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Introduction

|

The most fundamental observation | can make about the Western story, whether
in film or in fiction, is that it is impossible — absolutely impossible — to gener-
alize on the subject. Itis quite simply too vast and too varied a domain of human
endeavor. Most of the critical works written on the Western story, because of
this vastness, have tended to confine themselves to a few representative works
or authors and on this basis to draw all manner of conclusions by inductive rea-
soning. This is fashionable, | supposed, because it is easy; but it is scarcely reli-
able. The blocks of quotations on which Christine Bold in SELLING THE
WILD WEST: POPULAR WESTERN FICTION 1860-1960 (Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 1987) based her critique of Zane Grey’s view of the American West
come mostly from books he did not write. My favorite novel by Zane Grey
which was not entirely his work — first published in serial form in 1925 as
“Desert Bound” and much later in book form as CAPTIVES OF THE DES-
ERT (Harper, 1952) — was written in rough draft by Grey’s secretary/compan-
ion in the mid 1920s, Millicent Smith, and only polished for publication by
Grey! This is one example, but one among thousands, that the deeper you probe
into questions of authorship the more complex the issue becomes. Above all, in
the history of the development of the Western story in the 20th Century, most
often authors merely proposed while editors and publishers instructed them in
what was permitted, what was wanted, what was forbidden, what was unac-
ceptable, and in some cases even substantially edited, abridged, or even re-
wrote what had been submitted prior to publication.

The second observation | would make about the Western story is that there
have been as many views of the American West in the last two and a half centu-
ries as there have been authors, screenwriters, and film directors to project
them, with the usual interference from the representatives of the money men:
the editors and marketing departments in publishing, the front office and film
producers in motion pictures.

Beyond all this — and the one conclusion of which I am certain in a very un-
certain terrain — would be that the Western story constitutes the single mostim-
portant literary movement in the history of the United States and the only
unique body of literature which this country has contributed to the wealth of
world culture. The Western story is unique to this country because of where it is
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set: in the American West. There was no place in all history quite like it before
and there is no place quite like it now. But this does not mean that the origins of
the Western story are easy to trace. They are not. It is so because in its way the
Western story grew up with our nation and passed through all those painful pe-
riods of internal or external conflict which have shocked, tom, and divided, as
well as united and made bold and visionary, the people of our land. How else
could it have been for a nation of so many nations?

The West of the Western story is an imaginary West. It draws its life blood
from the belief — even now — that there can be a better way and that, if we
have the grit of character and the fortitude needed to endure the ordeal, we shall
find it. Conventions in the Western story have changed, what marketing depart-
ments say is wanted, what editors claim is allowable have changed in the past as
they will in the future, but not this. This can never change because if once a peo-
ple lose faith in themselves the result is no different than when an individual
does. Having spent the better part of my life concerned in one way or another
with the Western story, that is the conclusion to which I have come. Itis why the
Vietnam War years so hurt the Western story — we could see only the tragedy of
our nation’s past, the toll in human lives, the suffering, and not the other side,
the fact that what the American frontier experience offered from its beginning,
and still offers today, is a second chance — indeed, a third, and a fourth, and a
fifth chance. Nor has the frontier really closed. The Western story has kept it
open and real and available to us and the hope that it holds out.

The Western story at base is a story of renewal and that is what has made it so
very different from any other form of literary enterprise. It is refreshing, even
revitalizing, in these days of a medically over-educated culture obsessed with
health and terrified of old age and dying to behold once again generations of
Americans to which such obsessions and terrors meant nothing. It is spiritually
encouraging in these days of political correctness, timidity, and herd-notions
such as one-settlement culture which wants everyone to believe in a lock-step
approach to life to contemplate those generations where individual, cultural,
and ethnic differences were abundant, where not one culture but many co-
existed even if warfare between them was unceasing. We have benefited from
that time. There is no one idea and no one cause that can possibly ever win en-
dorsement from everybody. We still live now with that reality of the frontier as
part of our social existence.

Above all, the greatest lesson the pioneers learned from the Indians is with us
still: that it is each man’s and each woman’s inalienable right to find his own
path in life, to follow his own vision, to achieve his own destiny — even should
one fail in the process. There is no principle so singularly revolutionary as this
one in the entire intellectual history of the Occident and the Orient before the
American frontier experience, and it grew from the very soil of this land and the
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peoples who came to live on it. It is this principle which has always been the
very cornerstone of the Western story. Perhaps for this reason critics have been
wont to dismiss it as subversive and inconsequential because this principle re-
duces their voices to only one among many. Surely it is why the Western story
has been consistently banned by totalitarian governments. Such a principle un-
dermines the very foundations of totalitarianism and collectivism because it
cannot be accommodated by the political correctness of those who would seek
to exert power over others and replace all options with a single, all-encompass-
ing, monolithic pattern for living.

The Western story is— as Frederick D. Glidden who wrote as Luke Short—
once put it: an honorable entertainment. There is no other kind of literary en-
deavor which has so repeatedly posed the eternal questions — how do | wish to
live, in what do I believe, what do | want from life, what have | to give to life?
— as has this form of honorable entertainment, the Western story. There is no
other kind of literary enterprise since Greek drama which has so invariably
posed ethical and moral questions about life as a fundamental of its narrative
structure, that has taken a stand and said: this is wrong, this is right. Individual
authors, as individual filmmakers, may present us with notions with which we
do not agree, but in so doing they have made us think again about things which
the herd has always been only too anxious to view as settled apd outside the
realm of questioning. The Western story is the product of our frontier heritage
and, if today we fall short of those who went before us in basic virtues such as
courage and the hope for a second chance, it is there to remind us that those are
still human possibilities.

Only when courage and hope are gone will the Western story cease to be rele-
vant to all of us.

1

On atrip | made many years ago to Mexico, one of the books I took along for the
journey was John R. Milton’s THE NOVEL OF THE AMERICAN WEST
(University of Nebraska Press, 1980). Now | must confess to the reader, as I did
to Professor Milton in letters we exchanged, that | found his definition of what
constitutes legitimate Western American fiction too narrow and exclusive.
Having surveyed the entire field of fiction set in the American West, he ex-
cluded many who | would insist have made a definite and genuine artistic con-
tribution; indeed, with the exception of Walter Van Tilburg Clark, he excluded
every author whose work appears in this collection.

Notwithstanding, | enjoyed Professor Milton’s book, primarily for what it
does have to say about authors who | agree have enriched our American litera-
ture. Moreover, he raises a point which | feel is essential to any understanding
of the nature and intention of the Western story. “To continue reviving the past
in order to maintain a belief that ‘those were the good old days’ is an act of nos-
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talgia which is eventually self-defeating,” he wrote in the chapter he titled
““The Writer’s West.” “‘However, if we consider memory of the past to be spiri-
tual as it conquers historical time, we then think not of a conserving memory,
not of nostalgia, but of a creatively transfiguring memory, not static but dy-
namic, its purpose to keep what is alive for future generations.” To this | would
add my own belief that there has to be a reason for setting a story or a novel in
the American West. The land must be a character and, beyond that, the land
must be seen to influence the other characters, physically and spiritually.

For centuries the European knew what Professor Milton called “the power
of a creatively transfiguring memory.” Just how much was brought home to me
by another book | had taken along and which I read next, Heinrich Heine’s DIE
GOITER IM EXIL [THE GODS IN EXILE], a book which Heine first pub-
lished in 1836 and then had reissued in a new edition during the years of his own
exile in Paris. There is a passage at the beginning of his book which portrays a
German knight, a hero from the Northland on a pilgrimage to Italy, espying a
statue from Classical Antiquity. | would translate it:

It is perhaps the Goddess of Beauty, and he stands face to face across
from her, and the heart of the young barbarian becomes secretly seized by
the old magic. What is it? Such tapering limbs he has never seen before
and in this marble he senses a vitalizing life, as he had found formerly in
the red cheeks and lips and in the consummate physical sensuality of the
peasant women in his own region. These white eyes regard him, seeming
so filled with delight and yet at the same time so possessed by sadness that
his breast fills with both love and compassion, compassion and love.

For Heine, as for a number of other Europeans, the gods and goddesses of
Antiquity, or at least their spirits, have never really died; they have only gone
into hiding. Just how and where and what they were doing in 1836 is the subject
of DIE GOTTER IM EXIL. Heine rejected the traditional Judaism of his family
and he could never embrace Christianity, but his soul found sustenance in the
creatively transfiguring memory of Antiquity. The last time he was still able to
walk under his own motion, he went to the Louvre and he broke down weeping
before the feet of Venus de Milo. The spirit of Venus had a special meaning, a
reality of her own, for Heine.

If a contemporary European is inclined to seek an alternative culture, he has
the varied heritage of century upon century from which to draw. If he does not
like one culture, he can choose another. The contemporary American, how-
ever, iseven more fortunate. He has the combined experiences of dozens of cul-
tures transposed to the New World as well a$ the cultures of hundreds of Indian
nations who had ventured to this land millennia earlier. Yet, despite this embar-
rassment of riches, there are many Americans who are only able to look back
toward Europe with love and yearning. In the words of our editor on the first
edition of the ENCYCLOPEDIA OF FRONTIER AND WESTERN FICTION
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(McGraw-Hill, 1983) edited by Jon Tuska and Vicki Piekarski when he learned
we lived in Oregon: “But doesn’t civilization end at the Jersey border?” How-
ever, for me, culture like civilization is a nebulous word and should never be as-
sociated with a place, any place. It is, to the contrary, descriptive of an inner
state.

The European was very early shaped by an urban culture. Elysium, the Is-
lands of the Blest in the Western Ocean, along with the Garden of Eden of the
Semites were replaced quickly enough by the city state, the grandeur of Rome
in the Augustan age, St. John’s New Jerusalem, and St. Augustine’s City of
God. Living in Portland I can look out the wrap-around windows of the sun
room which adjoins the Golden West room and see little other than trees and the
garden below; but it is only a short distance to the cold beaches on the Pacific
Ocean, or snow-topped Mount Hood, or the high desert. The American West
has made for an unique kind of love affair, one Willa Cather evoked in the sec-
tion | took from O PIONEERS! (Houghton Mifflin, 1913) and titled “The Wild
Land” when she wrote of Alexandra that. . .

For the first time, perhaps, since that land emerged from the waters of
geologic ages, a human face was set toward it with love and yearning. It
seemed beautiful to her, rich and strong and glorious. Her eyes drank in
the breath of it, until her tears blinded her. Then the Genius of the Divide,
the great, free spirit which breathes across it, must have bent lower than it
ever bent to a human will before. The history of every country begins in
the heart of a man or a woman.

And so, too, the history of a culture.

However divergent from each other they may have been or may continue to
be, the multitudinous American cultures underwent acommon fate, what histo-
rians call the American frontier experience. It did, of course, mean something
different to almost every person who underwent it, as it has to virtually every-
one who has come to write about it; but it is this unifying notion — the Ameri-
can frontier experience — which is at the heart of all the fiction | have assem-
bled for this collection, the American frontier experience as it was historically
and as it will always be in our hearts and our souls.






