Idea what do they find? a
goodly land I will allow but to them forbiden Land,
exausted and worn down with distress and disappoint-
ment they are at last Oblig.d to become hewers of wood
and Drawers of water,99

The last question which Austin asks and answers indicates
that even then the myth was operating independently of
geographical fact, but forcefully nonetheless. Arthur K.
Moore extends this observation:

The Edenic metaphor became conventional in accounts of
frontier Kentucky after the publication of Imlay's A
Topographical Description . « « [1792]. The illusion
was repeatedly denied by objective reality, for, how-
ever idyllic at times, Kentucky was a land visited
periodically by extreme heat and cold, drought and
flood. That the illusion should have prevailed and
even yet sustains the high price of Bluegrass acre-
age can best be explained by the rich content of the
myth of the Earthly Paradise, which has always had
power to move men beyond reason,100

Many years later and farther to the west, the myth
of the garden was still being preached:

What then , . « may we legitimately expect of the people
in Nebraska in the future? We have a right to expect
that our school system will reach the highest possible
stage of advancement--that the great mass of the people
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will become remarkable for their intellectual bright-
ness and quickness, Along with this natural develop-
ment and synchronizing with it, there will be developed
a healthy, vigorous and beautiful race of men and women,
Art culture will then receive the attention which it
deserves, Music, painting, and sculpture will be cher-
ished and cultivated for their own sake. The marvelous
richness of our soils will give a true and lasting bas-
is for prosperity and wealth, For be it remembered
that agriculture in all its branches, endures the tests
of time better than any other industry. It is also the
best school of virtue for a nation. Happy the children
that are trained to industry on a farm. More men and
women of high character and endowments come from the
farm, than from any other station, It is nearest to
the heart of nature and nature's God.101
The common theme of all these preachers was, as a
modern observer puts it, that "above all, the frontier was
a land of rebirth, of beginning again, of exuberant hope
e « o o Idealism drove the pioneers onward no less than the
hope of material gains they were dreamers who found in west-

ering a road to the foot of the rainbow;”lo2

In the West,
as in Kentucky, the myth of the garden flourished despite
the contrary developments of economic realitys; and, assuming
unlimited opportunity, the myth not only flourished but also
nourished two other conceptionss the doctrine of progress--
an assumption of endless economic development as men trans-
formed the wildermess into a civilization--and the myth of
the self-made man--the hardy soul who, by the application
of his own talents and energy, could reap a fortune while
participating in the process of civilization,

Behind the American Dream of Success was more than
the doctrine of materialism, Rather, as Hafold P, Simonson

points out, it was a fusion of numerous mythic elements that

created the central American myth:



61

Whatever else the frontier contributed to Amer-
ican development, it gave people a great myth. As
participants in this myth they felt that its colos-
sal meaning ranged from personal and national destiny
to human destiny itself, The myth proclaimed that on
the open frontier a person could be reborn;s he could
have a second chance, Freed from the heavy accretions
of culture, the frontiersman again could experience
the pristine harmony between himself and nature; or,
to prove his superiority, he again could battle na-
ture's inscrutable ways and, through strength and re-
sourcefulness, triumph over them. . .

The frontier made America an open society from the
beginning., Because individuals could move west--be-
cause they had a west to which they could move--social
mobility became one of America's distinguishing charac-
teristics., Furthermore, mobility nurtured optimism,

In the American consciousness the West symbolized hopes
the West figured into the process of civilization, so
that the process itself came to mean progress. From
this point logic designated the West as synonymous with
the American Dream.l

A belief in the American Dream would thus seem to
be the most significant characteristic of the American
pioneer, and the fact that this dream was out of contact
with reality by the late nineteenth century did not weaken
its appeal. The Américan Dream filled many heads, even as
the frontier was closing, probably because it offered “"solace
to the oppressed by conjuring visions of limitless opportun-
ity amidst the virgin wealth of the West, and even though
few found the pot of gold, the faith that it could be found
persisted., Not every gambler must win to keep the faith of
wlOU

gamblers alive.