PART ONE

THE EAST GOES WEST






OWEN WISTER

Owen Wister (1860-1938) was bom in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. He was
graduated from Harvard in 1882 with honors, having majored in music. In
1885, after suffering a nervous breakdown, Wister went to Wyoming for the
first time. It was to be only one of many such trips he would make to the West
over the next several years, initially for his health and then to find more material
for his fiction. Returning to the East later in 1885, he attended Harvard Law
School from which he was graduated in 1888, and went to work in a Philadel-
phia law office.

In 1892, following his fifth trip to Wyoming, Wister published his first West-
ern stories, “Hank’s Woman” in Harper’s Weekly (8/27/92) and “How Lin
McLean Went East” in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine (12/92). These stories
proved so popular with readers that in time the publisher financed Wister on a
trip throughout the West and hired Frederic Remington to illustrate the stories
Wister wrote as aresult of his experiences. It was through this collaboration that
a friendship developed between the two men that is narrated in some detail in
Ben Merchant Vorpahl’s MY DEAR WISTER: THE FREDERIC REMING-
TON-OWEN WISTER LETTERS (American West Publishing, 1973). Wister’s
impressions and reflections from the years 1885 to 1895, written while he was
on these various sojourns, are to be found in OWEN WISTER OUT WEST:
HIS JOURNALS AND LETTERS (University of Chicago Press, 1958) edited
by Fanny Kemble Wister. On the title page of this book four lines by Wister are
reproduced that are worth citing:

Would I might prison in my words
And so hold by me all the year
Some portion of the Wilderness
Of freedom that | walk in here.

Near the end of the period recounted in his journals, Wister published his es-
say, “The Evolution of the Cow-Puncher” in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine
(9/95). It articulated his vision of the cowboy as the modem incarnation of the
medieval knight of romance. In retrospect, it would seem that Wister’s personal
values constantly interfered with his objective to describe the West and its peo-
ples as they really were. Romance and marriage in his novels, as in some of his
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stories, serve only to emasculate his cowboys, to make them docile Easterners
concerned more with personal ambition, accumulation of wealth, and achiev-
ing what by Eastern standards could only be considered social standing, rather
than luxuriating in their freedom, the openness and emptiness of the land, and
the West’s utter disregard for family background. To make his cowboys accept-
able heroes to himself, as well as to his Eastern readers, Wister felt compelled to
imbue them with his own distinctly patrician values. For this reason his stories
cannot be said to depict truthfully the contrasts and real conflicts between the
East and West of his time and Western readers of his stories have always tended
to scoff at what he was presenting as the reality of Western life.

Wister in his political philosophy was a progressive and what has come to be
termed a social Darwinist (note, it is the evolution of the cow-puncher). He be-
lieved in a natural aristocracy, a survival of the Fittest — the fittest being those
who measured up best to the elective affinities of his own value system. He put
this philosophy into the mouth of the Virginian when he remarks, ““ Now back
East you can be middling and get along. But if you go to try a thing in this West-
ern country, you’ve got to do it welll”” Yet, privately (and this is why his jour-
nals are so illuminating), he lamented the sloth which he felt the West induced
in people, and it was his ultimate rejection of the real West that brought about
his disillusionment with it and his refusal, after 1911, ever to return there.

Wister’s best defense against his dislike of the West came through exalting
his heroes but, as the late Mody C. Boatright observed in “The American Myth
Rides the Range: Owen Wister’s Man on Horseback” in Southwest Review
(Summer, 51), “Wister’s pathetic search for a leader brought him to the conclu-
sion that Theodore Roosevelt was ‘the greatest benefactor we people have
known since Lincoln.”” Wister published an earlier version of a chapter from
THE VIRGINIAN titled “Balaam and Pedro” \nHarper’s New Monthly Maga-
zine (1/94) and told somewhat explicitly how Balaam gouged out the eye of a
horse. Roosevelt chided Wister for what he felt was a slip in good taste. Wister
deleted the offending passage from the version which appears in the novel, ded-
icated the novel to Roosevelt, and therefore it should come as little surprise that
his last book should have been ROOSEVELT: THE STORY OF A FRIEND-
SHIP 1880-1919 (Macmillan, 1930).

In “At the Sign of the Last Chance” published in Cosmopolitan (2/28), a
group of old-time cowboys realize that their once prosperous lives and won-
drous times are over. In accordance with an old English custom, they remove
the sign from in front of their saloon and give it a proper burial. In Wister’s bit-
ter words: “Yes, now we could go home. The requiem of the golden beards,
their romance, their departed West, too good to live forever, was finished.”
Wister included this as the final story in his last Western story collection,
WHEN WEST WAS WEST (Macmillan, 1928). The publisher apparently was
not of the same disposition. The illustration for the dust jacket of the first edi-
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tion was a reproduction of Frederic Remington’s famous bronze sculpture,
“Bronco Buster.”

Both a representative selection of Wister’s short stories and a modem edition
of THE VIRGINIAN are now available from the University of Nebraska Press
and a reference to Wister’s first story, which follows, is to be found in THE
VIRGINIAN in the chapter titled “Through Two Snows.” “Hank’s Woman”
has nothing of Wister’s subsequentfin de siecle mood, but rather much of the
startlement and wonder Wister himself must have felt when he first ventured to
that comer of Yellowstone Park, near Pitchstone Canon, where Lin McLean
and others reputedly were witnesses to — in Wister’s words in THE VIRGIN-

IAN — ““asad and terrible drama that has been elsewhere chronicled.” This is
that chronicle.



HANK’S WOMAN
1892

“He decided second thoughts were best, too,” | said. This was because a
very large trout who had been flirting with my brown hackle for some five min-
utes, suddenly saw through the whole thing, and whipped into the deep water
that wedged its calm into the riffle from below.

“Try a grasshopper on him.” And Lin McLean, whom among all cow-
punchers | love most, handed me one from the seat pocket of his overalls.

An antelope earlier that day had given us his attention, as, huddled down in
some sagebrush under the burning cloudless sun, |1 waved a red handkerchief
while Lin lay on his back and shook his boots in the air. But the antelope, after
considering these things from the point of view of some hundred yards away,
had irrelevantly taken off to the foothills. We fired the six-shooter, and watched
his exasperating white tailless rear twinkle out of sight across the flats.

“I1fyou hadn’t gone so crazy with your boots,” | said, “he’d have come up
close.”

“And if yu’d brought yer rifle along, as I said yu’d ought to,” responded
Lin, “we’d have had some fresh meat to pack into camp.”

Offish, however, we certainly had enough for lunch now and enough to take
back for supper and breakfast. We had ridden down Snake River from camp on
Pacific Creek to where Buffalo Fork comes sweeping in; and there on the single
point and on a log half sunk in the swimming stream, we had persuaded out of
the depths some dozen of that silver-sided, many-speckled sort that does fight.
None was shorter than twelve inches; one measured twenty. Therefore, in satis-
faction, Lin and | hauled our boots off, tore open shirts and breeches so they
dropped where we stood, and regardless of how many trout we might now dis-
turb, splashed into the cool slow breadth of backwater the bend makes just
there. Then I set about cleaning a couple of fish, and Lin made the fire, and got
the lunch from our saddles, setting the teapot to boil, and slicing bacon into the
pan.

“As fer second thoughts,” said Lin, “animals in this country has ’em
more’n men do.”

I thought so too, and said nothing.

“Yu’ take the way they run the Bar-Circle-Zee. Do yu’ figure Judge Henry
knows his foreman’s standin’ in with rustlers like Ed Rogers is? If he’d taken
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time to inquire why that foreman left Montana, he’d not be gettin’ stole from
right along, you bet! And Ed Rogers’Ilbe dealt with one of these days. He’s
a-growin’ bold, the way he takes calves this year. He’s forgettin’ about second
thoughts, I expect.”

We were silent, and ate some fish and drank some tea — you cannot make
good coffee out-of-doors. But Mr. McLean’s mind was for the moment running
in a channel of prudence. You would have supposed he had never acted hastily
in the whole of his twenty-eight years.

“Folks is poor in Wyoming through bein’too quick,” he resumed. “Look at
the way them fellers in Douglas got cinched.”

“Who, and how?” | inquired.

“Bankers and stockmen. They figured on Douglas bein’ a big town, and all
because the railroad come there on its way somewheres else that ain’t nowheres
its own self. 1’ve been in this country since ’77, and that’s eleven years, and |
say yu’can’t never make a good town out 0’ sagebrush.”

Lin paused, looking southward across the great yellow-gray plain of the
Teton Basin. The Continental Divide rose to the left of us; to the right were the
Tetons, shutting us in from Idaho, with their huge magical peaks of blue cutting
sharp and sudden into the sky.

“Take marriage,” continued the cowpuncher, stretching himself till he sank
flat backward on the ground, with his long legs spread wide. “ Sometimes there
ain’t so much as first thoughts before a man’s been and done it.”

“Wyoming is not peculiar in that respect,” | said.

“We come over this trail,” said Lin, not listening to me, “the year after the
President and Sheridan did. Me and Hank and Honey Wiggin. I’d quit workin’
fer the old ’76 outfit, and come to Lander after a while and met up with them
two fellers, and we figured we’d take a trip through the Park. Now, there was
Hank. Yu’ never knowed Hank?”

I never had.

“Well, yu’ didn’t lose much.” Lin now rolled comfortably over on his stom-
ach. “Hank, he married a woman. He was small and she was big — awful big;
and neither him nor her was any account — him ’specially.”

“Probably they would not agree with you,” | said.

“ She would now, you bet!” said Lin, sitting up and laying his hand on my
knee. “They got married on one week’s acquaintance, which ain’t enough.”

“That’s true, | think.”

“Folks try it in this Western country,” Lin pursued, “where a woman’s a
scarce thing anyhow, and men unparticular and hasty, but it ain’t sufficient in
nine times out o’ten. Hank, yu’ see, he staid sober that one week, provin’ she
ought to seen him fer two anyways; and if I was a woman, knowin’ what | know
about me, it wouldn’t be two weeks nor two months neither.” The cowpuncher
paused and regarded me with his wide-open,jocular eyes. “When are you goin’
to tie up with a woman?” he inquired. “1’m cornin’ that day.”
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“Was Hank married when you went to the Park?” said I.

“Of course he weren’t. Ain’t | tryin’ to tell yu’? Him and me and Honey
joined a prospectin’ outfit when we was through seein’ the Park, and Hank and
me come into the Springs after grub from Galena Creek, where camp was. We
lay around the Springs and Gardner fer three days, playin’ cards with friends;
and one noon he was settin’ in the hotel at the Mammoth Springs waitin’ fer to
see the stage come in, though that wasn’t nuthin’ he hadn’t seen, nor nuthin’
was on it fer him. But that was Hank. He’d set around waitin’ fer nuthin’ like
that till somebody said whiskey, and he’d drink and wait some more. Well, the
hotel kid yells out, ‘Stage!” after a while, soon as he seen the dust cornin’ up the
hill. Ever notice that hotel at Hot Springs before and after the.kid says,
‘Stage?’”

I shook my head.

“Well, sir,” said Lin, “yu’ wouldn’t never suppose the place was any rela-
tion to itself. Yu’ see, all them guests and Raymonds clear out for the Norris Ba-
sin right after breakfast, and none comes in new from anywheres till ’round
noon, and you bet the hotel folks has a vacation! Yes, sir, aregular good lay-off.
Yu’d ought to see the Syndicate manager a-sleepin’ behind the hotel counter,
and nobody makin’no noise high nor low, but all plumb quiet and empty like —
maybe a porter foolin’ around the ice cooler, and the flies buzzin’. Then that kid
— he’s been on the watch-out; he likes it, you bet! — he sings out, ‘Stage!’ sud-
den like, and shoo! the entire outfit stampedes, startin’ with them electric bells
ring-jinglin” all over. The Syndicate manager flops his hair down quick front of
a lookin’-glass he keeps handy fer his private satisfaction, and he organizes
himself behind the hotel register book; and the young photograph chap comes
out of his door and puts his views out for sale right acrosst from where the cigar-
seller’sa-clawin’ his goods into shape. Them girls quits leanin’ over the rail up-
stairs and skips, and the porters they line up on the front steps, and the piano
man he digs his fingers into the keys, and him and the fiddlers starts raisin’ rail-
road accidents. Yes, sir. That hotel gets that joyous | expect them arrivin’ Ray-
monds judge they’ve struck ice cream and balance partners right on the surface.

“Well, Hank, now, he watched ’em that day same as every day, and the
guests they dumb down off the stage like they always do — young ladies hop-
pin’spry and squealin’onced in a while, and dusty old girls in goggles clutchin’
the porters, and snufflin’, and sayin’, ‘Oh dear!’

“Then out gets a big wide-faced woman, thick all through any side yu’
looked at her, and she was kind o’ dumb-eyed, but fine appearin’, with lots of
yaller hair. Yu’ could tell she were raised in one of them German countries like
Sweden, for she acted slow, and stared at the folks hustlin’, and things noisy,
and waltzes playin’ inside. Hank seen her, and | expect he got interested on
sight, for he was a small man, and she was big, and twiced as big as him. Did

yu’ever notice that about small fellers? She was a lady’s maid, like they have in
the States.”
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Lin stopped and laughed.

“1f any woman in this country was to have to hire another one to help her
clothes off her, | guess she’d be told she’d ought to go to bed soberer,” he re-
marked. “But this one was sure a lady’s maid, and out comes her lady right
there. And my! ‘Where have you put the keys, Willomene?”’

Lin gave a scornful imitation of the lady’s voice.

“Well, Willomene fussed around her pockets, and them keys wasn’t there,
so she started explainin’ in tanglefoot English to her lady how her lady must
have took them from her in the ‘drain,’ as she said, meaning the cars. But the
lady was gettin’ madder, tappin’her shoe on the floor, like Emma Yoosh does in
the opera— Carmen, or somethin’ | seen onced in Cheyenne.

“Them ladies,” said Lin, after a silence during which I deplored his com-
mentative propensity, “seems to enjoy hustlin’ themselves into arage. This one
she got a-goin’, and she rounded up Willomene with words yu’ seldom see out-
side a book. ‘Such carelessness,’ says she, ‘is too exasperatin’. . .’; and a lot
more she said, and it were all up to that standard, you bet! Then she says, ‘You
are discharged,’ and off she struts. A man come out soon (her husband, most
likely), and he paid the lady’s maid some cash (a good sum it was, | expect), and
she stood right there for a spell; then all of a sudden she says, ‘Ok yayzoo!’ and
sits down and starts cryin’.

“When yu’ see that, yu’ feel sorry, but yu’ can’t say nuthin’; so we was all
standin’ round on the piazza, kind o’ shiftless. Then the baggage-wagon come
in, and they picked the keys up on the road from Gardner; so the lady was all
right, but that didn’t do no good to Willomene. They stood her trunk down with
the rest— a brass-nailed concern it was, | remember, same as an Oswego starch
box in six — and there was Willomene out of ajob and afoot a long ways from
anywheres, settin’ in the chair, and onced in a while she’d cry some more. We
got her aroom in a cheap hotel where the Park drivers sleeps when they’re in at
the Springs, and she acted grateful like, thankin’ everybody in her tanglefoot
English. And she was a very nice-speakin’ woman. Her folks druv off to the
Fountain next momin’, and she seemed dazed like; fer | questioned her where
she’d like to go, and she was told about how to get to the railroad, and she
couldn’t say if she wanted to travel east or west. There’s where she weren’t no
account, yu’ see.

*“QOver acrosst at the post-office | told the postmistress about Willomene, and
she had a spare bed, an’ bein’ abig-hearted woman, she had her to stay and help
wait on the store. That store’s popular with the soldiers. The postmistress is a
little beauty, and they come settin’ round there, privates and sergeants, too, ex-
pectin’ some day she’ll look at ’em twiced. But she just stays good-natured to
all, and minds her business, you bet! So Hank come round, settin’ like the sol-
diers, and he’d buy a pair of gloves, maybe, or cigars, and Willomene she’d
wait on him. I says to Hank we’d ought to pull out for camp, but he wanted to
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wait. So | played cards, and had a pretty fair time with the boys, layin’ round the
Springs and over to Gardner.

“One night | come on ’em — Hank and Willomene — walkin’ among the
pines where the road goes down. Yu’d ought to have seen that pair! Her big
shape was plain and kind of steadfast in the moon, and alongside of her little
black Hank. And there it was. He’d got stuck on her all out of her standin’ up so
tall and round above his head. | passed close, and nobody said nuthin’, only
next day, when | remarked to Hank he appeared to be catchin’ on. And he says,
‘That’s my business, I guess’;and I says, ‘Why, Hanky, 1’'m sure pleased to no-
tice your earnest way.’ It wasn’t my business if he wanted to be a fool, and take
a slow-understandin’ woman like she was up to the mines.

“Well, that night | caught ’em again, near the formation, and she says to me
‘how beautifool was de wasser streamin’ and tricklin’ over them white rocks!”’
And | laffed.

“*‘Hank,” says | (not then, but in the momin’), ‘before you’ve made yer
mind up right changeless, if | was you, 1’d take Miss Willomene over to the
Syndicate store and get her weighed.’

“And he says, ‘What do yu’ mean?’

“So | gave my opinion that if the day was to come when him and her didn’t
want to travel the same road, why, he’d travel hem, and not his’n. ‘Fer she
could pack yu’ on her back and lift yu’ down nice anywheres she pleased, ’ says
I to Hank.

“And I tell yu’ it’s a queer thing | come to say that.”’

* Lin stopped and jerked his overalls into a more comfortable fit. “They was
married the Toosday after, at Livingston,” he went on; “and Hank was that
pleased with himself he gave Willomene a weddin’ present with the balance of
his cash, spendin’ his last nickel on buyin’ her a red-tailed parrot they had for
sale at the First National Bank. The feller hollered so at the bank, the president
told the cashier he must get rid of it.

“Hank and Willomene staid aweek up in Livingston on her money, and then
he brought her back to Gardner, and bought their grub and come up to the camp
we had on Galena Creek. She’d never slep’ out before, and she’d never been on
a horse, neither, and near rolled off down into Little Death Canon cornin’ up by
the cut-off trail. Now just see that foolishness — to fetch that woman and pack
horses heavy loaded along such a turrable bad place like.that cut-off trail is,
where a man wants to lead his own horse ‘fear of goin’ down. You know them
big tall grass-topped mountains over in the Hoodoo country, and how they
comes clam down through the cross timber yu’ can’tgo through hardly on foot,
till they pitches over into lots and lots of little canons, with maybe two inches of
water runnin’ in the bottom? All that’s East Fork water, and over the divide’s
Clark’s Fork, or Stinkin’ Water if yu’ take the country further southeast. But
anywheres yu’ go is them turrable steep slopes, and the cut-off trail takes along
about the worst in the business.
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“Well, Hank got his bride over it somehow, and yu’d ought to have seen
them two pull into our camp. Yu’d sure never figured it were a weddin’ trip. He
was leadin’ but skewed around in his saddle to jaw back at Willomene ferridin’
so poorly. And what kind of a man’s that, 1°d like to know, jawin’ at her in the
hearin’ of the whole outfit of us fellers, and them not married two weeks? She
was settin’ straddleways like a mountain, and between him and her went the
three pack animals, plumb played out, and the flour— they had two hundred
pounds — tilted over downwards, with the red-tailed parrot a-hollerin’ land-
slides in his cage tied on top.

“Hank, he’d had a scare over Willomene cornin’ so near failin’, and it
turned him sour, so he’d hardly speak, butjust said, ‘How!” kind of gruff, when
we come up to congratulate him. But Willomene, she says when she seen me,
‘Oh, I 'am so glad to see you!” and we shook hands right friendly; fer 1°d talked
to her down at the Springs, yu’ know. And she told me how near she come to
gettin’ killed. Yu’ ain’t been over that there trail?’’ inquired Lin of me. “Yu’d
ought to see that canon.”

“No,” said I; “1’ve seen enough of the Park, and the Grand Canon satisfies
me.”

“Taint’s the same thing. That Grand Canon’s pretty, but Little Death Canon
ain’t; it’s one of them queer places, somethin’ the same style as a geyser is, sur-
prisin’ a feller. If Willomene had went down there that afternoon — well, I’ll
tell yu’, so yu’ can judge. She seen the trail gettin’ nearer and nearer the edge,
between the timber and the jumpin’-off place, and she seen how them little
loose stones and the crumble stuff kep” a-slidin” away under the horse’s feet,
and rattlin” down out of sight she didn’t know where to, so she tried to git off
and walk without sayin’ nuthin’ to Hank. He kep’ a-goin’, and Willomene’s
horse she had pulled up, started to follow as she was half off, and that gave her a
tumble, but she got her arm hitched around a rock just as the stones started to
slide over her. But that’s only the beginning of what failin’ into that hole is. A
man sometimes falls down a place all right and crawls out after a while. There
ain’t no crawlin’ out in Little Death Canon, you bet! Down in there, where yu’
can’tsee, is sulfur caves. Yu’can smell ’em amile away. That canon’s so narrer
where they open out and puff steam that there’s no breathin’ to be done, for no
wind gets in to clean out the smell. Ifyu’lean pretty far over yu’ can see the bot-
tom, and a little green water tricklin” over cream-colored stuff like pie. Bears
and elk climbin’ round the sides onced in a while gets choked by the risin’ air,
and tumbles and stays fer good. Why, us fellers looked in one time and seen two
big silver-tipped carcasses, and didn’t dare go in after the hides, though I don’t
say yu’ couldn’t never make the trip. Some days the steam comes out scantier;
but how’s a man to know if them caves ain’t a-goin’ to startup again sudden like
a cough? I have seen it come in two seconds. And when it comes that way after
sundown, risin’ out of the canon with a fluffy kind of a sigh — yes, sir, | tell yu*
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that’s a sick noise it makes! Why, | don’t like to be passin’ that way myself,
though knowin’ so well it’s only them sulfur caves down in there. Willomene
was in luck when she come out safe.