The closed frontier

The conflict between the agrarian and mercantile
ideals was generated from their differing assumptions about

the source of values in society. The agrarians "considered
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“the individual farmer with his primitive agriculture to be
the ultimate source of social values and energlies” while the
mercantilists assumed *that the prime source of social values
and achievements is commerce."105
Complicating this difference in values was the fact
that both positions affirmed the priority of their beliefs
within a matrix of civilization, that ié, ad junctive with
*the theory that all societies, including those of succes-
sive Wests, develop through the same series of progressively

higher stages.“106

The problem which this created, according
to Henry Nash Smith, was that "the theory of social stages
was basically at odds with the conception of the Western
farmer as a yeoman surrounded by utopian splendor. Instead,
it implied that the Western farmer was a coarse and unre-
fined representative of a primitive stage of socigl evolu-
tion.”lo? The dilemma in which the agrarian found himself
was that he believed "that the highest social values were
to be found in the relatively primitive society Jjust within
the agricultural frontier,” but he also 5elieve in a theory
of social stages which "placed the highest values qt the
other end of the process, in urban industrial society, amid
the manufacturing development and city life which Jefferson
and later agrarian theorists had considered dangerous to
social purity.”io8
The contradictions within the agrarian outlook and
the essential inadequacy of the agrarian ideal in the face

of the new economic forces of a developing industrial society
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did not become an acute problem until the latter part of
the nineteenth century, largely because both the farmer and
the merchant were enjoying the fruits of economic progress.
But, according to Smith, the balance was beginning to shift:
e o« o after the Civil War Republican policy obviously
favored the city against the country, the banker and
the merchant against the farmer, the speculator against
the settler, Whatever may have been the theoretical
advantages of the simplicity of rural existence, the
ostentatious luxury of the newly rich in the growing
cities was paraded in the press with a kind of prurient
fascination as evidence of what a free society might
achieve by way of the good 1life,109 ’
Billington also asserts that the old patterns of life were
changing:
Everywhere, for all to see, were the physical manifes-
tations of the new order: mushrooming cities, complexes
of factories, transportation networks geared to the needs
of international markets, a growing labor force increas-
ingly conscious of its class status, a diminishing num-
ber of farmers, No longer was the agrarian the solid,
steadfast symbol of integrity to American youth; glam-
orous roles in the new mythology were assigned to busi-
ness titans, while the farmer became a "hick” or a "hay-
seed,”110
To say that the population was shifting from the
farm to the city or that the common way of making a living
wags changing from being self-employed to being a wage-earner
is another way of saying that the frontier was closing.
Taken at its face value, the announcement in 1890, that the
frontier was closed would suggest that in that year America
became an industrial nation., In this sense the announcement
was a bit misleading, since it was based on arbitrary figures
about a ratio between land and population, But in another
sense the announcement was accurate, For some time, "the

center of economic and political gravity” had been shifting
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from the country to the city, and the balance did finally
change--if not in 1890 exactly, at least close to that
time., According to Henry Steele Commager,

With the decade of the nineties--or roughly from the
mid-eighties to the Spanish War--the new America came
in as on flood tide. These years witnessed the passing
of the o0ld West, the disappearance of the frontier line
and of good, cheap farm land, the decline of the cattle
kingdom, the completion of the transcontinentals, the
admission of the Omnibus States, and the final territo-
rial organization of the trans-Mississippl area. They
revealed a dangerous acceleration of the exploitation
of natural resourcesj; the seizure of the best forest,
mineral, range, and farm land by corporations. . . o
They saw the advent of the New South; an unprecedented
concentration of control of the processes of manufac-
ture, transportation, communication, and banking in
trusts and monopolies; the rise of big businessj; the
emergence of the successful businessman as hero. ., .

e o ¢« This decade saw the decline of the idealistlc
Knights of Labor and the beginnings of the modern labor
movement sponsored by the American Federation of Labor,
the emergence of labor trouble as a constant in indus-
try, the beginnings--with the Haymarket riot, the Home-
stead and the Pullman strikes--of class conflict in
American society, and the fashioning of new legal and
political weapons for that struggle.