“Anyway, there they was, come to camp without any accident. She looked
surprised when she seen Hank’s tent him and her was to sleep in. And Hank he
looked surprised at the bread she cooked.

““What kind of a Dutch woman are yu’,” says he, halfjokin’, ‘if yu’ can’t
use a Dutch oven?’

““You said to me you have a house to live in,” says Willomene. ‘Where is
that house?’

“‘ldidn’t figure on gettin’ awoman when I left camp,’ says Hank, grinnin’,
but not pleasant, ‘or 1’d have hurried up with the shack I’'m a-buildin’.’

“He was buildin’ one. Well, that’s the way they started into matrimony, and
in three weeks they quit havin’ much to say to each other. The only steady
talkin’ done in that home was done by the parrot, and he was a rattlin’ talker.
Willomene she used to talk with me at first, but she gave it up soon; | don’t
know why. | liked her mighty well, and so we all did. She done her best, but |
guess she hadn’t never seen this style of life, and kindness such as we could
show her, | suppose, didn’t show up fer as well as it was intended.

“There was six of us workin’ claims. Some days the gold washed out good
in the pan, but mostly it was that fine it floated off without ever settlin’ at all.
But we had agood crowd, and things was pleasant, and not too lively nor yet too
slow. Willomene used to come round the ditch silent like and watch us workin’,
and then she’d be apt to move off into the woods, singin’ German songs, not
very loud. I knowed well enough she felt lonesome, but what can yu’do? As fer
her, she done her best; only it ain’t the sensible way fer a wife to cry at her hus-
band gettin’ full, as of course Hank done, same as always since 1’d knowed
him, bar one week at the Mammoth. A native American woman could have
managed Hank so he’d treat her good and been sorry instead of glad every time
he’d been drunk. But we liked Willomene because she’d do anything she could
for us, cookin’ up an extra meal if we come back from a hunt, and patchin’ our
clothes. Nor she wouldn’ttake pay. She was agood woman, but no accountin a
country like Galena Creek was. Honey Wiggin and me helped her finish the
shack, so she and Hank could move in there, and then she fixed up one of them
crucifixes she had in the little trunk, and used to squat down at it night and
morning, makin’ Hank crazy.

“There it was again! Yu’ see he couldn’t make no allowances fer her bein’
Dutch and different. Not because he was bad — there weren’t enough of Hank
to be bad — but because he had no thoughts. I kind of laffed myself first time |
seen Willomene at it. Hank says to me, soft, ‘Come here, Lin,” and | peeped in
where she was a-prayin’ to that crucifix. She seen us, too, but she didn’t quit.
Them are things yu’ don’tknow about. I figured it this way — that she couldn’t
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make no friends with Hank, and couldn’t with us neither, and bein’ far away
from all she was used to, why, that crucifix was somethin’ that staid by her, re-
mindin’ her of home, | expect, and anyway keepin’ her sort of company when
she felt lonesome. And of course, over in Europe, | guess, she’d been accus-
tomed to believin’ in God and a hereafter, and hearin’ a lot of singin”’ in them
Catholic churches. So yu’ see what she must have thought about Galena Creek.

“One day Hank told her he was goin’ to take his dust to town, and when he
come back if he found that thing in the house he’d do it up fer her. ‘So yu’d bet-
ter pack off yer wooden dummy somewheres,’ says he.

“1tell you,” said Lin, fixing his eyes on mine, “a man don’t always know
how what he speaks is a-goin’ to act on others. She said nuthin’, and I guess
Hank forgot all about it. But I can see the way she looked right now — kind o’
stone like and solemn. And | happened to go into the shack around noon to get
some matches, and there she was prayin’, and that time she jumped.

“The night before Hank was to start fer town, a young chap they called
Chalkeye come into camp. He’d been drivin’ a bunch of horses to sell "round
Helena and Bozeman, and he’d lost the trail over to Stinkin’ Water where he
was goin’ back to Meeteetsee. Chalkeye had cigars and good whiskey, and he
set up royal fer the gang. That night was the first time | ever knowed him, but
him and me has knowed each other pretty well since. He was a surprisin’ hand
at gettin’ on the right side of women without doin’ nuthin’ special. 1’ve been
there some myself first and last, but there’s no use tryin if Chalkeye happens to
be on the same trail. Willomene she h’arkened to his talk, and I noticed her, and
I concluded she was comparin’ him with Hank. After awhile we started agame
of stud poker, and Chalkeye cleaned Hank out, who couldn’t play cards good.
He played horses against Hank’s gold dust, and by midnight he’d got away with
the dust. And Willomene took to his eye, which was jovial like, and | guess she
may have been figurin’ that if she was a-goin’ to marry over again she’d ’aliked
to have been acquainted with Chalkeye before the ceremony with Hank. I think
she had them thoughts goin’ through her mind in a mixed sort of a way.

“There was one occurrence as to the crucifix which Hank’s eye lit on during
the game, and he said something nasty. And Chalkeye claimed such things must
be a god-send to them as took stock in ’em. He spoke serious all the while he
was dealin’ the cards; nor it wasn’t through desirin’ to get in his work with Wil-
lomene, but because of feelin’s on his part that ain’t common in this country,
and do a man credit, no matter what his acts may sometimes be. Next day he
pulled out for Stinkin’ Water, havin’ treated Willomene with respect, and Hank
not havin’ any dust left, went to town all the same, leavin’ Willomene at the
camp. She come down after a while, and watched us as usual, walkin’ around
slow, and singin’her German songs that hadn’t no tune to ’em. And so it was fer
about a week. She’d have us all in to supper up at the shack, and look at us eatin’
while she’d walk around puttin’ grub on your plate. Mighty pleasant she acted
always, but she’d not say nuthin’ hardly at all.
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“Hank come back, and he was used up, you bet! His little winkin’ eyes was
sweatin’ from drink, and Willomene she took no notice of him, nor she didn’t
cry, neither, for she didn’t care no more.

“Hank seen the crucifix same as always, and he says, ‘Didn’t | tell yu’ to
take that down?’

“*‘You did,” says Willomene, very quiet; and she looked at him, and he quit
talkin’.

“We was out of meat, and figured we’d go on a hunt before snow came. Yu’
see, October was gettin’ along, and though we was havin’ good weather, all the
same, when yu’ find them quakin’-asps all turned yaller, and the leaves keeps
a-fallin’ without no wind to blow ’em down, you’re liable to get snowed in on
short notice. Hank staid in camp, and before we started up the mountain, | says
to him: ‘Hank, yu’d ought to leave Willomene do what she wants about prayin’.
It don’t hurt neither of yu’.’

“And Hank, bein’ all trembly from spreein’ in town, he says, “You’re all
agin me,’ like as if he was a baby.

“We was away three days, and awful cold it got to be, with the wind never
stoppin’ all night roarin’ through the timber down the big mountain below
where we was camped. We come back to Galena Creek one noon with a good
load of elk meat, and looked around. It was plain nobody was there, fer always
Willomene come to the door when we’d been out fer a hunt, and, anyway, it
was dinner-time, but no smoke was cornin’ from their chimney.

“‘They’ve quit,” says Honey to me.

““Well,” I says, ‘then they’ve left word somewheres.’

“ “Why, the door’s wide open,’ says Honey, as we come round that comer of
the shack. So we all hollered. Well, itwas beginnin’ to be strange, and | stepped
inside, after waitin’ to hear if anybody’d answer. The first thing | seen was that
crucifix and a big hole plumb through the middle of it. I don’t know why we
took the concern down, but we did, and there was the bullet in the log. Things
was kind of tossed around in that shack, and Honey says, ‘He’s shot her too.’

“While we was a-wonderin’, something made a noise, and us fellows
jumped. It was that parrot, and he was a-crouchin’ flat on the floor of the cage,
a-swingin’ his head sideways, and when we come up he commenced talkin’ and
croakin’ fast, but awful low, and never screechin’ oncet, but lookin’ at us with
his cussed eye. And would yu’ believe it, us fellers come and stood around that
cage like fools, watchin’ the bird and Honey whispers to me, ‘You bet he
knows!” And then his foot trod on somethin’, and he gets down and pulls out an
ax. | was along that time, and Hank skinned that bear with his knife, and didn’t
use an ax. We found nuthin’ further till | stepped outside the shack and seen
Wi illomene’s trail heavy like in the gravel.

“That set me on trails, and | seen Hank’s leadin’ into the shack, but not out.
So we hunted some more, but gave up, and then I says, ‘We must follow up Wil-
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lomene.” And them big marks took us right by the ditch, where they sunk kind
of deep in the soil that was kind of soggy, and then down the cut-off trail.
Mighty clear them marks were, and like as they had been made by a person
movin’ slow. We come along to Little Death Canon, and just gettin’ out of the
timber to where the trail takes on to that ledge of little slidin’ stones, Honey
Wiggin says, ‘Look a-there!”

“We stopped, and all seen a black thing ahead. ‘Can yu’ make it out?’ says
Honey, and we starts runnin’.

““It’s aman,’” somebody says.

““What’s he pointin’ that way for?’ says Honey, and we kep’ a-runnin’, and
come closer, and my God! it was Hank. He was kind of leanin’ queer over the
edge of the canon, and we run up to him. He was stiff and stark, and caught in
the roots of a dead tree, and the one arm wheeled around like a scarecrow,
pointin’, and a big cut in his skull. The slide was awful steep where he was, and
we crawled and looked over the edge of them brown rock walls. Well, sir, it’s a
wonder Honey didn’t go over that place; and he would, but | seen him stagger
and | gripped his arm. Down there, in the bottom, tumbled all in a heap, was
Willomene, and Hank’s finger was a-pointin’ straight at her. She was just a
bumped-up brown bundle, and one leg was twisted up like it was stuffed with
bran. If failin’ didn’t kill her, she must have got choked soon. And we figured
out what them two had done, and how she come to fall. Yu’ see, Hank must
have shot the crucifix when they was havin’ hot words, and likely he said she’d
be the next thing he’d pump lead into, and she just settled him right there, and |
guess more on account of what he done to the crucifix than out of bein”’ scared
for herself. So she packed him on her back when she got cool, figurin’she’d tip
him over into the canon where nobody would suspicion he hadn’t fell through
accident or bein’ drunk. But heftin’ him all that ways on her back, she got
played out, and when she was on that crumble stuff there she’d slipped. Hank
got hooked in the tree root, and she’d gone down ’stead of him, with him stuck
on top pointin’ at her exactly like if he’d been sayin’, ‘I have yu’ beat after all.’

“While we was a-starin’, puff! up comes the steam from them sulfur caves,
makin’ that fluffy sigh. And Honey says, ‘Let’s get out of here.’

“So we took Hank and buried him on top of a little hill near camp, but Willo-
mene had to stay where she’d fell down in there. We felt kind of bad at havin’ to
leave her that way, but there was no goin’ into that place, and wouldn’t be to
rescue the livin’, let alone to get the dead.” Lin paused.

“1 think,” said I, “you’d have made a try for Willomene if she had been
alive, Lin.”

The cowpuncher laughed indifferently, as his way is if you discuss his char-
acter. “I1guess not,” he said. “Anyway, what’s a life? Why, when yu’ remem-
ber we’re all no better than coyotes, yu’ don’t seem to set much store by it.”

But though Lin occasionally will moralize in this strain, and justify vice and
a number of things, 1 don’t think he means it.
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Samuel Langhorne Clemens (1835-1910) was bom in Florida, Missouri.
When he was five, his family, which was always on the move, settled in Hann-
ibal. There, in 1847, Clemens’s father died. This brought to an end the young
Clemens’s limited schooling as he was at once apprenticed to his brother,
Orion, who ran a country newspaper, The Missouri Courier. In 1853 Clemens
decided to head East as ajourneyman printer but, presently, he was back again
with Orion who was by this time publishing a newspaper in Keokuk, lowa. Af-
ter attempting and failing to get to South America in 1857, Clemens forsook
printing to become an apprentice pilot on a Mississippi riverboat.

Clemens first went West after serving about two weeks as a second lieutenant
in the Confederate Army. He tried his hand at prospecting in the Nevada Terri-
tory but without success. He eventually found employment as a reporter for a
newspaper in Carson City. By 1862 he was city editor of The Enterprise in Vir-
ginia City and it was at this time that he officially adopted Mark Twain as his
pseudonym, after a depth call made by Mississippi riverboat pilots. A ridicu-
lous duel was the immediate cause of his sudden departure from Nevada and for
his landing in San Francisco where he met Bret Harte. In 1865 Twain published
his famous short story, “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County,”
in a New York newspaper and was on his way to becoming a nationally known
frontier humorist. For Harte, fame would come nearer to the end of the decade
once he had become editor of The Overland Monthly.

Twain’s contribution to the Western story is varied, but a substantial part of it
is as a result of such non-fiction books as ROUGHING IT and LIFE ON THE
MISSISSIPPI (J.R. Osgood, 1883). Both are more contemporary in tone and
more perceptive of frontier conditions than much of the Western fiction which
appeared after them, and yet both are written in a style that makes them seem
almost like fiction (and, in truth, much that is in them is certainly imaginatively
enhanced). All of Twain’s stories with a Western setting are to be found in THE
COMPLETE SHORT STORIES OF MARK TWAIN (Doubleday, 1957) edited
by Charles Neider. The best biography about him remains MR. CLEMENS
AND MARK TWAIN (Simon and Schuster, 1966) by Justin Kaplan. THE AU-
TOBIOGRAPHY OF MARK TWAIN (Harper, 1959) edited by Charles Neider
has many glimpses of the American West in its pages as well as a lengthy di-
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atribe on Bret Harte. A balanced view of these two authors is to be found in
Margaret Duckett’s MARK TWAIN AND BRET HARTE (University of Okla-
homa Press, 1964). Duckett compared Mark Twain’s episode of “Buck Fan-
shaw’s Funeral” in ROUGHING IT with Harte’s story, “Tennessee’s Partner”
(1869). She found Twain’s story to be “a perfect example of the ‘heart-of-gold
formula’ associated with Harte’s best known works,” but could not decide
“whether Mark Twain was imitating or mocking the sentimental endings which
are, perhaps, the weakest parts of Bret Harte’s stories.” The truth may be that
there was little room in Twain’s caustic and disillusioned soul for the sentimen-
tality Harte felt in his own halcyon years because of the uninterrupted streak of
luck he was then enjoying. Duckett also suggested that it was Harte’s basic
technique in his poem, “Plain Language from Truthful James” (1870), of
“communicating in the words of an unsophisticated narrator social criticism
and comedy of which he himself is totally unconscious” that Twain exploited,
in what remains his finest novel, “to convey fairly sophisticated social com-
mentary and humor in the words of the humorless Huck Finn.”

In 1877 Twain and Harte collaborated on a stage play they titled “Ah Sin.”
While it is evident to us now that Twain’s concern for the Chinese population in
San Francisco was but a passing interest, for Harte sympathy for the disen-
franchised remained a lifelong passion and, indeed, is the keystone of his fic-
tional world. Twain remarked in his curtain speech on the opening night of “Ah
Sin” in New York that “the Chinaman is going to become a very frequent spec-
tacle all over America, by and by, and a difficult political problem, too. There-
fore it seems well enough to let the public study him a little on the stage before-
hand.”

The subsequent rupture in their friendship has been variously attributed to
the fact that Twain had loaned Harte large sums of money which he never re-
paid; that reversals in life had made Harte exacting, critical, and sarcastic; that
ill-health, debt, and professional failures had transformed Harte’s once jovial
disposition into mean-spirited irritability. All this may be true and yet it does
not address the most essential difference that had arisen between the two men:
they were in 1877 at opposite poles politically and philosophically from where
they had been a decade earlier when their friendship began. Indeed, Twain re-
tained many of the racial prejudices Harte customarily attacked.

When Charles Dickens died, Harte wrote of him in The Overland Monthly:
“No one before him wrote so tenderly of childhood, for no one before him car-
ried into the wisdom of maturity an enthusiasm so youthful — a faith so boy-
like.” Since in Harte’s short novel, M’LISS: AN IDYL OF RED MOUNTAIN
(1860 and 1863), children are the central characters — M’Liss, the orphan of
Smith’s Pocket, and the young boy, Risty — Duckett may be justified in her hy-
pothesis “that the shabby little M ’Liss with her friend Risty stood, recognized
or unrecognized, in the shadowy backgrounds of Mark Twain’s mind when he
was writing [THE ADVENTURES OF] TOM SAWYER [American Publish-
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ing, 1876] and [THE ADVENTURES OF] HUCKLEBERRY FINN [Webster,
1884]” and that this ““is altogether compatible with Bernard DeVoto’s conclusion
in MARK TWAIN’S AMERICA [Little, Brown, 1935] that with Tom Sawyer,
Mark Twain found the theme best suited to his interest, his experiences, and his
talents. And itdoes not dim in any way any appreciation of Mark Twain's artis-
tic achievements in writing his two most famous books.” However, it is no less
worth stressing that, as they aged, Mark Twain’s fictional persona began in-
creasingly to form a dichotomy with his inner convictions while Harte’s dis-
played an extraordinary consistency and unity even after the personal disasters
of the 1870s. Harte, as he aged, grew increasingly mellow, Twain increasingly
irascible. Harte continued to speak with admiration of Twain, whereas Twain’s
bitterness toward Harte could not be assuaged by time. When news of Harte’s
death was brought to Twain, he entered upon a long diatribe about someone
named “‘Frank” and only later did it occur to his auditors that he had been refer-
ring to Harte by the name by which he had first known him.

Duckett, of course, was scarcely the first to see parallels between Twain’s
best work and Harte’s. It happened so much when both men were alive that, af-
ter their friendship ended, even a hint of it could send Twain into a tantrum of
vituperation. When a reporter from the Sydney Argus interviewed Twain in
1895 while he was in Australia on a lecture tour, the reporter made the mistake
of mentioning Harte’s name. “‘I detest him,” Twain said, ‘‘because | think his
work is ‘shoddy.’” His forte is pathos, but there should be no pathos which does
not come out of a man’s heart. He has no heart, except his name, and | consider
he has produced nothing that is genuine. He is artificial.” Surely it did not en-
dear Harte to Twain when the former warned him that he was in danger of letting
the showman overshadow his true self. Twain, of course, did not listen and suc-
ceeded so well that his projection of himself as a folk personality has been kept
alive to this day by various actors who still portray him in stage and television
shows.

Twain was ambivalent about frontier freedom, feeling when in the midst of it
— as he was during the days he describes in ROUGHING IT — that one could
only be appalled by it. Yet, when living in the East in the Gilded Age, he
dreamed with Huck of heading out to the territories. ‘“The Californian’s Tale”
was first published in October, 1893, when it was included as one of 104 stories
by various authors in the first book to be issued privately by The Author’s Club
in New York City. It appeared for the first time in magazine form in the March,
1902 issue of Harper’s Monthly. In it Twain is dealing with materials familiar
from Bret Harte’s tales about the aftermath of the Gold Rush days; and, if it
makes for an interesting contrast with the story by Harte which I have included,
there is also about it an uncanniness reminiscent in the gentler tones of daylight
of that dark, nightmarish period in Twain’s life when he began sleepwalking
following the shock he experienced when as a youth he witnessed apost-mor-
tem performed on his father’s cadaver.



THE CALIFORNIAN’S TALE
1893

Thirty-five years ago | was out prospecting on the Stanislaus, tramping all day
long with pick and pan and horn, and washing a hatful of dirt here and there,
always expecting to make a rich strike, and never doing it. It was a lovely re-
gion, woodsy, balmy, delicious, and had once been populous, long years be-
fore, but now the people had vanished and the charming paradise was a soli-
tude. They went away when the surface diggings gave out. Inone place, where
a busy little city with banks and newspapers and fire companies and a mayor
and aldermen had been, was nothing but a wide expanse of emerald turf, with
not even the faintest sign that human life had ever been present there. This was
down toward Tuttletown. In the country neighborhood thereabouts, along the
dusty roads, one found at intervals the prettiest little cottage homes, snug and
cozy, and so cobwebbed with vines snowed thick with roses that the doors and
windows were wholly hidden from sight — sign that these were deserted
homes, forsaken years ago by defeated and disappointed families who could
neither sell them nor give them away. Now and then, half an hour apart, one
came across solitary log cabins of the earliest mining days, built by the first
gold-miners, the predecessors of the cottage-builders. In some few cases these
cabins were still occupied; and when this was so, you could depend upon it that
the occupant was the very pioneer who had built the cabin; and you could de-
pend on another thing, too — that he was there because he had once had his op-
portunity to go home to the States rich, and had not done it; had rather lost his
wealth, and had then in his humiliation resolved to sever all communication
with his home relatives and friends, and be to them thenceforth as one dead.
’Round about California in that day were scattered a host of these living dead
men — pride-smitten poor fellows, grizzled and old at forty, whose secret
thoughts were made all of regrets and longings — regrets for their wasted lives,
and longings to be out of the struggle and done with it all.

It was a lonesome land! Not a sound in all those peaceful expanses of grass
and woods but the drowsy hum of insects; no glimpse of man or beast; nothing
to keep up your spirits and make you glad to be alive. And so, at last, in the early
part of the afternoon, when | caught sight of a human creature, | felt a most
grateful uplift. This person was a man about forty-five years old, and he was
standing at the gate of one of those cozy little rose-clad cottages of the sort al-
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ready referred to. However, this one hadn’t a deserted look; it had the look of
being lived in and petted and cared for and looked after; and so had its front
yard, which was a garden of flowers, abundant, gay, and flourishing. | was in-
vited in, of course, and required to make myself at home — it was the custom of
the country.