And in this period came at last a full-throated
recognition of the crowding problems of agriculture,
urban life, slums, trusts, business and political cor-
ruption, race prejudice, and the maldistribution of
wealth, and with it, convulsive efforts to adapt a
federal political system to a centralized economy, and
a laissez-faire philosophy to a program of social demo-
cracy,111

Given an event which so clearly, as Turner phrased
it, marked "the end of the first great period in its [Amer-

ica's] formation,"112

we are led naturally to the question:
what were the consequences of the closed frontier in Amer-
ica? The developments outlined in the previous quotation
indicate what some of the immediate consequences were, and
we could look to the historians to see what economic,

social, and political changes have taken place in the
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twéntieth centurys; but that would open another can of worms,
Instead, the question might be rephrased: what were the ef-
fects of the closed frontier on the most important charac-
teristic of the pioneer--his belief in the American Dream?

Some answered this question by blithely aséerting
that all the essentials of the dream could be found on new
frontiers--the frontiers of business, of science, of human
relations, of space., But Billington convincingly refutes
this assertion:

That these areas of expansion will provide opportunity
for the upward mobility of millions seems indisputable,
but equally indisputable is the fact that the form and
nature of this opportunity has been forever altered by
the passing of the frontier. The new science and tech-
nology will create jobs, but they will be jobs in cor-
porations or government bureaucracies where advancement
depends on cooperative endeavor. The passing of the
geographical frontier doomed the agricultural pioneer
or the small entrepreneur who would scale the social
ladder by the application of his own energies to untap-
ped resources, The principal distinguishing feature of
0old America--the opportunity for the self-employed to
win personal vertical advancement through individual
enterprise--cannot be duglicated in the new America of
the twentieth century,ll

Most commonly it was recognized that the American
Dream, founded as it was on the agrarian ideal, was shat-
tered when the door of the frbntier closed. Responses to
the shattered dream varied, but most of them involved a
form of escape. Harold P, Simonson describes several of
these forms of escape:

As for the young artists and intellectuals, their
escape from all that a closed frontier implied left
them foundering., Some went to Europe where no frontier
dream existed. Some simply moved away from their home
towns and the puerile Babbittry stifling them. Others

went to Greenwich Village in New York or established
colonies at Grantwood and Provincetown. Some took up
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Spiritualism in California's City of Angels. The re-
cord has somber personal importance too., Vachel Lind-
say committed suicide in 19313 Hart Crane, in 1932

and F, Scott Fitzgerald cracked-up in the late thir-
ties, In the forties Ezra Pound was spared facing
trial for treason only because he was adjudged men-
tally unsound. John Gould Fletcher committed suicide
in 19503 Ernest Hemingway, in 1961. The case of Eu~-
gene 0'Neill may also figure in here, but more testi-
monial is that of his son, a tall, black-haired man
standing six feet three, two hundred and fifteen pounds,
with a booming voice and a black beard, a professor of
English at Yale, a classical scholar, who at the age of
thirty-nine still slept with a teddy bear of childhood
days a¥g the same year, 1950, committed suicide with a
razor,

Simonson cites other suggestive evidence about suicide

rates on the West Coast and then adds psychic suicide as
another form of escape, that is, a refusal to accept the
fact of a closed frontier, or a looking "back to a time

when the myth assured us no walls existed, to a time of per-

petual youth and :lnnocenc:e."115

An alternative response--one observed by Simonson |
in Mark Twain, Henry Adams, Ole R31vaag and Nathanael West--
is a cultivation of the tragic vision, a point of view
which Simonson associates with maturity:

When a nation, like a person, comes of age, it recogni-
zes that limitation is a fundamental fact of 1life, Pain-
fully it admits that possibilities can only be finite
and progress only limited, that solutions to problems
are found more often through compromises than crusades
e« » o o It also abandons the dream that a second chance
mollifies responsibilities here and now. Coming of age
means awakening to the tragic realities that nations,
like men, are only mortal; that truth comes chiefly
through ambiguity and paradox; and that the old inheri-
tance of pride still carries its inexorable consequen-
ces, These realities emphasize the common bondage all
men share and the futility of their efforts to escape
it. . « « To come of age is to recognize no exceptions,
no annulments, and, most importantly, no escape from
the cyecle of genesis and decay. The existentialism
symbolized by a closed frontier replaces the idealism
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engendered on an open frontier. Instead of a limitless
frontier there is a wall, The tension comes from the

illusory prospect of the one and the certitude of the
other, Existence in this tension is the heart of tra-

gedy.116

For some, then, the closing of the frontier was like
Adam's fall--a fortunate circumstance, for it provided the
condition in which human beings could struggle to fulfill
their potentials the closed frontier, like the sword at the
entrance to the garden, "cuts through illusions about a past
or future Promised Land and takes us into the awesome depth
and energy and freedom in this brief, walled-in existence
here and now,*117

The responses to a closed frontier were numerous,

All of them were to find literary expression in America.