It was delightful to be in such a place, after long weeks of daily and nightly
familiarity with miners’ cabins — with all which this implies of dirt floor,
never-made beds, tin plates and cups, bacon and beans and black coffee, and
nothing of ornament but war pictures from the Eastern illustrated papers tacked
to the log walls. That was all hard, cheerless, materialistic desolation, but here
was a nest which had aspects to rest the tired eye and refresh that something in
one’s nature which, after long fasting, recognizes, when confronted by the be-
longings of art, howsoever cheap and modest they may be, that it has uncon-
sciously been famishing and now has found nourishment. I could not have be-
lieved that a rag carpet could feast me so, and so content me; or that there could
be such solace to the soul in wall-paper and framed lithographs, and bright-
colored tidies and lamp-mats, and Windsor chairs, and varnished what-nots,
with sea-shells and books and china vases on them, and the score of little un-
classifiable tricks and touches that a woman’s hand distributes about a home,
which one sees without knowing he sees them, yet would miss in a moment if
they were taken away. The delight that was in my heart showed in my face, and
the man saw it and was pleased; saw it so plainly that he answered it as if it had
been spoken.

“All her work,” he said, caressingly; “she did it all herself— every bit,”
and he took the room in with a glance which was full of affectionate worship.
One of those soft Japanese fabrics with which women drape with careful negli-
gence the upper part of a picture-frame was out of adjustment. He noticed it,
and rearranged it with cautious pains, stepping back several times to gauge the
effect before he got it to suit him. Then he gave it a light finishing pat or two
with his hand, and said: “She always does that. You can’t tell just what it lacks,
but it does lack something until you’ve done that — you can see it yourself after
it’s done, but that is all you know; you can’t find out the law of it. It’s like the
finishing pats a mother gives the child’s hair after she’s got it combed and
brushed, I reckon. I’ve seen her fix all these things so much that I can do them
all just her way, though I don’t know the law of any of them. But she knows the
law. She knows the why and the how both; but I don’t know the why; | only
know the how.”

He took me into a bedroom so that | might wash my hands; such a bedroom
as | had not seen for years: white counterpane, white pillows, carpeted floor,
papered walls, pictures, dressing-table, with mirror and pin-cushion and dainty
toilet things; and in the comer a wash-stand, with real china-ware bowl and
pitcher, and with soap in a china dish, and on a rack more than a dozen towels,
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towels too clean and white for one out of practice to use without some vague
sense of profanation. So my face spoke again, and he answered with gratified
words:

“All her work; she did it all — herselfevery bit. Nothing here that hasn’t felt
the touch of her hand. Now you would think.... But I mustn’t talk so much.”

By this time | was wiping my hands and glancing from detail to detail of the
room’s belongings, as one is apt to do when he is in a new place, where every-
thing he sees is a comfort to his eye and his spirit; and | became conscious, in
one of those unaccountable ways, you know, that there was something there
somewhere that the man wanted me to discover for myself. | knew it perfectly,
and I knew he was trying to help me by furtive indications with his eye, so | tried
hard to get on the right track, being eager to gratify him. | failed several times,
as | could see out of the comer of my eye without being told; but at last | knew |
must be looking straight at the thing — knew it from the pleasure issuing in in-
visible waves from him. He broke into a happy laugh, and rubbed his hands to-
gether, and cried out:

“That’s it! You’ve found it. | knew you would. It’s her picture.”

I went to the little black-walnut bracket on the farther wall, and did find there
what | had not yet noticed — a daguerreotype-case. It contained the sweetest
girlish face, and the most beautiful, as it seemed tome, that | had ever seen. The
man drank the admiration from my face, and was fully satisfied.

“Nineteen her last birthday,” he said, as he put the picture back; “and that
was the day we were married. When you see her... ah, just wait till you see
her!”

“Where is she? When will she be in?”

“QOh, she’s away now. She’s gone to see her people. They live forty or fifty
miles from here. She’s been gone two weeks today.”

“When do you expect her back?”

“This is Wednesday. She’ll be back Saturday, in the evening...about nine
o’clock,likely.”

| felt a sharp sense of disappointment.

“1’m sorry, because I’ll be gone then,” I said, regretfully.

“Gone? No...why should you go? Don’tgo. She’ll be so disappointed.”

She would be disappointed — that beautiful creature! If she had said the
words herself they could hardly have blessed me more. | was feeling a deep,
strong longing to see her— alonging so supplicating, so insistent, that it made
me afraid. | said to myself: “1 will go straight away from this place, for my
peace of mind’s sake.”

“You see, she likes to have people come and stop with us...people who
know things, and can talk...people like you. She delights in it; for she
knows...oh, she knows nearly everything herself, and can talk, oh, like a
bird...and the books she reads, why, you would be astonished. Don’t go; it’s
only a little while, you know, and she’ll be so disappointed.”
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I heard the words, but hardly noticed them, | was so deep in my thinkings
and strugglings. He left me, but I didn’t know. Presently he was back, with the
picture-case in his hand, and he held it open before me and said:

“There, now, tell her to her face you could have stayed to see her, and you
wouldn’t.”

That second glimpse broke down my good resolution. | would stay and take
the risk. That night we smoked the tranquil pipe, and talked till late about var-
ious things, but mainly about her; and certainly | had had no such pleasant and
restful time for many a day. The Thursday followed and slipped comfortably
away. Toward twilight a big miner from three miles away came — one of the
grizzled, stranded pioneers — and gave us warm salutation, clothed in grave
and sober speech. Then he said:

“1 only just dropped over to ask about the little madam, and when is she
coming home. Any news from her?”

“Oh yes, a letter. Would you like to hear it, Tom?”

“Well, I should think I would, if you don’t mind, Henry!”

Henry got the letter out of his wallet, and said he would skip some of the pri-
vate phrases, if we were willing; then he went on and read the bulk of it— alov-
ing, sedate, and altogether charming and gracious piece of handiwork, with a
postscript full of affectionate regards and messages to Tom, and Joe, and Char-
ley, and other close friends and neighbors.

As the reader finished, he glanced at Tom, and cried out:

“Oho, you’re at it again! Take your hands away, and let me see your eyes.
You always do that when | read a letter from her. | will write and tell her.”

“Oh no, you mustn’t, Henry. I’m getting old, you know, and any little disap-
pointment makes me want to cry. | thought she’d be here herself, and now
you’ve got only a letter.”

“Well, now, what put that in your head? | thought everybody knew she
wasn’t coming till Saturday.”

“Saturday! Why, come to think, | did know it. I wonder what’s the matter
with me lately? Certainly | knew it. Ain’twe all getting ready for her? Well, |
must be going now. But I’ll be on hand when she comes, old man!”

Late Friday afternoon another gray veteran tramped over from his cabin a
mile or so away, and said the boys wanted to have a little gaiety and a good time
Saturday night, if Henry thought she wouldn’t be too tired after her journey to
be kept up.

“Tired? She tired! Oh, hear the man! Joe, you know she’d sit up six weeks to
please any one of you!”

When Joe heard that there was a letter, he asked to have it read, and the lov-
ing messages in it for him broke the old fellow all up; but he said he was such an
old wreck that that would happen to him if she only just mentioned his name.
“Lord, we miss her so!” he said.
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Saturday afternoon | found | was taking out my watch pretty often. Henry
noticed it, and said, with a startled look:

“You don’t think she ought to be here so soon, do you?”

| felt caught, and a little embarrassed; but I laughed, and said it was a habit of
mine when | was in a state of expectancy. But he didn’t seem quite satisfied; and
from that time on he began to show uneasiness. Four times he walked me up the
road to a point whence we could see a long distance; and there he would stand,
shading his eyes with his hand, and looking. Several times he said:

“1’m getting worried, 1’m getting right down worried. | know she’s not due
till about nine o’clock, and yet something seems to be trying to warn me that
something’s happened. You don’t think anything has happened, do you?”

I began to get pretty thoroughly ashamed of him for his childishness; and at
last, when he repeated that imploring question still another time, | lost my pa-
tience for the moment, and spoke pretty brutally to him. It seemed to shrivel
him up and cow him; and he looked so wounded and so humble after that, that |
detested myself for having done the cruel and unnecessary thing. And so | was
glad when Charley, another veteran, arrived toward the edge of the evening,
and nestled up to Henry to hear the letter read, and talked over the preparations
for the welcome. Charley fetched out one hearty speech after another, and did
his best to drive away his friend’s bodings and apprehensions.

“Anything happened to her? Henry, that’s pure nonsense. There isn’t any-
thing going to happen to her; just make your mind easy as to that. What did the
letter say? Said she was well, didn’tit? And said she’d be here by nine o’clock,
didn’tit? Did you ever know her to fail of her word? Why, you know you never
did. Well, then, don’t you fret; she’ll be here, and that’s absolutely certain, and
as sure as you are bom. Come, now, let’s get to decorating...not much time
left.”

Pretty soon Tom and Joe arrived, and then all hands set about adorning the
house with flowers. Toward nine the three miners said that as they had brought
their instruments they might as well tune up, for the boys and girls would soon
be arriving now, and hungry for a good, old-fashioned break-down. A fiddle, a
banjo, and a clarinet these were the instruments. The trio took their places side
by side, and began to play some rattling dance-music, and beat time with their
big boots.

It was getting very close to nine. Henry was standing in the door with his
eyes directed up the road, his body swaying to the torture of his mental distress.
He had been made to drink his wife’s health and safety several times, and now
Tom shouted:

“All hands stand by! One more drink and she’s here!”

Joe brought the glasses on a waiter, and served the party. | reached for one of
the two remaining glasses, but Joe growled, under his breath:

“Drop that! Take the other.”
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Which 1 did, Henry was served last. He had hardly swallowed his drink
when the clock began to strike. He listened till it finished, his face growing pale
and paler; then he said:

“Boys, I’'m sick with fear. Help me...I want to lie down!”

They helped him to the sofa. He began to nestle and drowse, but presently
spoke like one talking in his sleep, and said: “Did | hear horses’ feet? Have they
come?”

One of the veterans answered, close to his ear: “ It was Jimmy Parrish come
to say the party got delayed, but they’re right up the road a piece, and coming
along. Her horse is lame, but she’ll be here in half an hour.”

“Oh, 1I’'m so thankful nothing has happened!”

He was asleep almost before the words were out of his mouth. In a moment
those handy men had his clothes off, and had tucked him into his bed in the
chamber where | had washed my hands. They closed the door and came back.
Then they seemed preparing to leave; but I said: “Please don’t go, gentlemen.
She won’t know me; | am a stranger.”

They glanced at each other. Then Joe said:

“She? Poor thing, she’s been dead nineteen years!”

“Dead?”

“That or worse. She went to see her folks half a year after she was married
and, on her way back, on a Saturday evening, the Indians captured her within
five miles of this place, and she’s never been heard of since.”

“And he lost his mind in consequence?”

“Never has been sane an hour since. But he only gets bad when that time of
the year comes ’round. Then we begin to drop in here, three days before she’s
due, to encourage him up, and ask if he’s heard from her, and Saturday we all
come and fix up the house with flowers, and get everything ready for a dance.
We’ve done it every year for nineteen years. The first Saturday there was
twenty-seven of us, without counting the girls; there’s only three of us now, and
the girls are all gone. We drug him to sleep, or he would go wild; then he’s all
right for another year. ..thinks she’s with him till the last three or four days come
round; then he begins to look for her, and gets out his poor old letter, and we
come and ask him to read it to us. Lord, she was adarling!”



FREDERIC REMINGTON

Frederic Sackrider Remington (1861-1909) was bom in Canton, New
York. He attended the Yale School of Fine Arts from 1878 to 1880 before he
went to Kansas to take up sheep ranching. In the spring of 1884 he decided to
sell his ranch and become a wanderer. He went first to Kansas City and then
proceeded southwest through the Nations and into Arizona Territory. He re-
turned in late summer of that year and went into partnership in a saloon. When
his partners cheated him out of his interest, he took up a pistol and wanted to use
a little “frontier justice” on them before he was talked out of it. In the summer
of 1885, his marriage to Eva Adele Caten failed, because of her distmst of the
time he devoted to art, because of the riff-raff who were his business associates,
and because of the instability of his income. Determined to find wealth else-
where prompted Remington again to enter Arizona Territory where by chance
he was prospecting in the Pinal Range when Geronimo coincidentally broke
loose from reservation captivity. The 3rd U.S. Cavalry under General George
Crook took to the field. Remington used this situation to his advantage by
sketching several Apache Indians on the San Carlos reserve and three renegades
who paid a hungry visit one night to his camp.

I will grant that originally it had been Remington’s intention to join in the
pursuit of Geronimo and to sketch the military campaign. He had second
thoughts, though, and instead made the theme of these sketches “Soldiering in
the Southwest.” Remington’s portfolio of sketches caused a sensation once
they were published. If he hadn’tcome within two hundred miles of Geronimo,
this didn’t faze anyone in the East. General Miles replaced General Crook and
Remington had occasion to meet Miles once Geronimo had surrendered. Miles
could see the usefulness of having a champion of the U.S. Cavalry associated
with Harper’s Weekly and so he proposed to assist Remington in preparing a re-
port on the positive aspects of the campaign. Later the general would provide
Remington with the opportunity of illustrating the pursuit of Geronimo for his
book, PERSONAL REMINISCENCES AND OBSERVATIONS OF GEN-
ERAL NELSON A. MILES (Wemer, 1897).

“The depth of Remington’s understanding of the West and the degree to
which his impressions of it approximate reality are certainly debatable issues,”
G. Edward White wrote in THE EASTERN ESTABLISHMENT AND THE
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WESTERN EXPERIENCE (Yale University Press, 1968). “...Remington’s
image of the West had both its complex and superficial, its ‘realistic’ and ‘ro-
mantic’ aspects and his understanding of Indian nature exhibited for the most
part a considerable bias.” Notwithstanding, commencing in 1886 and for the
next decade and a half, Remington was widely hailed as an expert on the West.

Theodore Roosevelt, who had just begun publishing the sketches that would
eventually comprise his book, RANCH LIFE AND THE HUNTING TRAIL
(Century Company, 1888), asked his publisher for Remington to illustrate his
text while it was appearing serially in The Century Magazine. Remington com-
plied and he was commercially cynical enough, years later, to paint on a com-
mission directly from Roosevelt the fantasy portrait of T.R. boldly leading the
Rough Riders in acharge up San Juan Hill. The phenomenon of American poli-
ticians using the media to project a highly favorable image of their activities is
scarcely arecent development and it does us well to recall that hard on a century
ago Mark Twain remarked that the only native American criminal class sits in
Congress.

Along with his work as an illustrator, Remington himself turned to writing,
often illustrating his own material, and in the 1890s he collected some of his sto-
ries and sketches into a brace of volumes, PONY TRACKS (Harper, 1895) and
CROOKED TRAILS (Harper, 1898). Peggy and Harold Samuels, private art
dealers specializing in art of the American West, far more recently assembled
everything that Remington ever wrote about the West in THE COLLECTED
WRITINGS OF FREDERIC REMINGTON (Doubleday, 1979) which also re-
produces all of Remington’s illustrations for his stories. This collection in-
cludes Remington’s one novel, JOHN ERMINE OF THE YELLOWSTONE
(Macmillan, 1902), published the same year as Owen Wister’s THE VIRGIN-
IAN, and yet so very different in tone and perspective. FREDERIC REMING-
TON: A BIOGRAPHY (Doubleday, 1982) by Peggy and Harold Samuels fol-
lowed, an absolutely definitive study of the man, his life, his associations, his
literary efforts, his sketches, paintings, and sculptures.

The impression might be gained from what | have described so far of Rem-
ington’s formative years that his paintings and sculptures were as widely em-
braced as his illustrations were in demand among publishers. Nothing could be
further from the truth. The acceptance of Remington’s paintings and sculptures
did not really begin until the year he died. “In 1902, he was able to return to his
original mission to present the West to America, on canvas and in bronze,
choosing the absolute essence of the West in a manner that was vastly signifi-
cant to the nation,” Peggy and Harold Samuels wrote in their biography.
“Monet was his one influence, in the theory of light in relation to art, where
paint was merely the means of bringing light to the picture. In Remington’s
paintings, Monet was present in the silver radiance, the harsh bronze effects,
the gray-green early night, and the glow of the camp fire. This was vibration,
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the mysterious suggestion of sentient life. The complete acceptance of Reming-
ton’s work in 1909 was both the American nation awakening to its own art pos-
sibilities and the passage of time overcoming a ‘national stupidity’ concerning
Remington.”

For Remington the author, the meaning of the American West was confron-
tation, between men with each other and with a hostile environment. He was
quite definitely not romantic in the same way Wisterwas, nor was he abeliever,
as was Roosevelt, in the rugged life for its own sake. In 1898 he purchased an
island off Chippewa Bay and, in 1908, he retired to a fifty-acre farm in
Ridgefield, Connecticut, where he literally ate and drank himself to death. His
disillusionment, while different in character from Wister’s and arising from dif-
ferent sources, was for all that even more trenchant. “ 1 knew the railroad was
coming,” he wrote in 1905. “Isaw men already swarming into the land. | knew
the derby hat, the smoking chimneys, the cord-binder, and the thirty-day note
were upon us in a restless surge. | knew the wild riders and vacant land were
about to vanish forever, and the more | considered the subject, the bigger the
forever loomed.” In 1907 he burned seventy-five of his Western canvases, re-
taining only his landscape studies; in 1908 he burned twenty-seven more of his
best-known Western paintings.

“A Sergeant of the Orphan Troop” was published in the August, 1897 issue
of Harper’s Monthly. In the words of Ben Merchant Vorpahl in FREDERIC
REMINGTON AND THE WEST (University of Texas Press, 1978), ‘“‘because
of his preference for military subjects, his desire for war, and his wish to some-
how formulate a scheme of things in which the present did not exist,” Reming-
ton conceived of this story and set it during the Cheyenne ordeal of 1879 at Fort
Robinson. Carter Johnson was areal person, a lieutenant in the 10th U.S. Cav-
alry whom General Miles once called ‘““one of the most skilful and persistent
cavalrymen of the young men in the army.” Remington first met Johnson in the
summer of 1896 and made him his hero; and, like that other hero whom he illus-
trated for his friend, Wister, he referred to Johnson more often as the “Virgin-
ian” than by his rightful name.

Remington believed in heroes, be they cowboys or soldiers. “Cowboys!”
he cried when near death. “There are no cowboys any more.” Yet he, along
with Wister and Roosevelt, helped create such a fantasy around the figure of the
cowboy, and because what they created had such a powerful impact on our na-
tion’s collective psyche, others experienced their same feelings of loss. What
was there left to fill this void? | do not think it accidental that the years shortly
before Remington’s death saw the emergence on screen of “Broncho Billy”
Anderson, and he would be followed by generations of what we came to call
“movie cowboys,” Tom Mix, Ken Maynard, Gene Autry, John Wayne among
them.

John Henley in his article, “Illlustrating the West,” in Firsts Magazine
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(5/93) traced the influence of only one Remington image, but this example
could be multiplied a hundred-fold and still not exhaust the subject.
A young illustrator by the name of Nick Eggenhofer produced an illus-

tration which was used on a cover for Western Story Magazine (4/5/20).

To anyone familiar with Western art, this illustration bore a striking re-

semblance to Frederic Remington’s painting, “Drawing Down the Nigh

Leader.” Some years later, someone enjoying the movie STAGECOACH

(United Artists, 1939) might have smirked just a little at a scene which re-

sembled both Eggenhofer’s and Remington’s image. From this particular

instance, one could infer that Western artists, illustrators, and film direc-
tors all copied one another. Yet, if that is grounds for holding these art
forms in disdain, one might as equally hold all artists everywhere in con-
tempt for continually painting nude women — a fact which oddly enough
doesn’t seem to bother anyone. It is important, however, to understand
that Western art, illustration, and films all share as their subject a particu-
lar landscape and history that occurred in a period that covered perhaps
seventy-five years, tops. It would be difficult, indeed, to imagine the Old

West without horses, stagecoaches, wagon trains, Indians, cavalry

charges, and blazing guns. In the case mentioned, wherein we have the

image of an American Indian trying to stop a stage by downing the lead
horse, the painting came first, followed by the illustration, then followed

by the motion picture. But in other cases, an illustration for a book or its

cover may have preceded a painting or sculpture.

I realize I am in the same danger, with the analogy I have in mind, as that
friend of mine who took a visitor from Italy on a tour of old churches from the
turn of the century in Portland, Oregon, and could not understand why she
wasn’t more impressed by their antiquity. However, when it comes to our im-
ages of the Old West, Remington as Homer before him in creating the epic
poem had the considerable advantage of having been there first.



A SERGEANT OF THE ORPHAN TROOP
1897

While it is undisputed that Captain Dodd’s troop of the Third Cavalry is not an
orphan, and is, moreover, quite as far from it as any troop of cavalry in the
world, all this occurred many years ago, when it was, at any rate, so called.
There was nothing so very unfortunate about it, from what | gather, since it
seems to have fought well on its own hook, quite up to all expectations, if not
beyond. No officer at that time seemed to care to connect his name with such a
rioting, nose-breaking band of desperado cavalrymen, unless it was tempo-
rarily, and that was always in the field, and never in garrison. However, in this
case it did not have even an officer in the field. But let me go on to my sergeant.

This one was a Southern gentleman, or rather a boy, when he refugeed out of
Fredericksburg with his family, before the Federal advance, in a wagon belong-
ing to a Mississippi rifle regiment; but nevertheless some years later he got to be
a gentleman, and passed through the Virginia Military Institute with honor. The
desire to be a soldier consumed him, but the vicissitudes of the times compelled
him, if he wanted to be a soldier, to be a private one, which he became by duly
enlisting in the Third Cavalry. He struck the Orphan Troop.

Physically, Nature had slobbered all over Carter Johnson; she had lavished
on him her very last charm. His skin was pink, albeit the years of Arizona sun
had heightened it to a dangerous red; his mustache was yellow and ideally mili-
tary; while his pure Virginia accent, fired in terse and jerky form at friend and
enemy alike, relieved his natural force of character by a shade of humor. He was
thumped and bucked and pounded into what was in the seventies considered a
proper frontier soldier, for in those days the nursery idea had not been lugged
into the army. If a sergeant bade a soldier “go” or “do,” he instantly “went”
and “did” — otherwise the sergeant belted him over the head with his six-
shooter, and had him taken off in a cart. On pay-days, too, when men who did
not care to get drunk went to bed in barracks, they slept under their bunks and
not in them, which was conducive to longevity and a good night’s rest. When
buffalo were scarce they ate the army rations in those wild days; they had a fight
often enough to earn thirteen dollars, and at times a good deal more. This was
the way with all men at that time, but it was rough on recruits.