American Literature

The frontier

As we turn to the literary treatment of the Amer-
ican frontier, one question stands outs what is the rela-
tionship between historical reality and literary interpre-
tation? But this question generates several others. Do
all the major characters of the frontier become literary
heroes; if so, with how much verisimilitude are they por-
trayed? In what way does the stfucture of values found in
the various works reflect the prevalent social codes?

It would be helpful is these questions could be
answered with a tidy generalization which might then form
the basis for a comparison of Alaskan frontier literature

with Western frontier literature, and Arthur K. Mooreée does,
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in fact, provide a useful summary:
The nineteenth-century romances of the frontier, while
not entirely free of subversive elements, mine western
legendry within the context of progressivism; in near-
ly every instance, virtue is rewarded, honesty vindi-
cated, and Manifest Destiny justified, whatever the
cost to art and probability. Yet, these ostensibly
innocent novels, concluding with pious progressive
chords, subtly invoke notes of the primitive during the
journey through the wilderness and obliquely betray
cleavages in the American mind.118
This generalization can be given a bit of elucidation and
then be tested against the actual literature of the Amer-
ican frontier,
The cleavage in the American mind which Moore refers
to--the dischord of "pious progressive chords” and "notes
of the primitive”--is not a new observation. It has already
been noted as the essential contradiction in the agrarian
outlook, but perhaps it is worth restating here.
In the nineteenth century, there were two notions
of the West, which in turn were related to two ways of look-
ing at the use that was to be made of nature. There was
the agricultural West on which the conquest of the wilder-
ness was taking place as the farmer put his axe to the tree
and his plow to the earth; and just beyond this agricultural
area there was the Wild West, the wilderness realm of the
Indian and the frontiersman,
The two points of view from which these Wests were
regarded might be called the "primitive” and the "progres-
sive.” The primitives, as exemplified by Francis Parkman,

saw the agricultural West as commonplace and tedious, while

the Wild West was "an exhilarating region of adventure and
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"comradeship in the open air, Its heroes bore none of the
marks of degraded status. They were in reality not members
of society at all, but noble anarchs owning no master, free
denizens of a limitless wilderness.'119 The frontiersman
was thus "a fugitive from civilization who could not endure
the encroachment of settlements upon his beloved wilder-

»120 From this point of view, the westward movement

ness,
did not seem "a glorious victory of civilization over sav-
agery and barbarism®” but the regretable "destruction of the
primitive freedom of an untouched continent. . . . »121
The progressives, on the other hand, saw the agri-
cultural West as the area in which the process of civili-
zation was being enacted and viewed the Wild West as still
new, free land to be conquered. Thus, the frontiersman was
an empire-builder, an agent of progresss; he was "praise-
worthy not because of his intrinsic wildness or half-savage
glamor, but because he blazed trails that hard-working
farmers could :lt‘ollow."122
The way in which the farmer was regarded is more
complicated, As we have already seen, from the mercanti-
list point of view, with its assumption that commerce is
*the prime source of social values and achievements,’123
the farmer had no significance except as he might be made a
cog in the commercial system; he was but a half-savage.
Although the agrarians affirmed that the primary social
values were embodied in the individual farmstead, they also

accepted the notion of progressive social stages and thus
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were caught in the predicament of needing to assign the
farmer to a low social status. As Henry Nash Smith points
out, acceptance of the idea of civilization--with its
notion of progress and refinement, as exhibited in class
distinctions--"not only imposed on Westerners the stigma
of social, ethical, and cultural inferiority, but prevent-
ed any recognition that the American adventure of settling
the continent had brought about an irruption of novelty
into history."124

This cleavage between primitivism and progressivism
is not merely an academic concept; rather it is descriptive
of the popular mind in the nineteenth century. Cooper's
own ambivalence is exemplary. Smith demonstrates Cooper's

attitude by first summarizing the conflict as it is por-

trayed in The Pioneers:

From the opening scene, when Judge Temple claims as his
own a deer that Leatherstocking's young companion has
shot, until the moment when the Judge sentences the old
hunter to a fine and imprisonment because of his resis-
tance to the new game laws, the narrative turns con-
stantly about the central issue of the o0ld forest free-
dom versus the new needs of a community which must
establish the sovereignty of law over the individual.
One aspect of the conflict is of course the question of
a primitive free access to the bounty of nature--whe-
ther in the form of game or of land--versus individual
appropriation and the whole notion of inviolable proper-
ty rights. Not far in the background are the further
issues of the rough equality of all men in a state of
nature as against social stratification based on un-
equal distribution of property; and of formal institu-
tional religion versus the natural, intuitive theology
of Leatherstocking, who has little regard for theologi-
cal niceties or the minutiae of ritual.125

Then Smith characterizes Cooper's personal relation to his

materialss “"The profundity of the symbol of Leatherstocking
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*springs from the fact that Cooper displays a genuine ambi-
valence toward all these issues, although in every case his
strongest commitment is to the forces of order®”; * . . . he
was at once , . . strongly devoted to the principle of
social order and . « . vividly responsive to the ideas of
nature and freedom in the Western forest., . . »126

Commitment of.the heart to primitive nature and at
the same time commitment of the head to progress and civi-
lization heightened the problems of the nineteenth-century
writer as he turned to frontier materials., In the first
place, it eliminated the numerically most important frontier
figure, the farmer, from a role in fiction., The farmer was
assumed to be a hard-working, virtuous citizen of the grow-
ing republics but he occupied an inferior social position,
and beside the Indian-fighter and fur trapper, he seemed
dull and unheroic., Consequently, pioneering experience in
the successive Wests, according to Smith, *has left its
mark upon imaginative literature almost exclusively in
fictional versions of the character of Daniel Boone."127
The qualification in Smith's remark needs to be noteds al-
most exclusively., An important exception, which will be
explored later, is the Far Western gold miner.

The second problem of the writer was finding a
literary mode adequate for expressing the experience and
significance of the frontiersman. Arthur K. Moore suggests

that the struggles of the early immigrants into Kentucky--
and by implication, the struggles of frontiersmen in the
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successive Wests--created conditions which were heroic:
"A few decades of regression under the impact of the fron-
tier returned them [frontiersmen] to a condition which with
qualification may be described as adolescence, an ideal
state--in contrast to either savagery or sophistication--

»128

for heroic accomplishments, These conditions not only

existed but were fulfilled as well:
Epic material of extraordinary richness had accumu-
lated in the Ohio Valley by the third decade of the
nineteenth century. A heroic age had come and gone,
leaving behind the towering buckskin warrior and a full
book of his exploits against the Indians., Already
grown a legend and a symbol too, the Kentuckian await-
ed in vain the transcendent genius who could dramatize
his stand against the forces of savagery and eloquent-
ly spell out the implications of his way of 1ife,129
Moore further argues that the literary mode best
suited for depicting the exploits of the buckskin warrior
was the epic. Several reasons explain why this mode was
not used, but the most important is that “the generality of
creative writers in the nineteenth century could not bring
themselves to dissociate the frontier from Scott and the

130 In other words, influenced by current lite-

romance, "
rary conventions and by the prevalent social codes, writers
were committed to using the sentimental novel or romance.
Such a commitment entangled them in the problem of attempt-
ing to portray ”"the essentially heroic cohditions of the
frontier” within "the romance pattern, which developed out

131 Unfortunately for

of very different social conditions.
these writers, "romance, in contrast to epic, has never

been intended as a severe, masculine record of ancient
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*glory but as a narrative of lively adventure, a thing of
entertainment suited to the refined court rather than to

the mead hall.'132

As a result, the development of the
literary frontiersman in the nineteenth century can be
traced by examining the ways in which writers attempted to
treat a heroic figure within the conventions of the romance
or sentimental novel,

The conventions called for a love story developed
within a series of lively adventures. If the story were
set in an earlier period, the ideals of that period might
be expressed accidently; but the issues were to be meaning-
ful for the author's contemporaries., For Cooper, this
meant fidelity to the "prevailing upper-class pdstulates--
the sanctity of property, the desirability of material
accumulation, the inevitability of progress, the stratifi-
cation of society, the need for moral uplift, and the rule
of the wisest (that is, the aristoi)."133 Therefore, the
technical hero of the romance had to be "well bred, well
educated, and consequently well mannered”; he could woo
only a lady from the same classy; and he must, even though
he be a skilled woodsman, prefer civilization over the
backwoods:

The representatives of civilization may venture into
the wilderness to achieve the familiar objectives of
romance but do so at no cost to their principles. 1In
the end they return to that blessed state whence they
came full of exotic experience though no whit declined
from that degree of excellence which good breeding and
education wrought in them,.134

The problem facing Cooper and other writers of that
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time was to find a way of making the picturesque frontiers-
man compatible with the canons of the sentimental novel,
This Cooper first attempted to do by putting two heroes
into the romance: the technical hero, a genteei figure
through whom the love story could be developed; and the
dramatic hero, the backwoodéman who could perform the mar-
velous exploits,
Most of Cooper's imitators were content to give
their Leatherstockings only one plot functions as the
agent of progress, he
e o o furthers civilization generally by oppressing the
Indians as symbols of savagery and particularly by pro-
tecting the fair flowers of culture--the hero and hero-
ine--sojourning in the wilderness., Although ordinarily
expressing contempt for civilization, he is nonetheless
an agent of progress., As an instrument mainly, superior
to the Indians and border whites, yet inferior to broad-
cloth gentry, he occupies no definable social position
for lacking social reality.135

Even though he is, in a sense, an empire-builder, this

backwoodsman is also a born nomad; therefore at the end of

the story he can conveniently step off stage as the hero

and heroine walk hand-in-hand back to civilization,

Cooper's Leatherstocking, however, is conceived in
greater complexity. His relationship with nature is two-
fold: 1like the ordinary backwoodsman, he is an agent of
progress--he is helping to make the forests safe for civi-
lized white people--and in this role he is also the anta-
gonist of civilization and therefore a symbol of primitive
anarchic freedom. On the other hand, Leatherstocking em-

bodies another attitude toward natures * . . . the positive
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"doctrine that untouched nature is a source of strength,

truth, and virtue. . .

. »136 Thus he becomes the forest

philosopher, the noble child of the woods reposed on na-

ture’'s bosom,

Cooper's first attempts at accommodating frontier

characters within the conventions of the romance were ap-

plauded by his readers, but the favorable public response

also "created a predicament for the novelist by revealing

to him that his most vital character occupied a technically

inferior position in the social system and in the form of

the sentimental novel as he was using it.'137 For the next

twenty-five years Cooper struggled to create a frontiersman

who would be not only the dramatic hero but the technical

hero as well., The results of his experiments Smith sum-

marizes as follows:

(1) Since the basic image of Leatherstocking was too
old for the purposes of romance, the novelist doubled
the character to produce a young hunter sharing the

0ld man's habits, tastes, skills, and, to some extent,
his virtues, (25 The earliest of the young hunter com-
panions of Leatherstocking, Oliver Effingham, could be
a hero because he was revealed as a gentleman temporar=-
ily disguised as a hunter. That is, the hero retained
all his genteel prerogatives by hereditary right, and
at the same time claimed the imaginative values clus-
tering about Leatherstocking by wearing a mask, a per-
sona fashioned in the image of the 0ld hunter, But
this was so flagrant a begging of the question that
Cooper could not be satisfied with it. He therefore
undertook further development of the young hunter
produced by doubling the character of Leatherstocking,
and this process yielded (3) the Paul Hover-Ben Boden
type of hero, a young and handsome denizen of the
wilderness, following the gentler calling of a bee
hunter and thus free from even the justifiable blood-
'shed involved in Leatherstocking's vocation., This
young Western hero is given a dialect less pronounced
than that of Leatherstocking except in Leatherstocking's
most exalted moments. His actual origin is left vague,
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He is not a member of the upper class, but he is no-
where specifically described as having once been a ser-
vant. Finally, the young hero has none of the theore-
tical hostility to civilization that is so conspicuous
in Leatherstocking. These changes make it technically
possible for a Wild Westerner to be a hero of romance,
but they destroy the subversive overtones that had
given Leatherstocking so much of his emotional depth.138

These experiments yielded the basic formulas by
which earlier nineteenth-century writers depicted the back-
woodsman in the novels but as the frontiersman moves fur-
ther into the century, further to the West, and closer to
the technical center of the romance, some changes do occur,
First, the frontiersman becomes a mountain man or trapper
rather than a hunter like Leatherstocking, but more signifi-
cantly he is no longer a noble, innocent child of nature:

He no longer looks to God through nature, for nature
is no longer benign: its symbols are the wolves and
the prairie fire, The scene has shifted from the deep
fertile forests east of the Mississippi to the barren
plains., The landscape within which the Western hero
operates has become, in Averill's words, a "dreary
waste.” It throws the hero back in upon himself and
accentuates his terrible and sublime isolation. He

is an anarchic and self-contained atom--hardly even

a monad--alone in a hostile, or at best a neutral uni-
verse.139

Like Leatherstocking, the mountain man enjoys the
freedom of the wilderness, but he is even more uncivilized:
"He had adopted many more Indian ways than had the typical
pioneers of the area east of the Mississippi. His costume,
his speech, his outlook on 1life, often enough his Indian

w140 Given such

squaw, gave him a decidedly savage aspect.
a character as hero, the standard themes of novels portray-
ing him become *"the trapper's love of freedom, his indif-

ference to hardship and danger, his hatred of the dull 1life
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141 Amazing adventures are told

*of settled communities.”
as he fights Indians--and, unlike Leatherstocking, scalps
the dead ones--as he performs daring feats on horseback

and kills grizzly bears in hand-to-hand combat.

Although his barbaric life did provide colorful,
exciting fiction, the mountain man's behavior also posed a
threat to morality. Men who contemptuously rejected civi-
lization and who lived according to the whims of their own
base passions could not be openly lauded as national heroes,
The logical solution tb this problem was to create a charac-
ter who possesses all the virtues of the strong and coura-
geous mountain men but none of their vices., Such a hero is
Charles Averill's Kit Carsoni

e ¢« o« 8 mMan on horseback, in the dress of a Western
hunter, equipped like a trapper of the prairies; his
tall and strongly knit frame drawn up, erect and lithe
as the pine tree of his own forestsj; his broad, sun-
burnt face developing a countenance, on which a life
of danger and hardship had set its weather-beaten seal,
and placed in boldest relief the unerring signs of a
nature which for reckless daring and most indomitable
hardihood, could know scarce a human superior,

, Far in the background . . . rolled the waving grass
of a boundless prairie; amid the silent wilderness of
which, towered the noble figure of the hunter-horseman,
half Indian, half whiteman in appearance, with rifle,
horse and dog for his sole companions, in all that
dreary wastes though to the right a yelling pack of
wolves were seen upon his track, and on his left the
thick, black smoke, in curling wreaths, proclaimed the
prairie fire, while in the clear gray eye that looked
e o o forth, there seemed to glance a look of proud
indifference to all, and the conscious confidence of
ennobling self-reliance,142

Considered in terms of the formulas which Cooper
had devised for the frontiersman, Kit Carson represents

only slight though significant modification. The essentials
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of Leatherstocking's character were three: he was not a
lovers he was a virtuous child of the wilderness in com-
munion with God through natures and he was a man of action,
particularly demonstrated in his conflicts with the In-
dians, The romantic role has not changed with Carsons he
is not a lover either. Like Leatherstocking, Carson is a
man of virtue; but since Carson has lost contact with a
benevolent nature, his virtue is accidental rather than the
result of his communion with God., Finally, like Leather-
stocking, Carson is a man of action, but he is a man of
more action,

The emphasis on physical exploits in Carson's char-
acterization marks the trend that accelerates in the next
generation of Western heroes--those depicted in the immense-
ly popular dime novels. The essential difference between
Kit Carson and the dime novel Western hero is not in kind
but in degree:

The outworn formulas had to be given zest by constant
search after novel sensations. Circus tricks of horse-
manship, incredible feats of shooting, more and more
elaborate costumes, masks, and passwords were intro-
duced, and even such ludicrous ornaments as worship-
pers of a Sun God devoted to human sacrifice in a vast
underground cavern in the region of Yellowstone Park,
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