So my friend Carter Johnson wore through some years, rose to be a corporal,
finally a sergeant, and did many daring deeds. An atavism from “the old border
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riders” of Scotland shone through the boy, and he took on quickly. He could act
the others off the stage and sing them out of the theatre in his chosen profession.

There was fighting all day long around Fort Robinson, Nebraska — a bush-
whacking with Dull-Knife’s band of the Northern Cheyennes, the Spartans of
the plains. It was January; the snow lay deep on the ground, and the cold was
knifelike as it thrust at the fingers and toes of the Orphan Troop. Sergeant John-
son with a squad of twenty men, after having been in the saddle all night, was in
at the post drawing rations for the troop. As they were packing them up for
transport, a detachment of F Troop came galloping by, led by the sergeant’s
friend, Corporal Thomton. They pulled up.

““Come on, Carter...go with us. | havejust heard that some troops have got a
bunch of Injuns corralled out in the hills. They can’t get ’em down. Let’s go
help em. It’s a chance for the fight of your life. Come on.”

Carter hesitated for a moment. He had drawn the rations for his troop, which
was in sore need of them. It might mean a court-martial and the loss of his chev-
rons— but a fight! Carter struck his spurred heels, saying, ‘““Come on, boys; get
your horses; we will go.”

The line of cavalry was half lost in the flying snow as it cantered away over
the white flats. The dry powder crunched under the thudding hoofs, the car-
bines banged about, the overcoat capes blew and twisted in the rushing air, the
horses grunted and threw up their heads as the spurs went into their bellies,
while the men’s faces were serious with the interest in store. Mile after mile
rushed the little column, until it came to some bluffs, where it drew rein and
stood gazing across the valley to the other hills.

Down in the bottoms they espied an officer and two men sitting quietly on
their horses, and on riding up found a lieutenant gazing at the opposite bluffs
through a glass. Far away behind the bluffs a sharp ear could detect the reports
of guns.

“We have been fighting the Indians all day here,” said the officer, putting
down his glass and turning to the two “non-coms.” “The command has gone
around the bluffs. | have just seen Indians up there on the rimrocks. | have sent
for troops, in the hope that we might get up there. Sergeant, deploy as skir-
mishers, and we will try.”

At a gallop the men fanned out, then forward at a sharp trot across the flats,
over the little hills, and into the scrub pine. The valley gradually narrowed until
it forced the skirmishers into a solid body, when the lieutenant took the lead,
with the command tailing out in single file. The signs of the Indians grew
thicker and thicker — a skirmisher’s nest here behind a scrub-pine bush, and
there by the side of a rock. Kettles and robes lay about in the snow, with three
“bucks” and some women and children sprawling about, frozen as they had
died; but all was silent except the crunch of the snow and the low whispers of the
men as they pointed to the telltales of the morning’s battle.
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As the column approached the precipitous rimrock the officer halted, had the
horses assembled in a side canon, putting Corporal Thornton in charge. He or-
dered Sergeant Johnson to again advance his skirmish-line, in which formation
the men moved forward, taking cover behind the pine scrub and rocks, until
they came to an open space of about sixty paces, while above ittowered the cliff
for twenty feet in the sheer. There the Indians had been last seen. The soldiers
lay tight in the snow, and no man’s valor impelled him on. To the casual glance
the rimrock was impassable. The men were discouraged and the officer non-
plused. A hundred rifles might be covering the rock fort for all they knew. On
closer examination a cutting was found in the face of the rock which was a rude
attempt at steps, doubtless made long ago by the Indians. Caught on a bush
above, hanging down the steps, was a lariat, which, at the bottom, was twisted
around the shoulders of a dead warrior. They had evidently tried to take him up
while wounded, but he had died and had been abandoned.

After cogitating, the officer concluded not to order his men forward, but he
himself stepped boldly out into the open and climbed up. Sergeant Johnson im-
mediately followed, while an old Swedish soldier by the name of Otto Bor-
deson fell in behind them. They walked briskly up the hill, and placing their
backs against the wall of rock, stood gazing at the Indian.

With a grin the officer directed the men to advance. The sergeant, seeing that
he realized their serious predicament, said:

“1think, Lieutenant, you had better leave them where they are; we are hold-
ing this rock up pretty hard.”

They stood there and looked at each other. “We’s in a fix,” said Otto.

““I want volunteers to climb this rock,” finally demanded the officer.

The sergeant looked up the steps, pulled at the lariat, and commented:
“Only one man can go at a time; if there are Indians up there, an old squaw can
kill this command with a hatchet; and if there are no Indians, we can all go up.”

The impatient officer started up, but the sergeant grabbed him by the belt. He
turned, saying, “If I haven’t got men to go, I will climb myself.”

“Stop, Lieutenant. It wouldn’t look right for the officer to go. | have noticed
a pine-tree, the branches of which spread over the top of the rock,” and the ser-
geant pointed to it. “If you will make the men cover the top of the rimrock with
their rifles, Bordeson and | will go up”; and turning to the Swede, “Will you
go, Otto?”

“1 will go anywhere the sergeant does,” came his gallant reply.

“Take your choice, then, of the steps or the pine-tree,” continued the Vir-
ginian; and after a rather short but sharp calculation the Swede declared for the
tree, although both were death if the Indians were on the rimrock. He imme-
diately began sidling along the rock to the tree, and slowly commenced the as-
cent. The sergeant took a few steps up the cutting, holding on by the rope. The
officer stood out and smiled quizzically. Jeers came from behind the soldiers’
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bushes — “Go it, Otto! Go it, Johnson! Your feet are loaded! If a snow-bird
flies, you will drop dead! Do you need any help? You’ll make a hell of a sailor!”
and other gibes.

The gray clouds stretched away monotonously over the waste of snow, and it
was cold. The two men climbed slowly, anon stopping to look at each other and
smile. They were monkeying with death.

At last the sergeant drew himself up, slowly raised his head, and saw snow
and broken rock. Otto lifted himself likewise, and he too saw nothing. Rifle
shots came clearly to their ears from far in front— many at one time, and scat-
tering at others. Now the soldiers came briskly forward, dragging up the cliff in
single file. The dull noises of the fight came through the wilderness. The skir-
mish-line drew quickly forward and passed into the pine woods, but the Indian
trails scattered. Dividing into sets of four, they followed on the tracks of small
parties, wandering on until night threatened. At length the main trail of the fugi-
tive band ran across their front, bringing the command together. It was too late
for the officer to get his horses before dark, nor could he follow with his ex-
hausted men, so he turned to the sergeant and asked him to pick some men and
follow on the trail. The sergeant picked Otto Bordeson, who still affirmed that
he would go anywhere that Johnson went, and they started. They were old hunt-
ing companions, having confidence in each other’s sense and shooting. They
ploughed through the snow, deeper and deeper into the pines, then on down a
canon where the light was failing. The sergeant was sweating freely; he raised
his hand to press his fur cap backward from his forehead. He drew it quickly
away; he stopped and started, caught Otto by the sleeve, and drew a long
breath. Still holding his companion, he put his glove again to his nose, sniffed at
itagain, and with a mighty tug brought the startled Swede to his knees, whisper-
ing, “Ismell Indians; Ican sure smell ’em, Otto...can you?”

Otto sniffed, and whispered back, “ Yes, plain!”

“We are ambushed! Drop!” and the two soldiers sunk in the snow. A few
feet in front of them lay a dark thing; crawling to it, they found a large calico
rag, covered with blood.

“Let’s do something, Carter; we’s in a fix.”

“1f we go down, Otto, we are gone; if we go back, we are gone; let’s go for-
ward,” hissed the sergeant.

Slowly they crawled from tree to tree.

“Don’t you see the Injuns?” said the Swede, as he pointed to the rocks in
front, where lay their dark forms. The still air gave no sound. The cathedral of
nature, with its dark pine trunks starting from gray snow to support gray sky,
was dead. Only human hearts raged, for the forms which held them lay like
black boulders.

“Egah.. .lelah washatah, ” yelled the sergeant.

Two rifle-shots rang and reverberated down the canon; two more replied in-
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stantly from the soldiers. One Indian sunk, and his carbine went clanging down
the rocks, burying itself in the snow. Another warrior rose slightly, took aim,
but Johnson’s six-shooter cracked again, and the Indian settled slowly down
without firing. A squaw moved slowly in the half-light to where the buck lay.
Bordeson drew a bead with his carbine.

“Don’t shoot the woman, Otto. Keep that hole covered; the place is alive
with Indians” ; and both lay still.

A buck rose quickly, looked at the sergeant, and dropped back. The latter
could see that he had him located, for he slowly poked his rifle up without
showing his head. Johnson rolled swiftly to one side, aiming with his deadly re-
volver. Up popped the Indian’s head, crack went the six-shooter; the head
turned slowly, leaving the top exposed. Crack again went the alert gun of the
soldier, the ball striking the head just below the scalp-lock and instantly jerking
the body into a kneeling position.

Then all was quiet in the gloomy woods.

After a time the sergeant addressed his voice to the lonely place in Sioux,
telling the women to come out and surrender — to leave the bucks, etc.

An old squaw rose sharply to her feet, slapped her breast, shouted “Le/a/t
washatah, ” and gathering up a little girl and a bundle, she strode forward to the
soldiers. Three other women followed, two of them in the same blanket.

“Are there any more bucks?” roared the sergeant, in Sioux.

“No more alive,” said the old squaw, in the same tongue.

“Keep your rifle on the hole between the rocks; watch these people; I will go
up,” directed the sergeant, as he slowly mounted to the ledge, and with leveled
six-shooter peered slowly over. He stepped in and stood looking down on the
dead warriors.

A yelling in broken English smote the startled sergeant. “Tro up your hands,
you d— Injun! I’ll blow the top off you!” came through the quiet. The sergeant
sprang down to see the Swede standing with carbine leveled at a young buck
confronting him with a drawn knife in his hands, while his blanket lay back on
the snow.

“He’s abuck...he ain’t no squaw; he tried to creep on me with a knife. I’'m
going to Kkill him,” shouted the excited Bordeson.

“No, no, don’tkill him. Otto, don’tyou kill him,” expostulated Johnson, as
the Swede’s finger clutched nervously at the trigger, and turning, he roared,
“Throw away that knife, you d— Indian!”

The detachment now came charging in through the snow, and gathered
around excitedly. A late arrival came up, breathing heavily, dropped his gun,
and springing up and down, yelled, “Be jabbers, | have got among om at last!”
A general laugh went up, and the circle of men broke into a straggling line for
the return. The sergeant took the little girl up in his arms. She grabbed him
fiercely by the throat like a wild-cat, screaming. While nearly choking, he yet
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tried to mollify her, while her mother, seeing no harm was intended, pacified
her in the soft gutturals of the race. She relaxed her grip, and the brave Virginian
packed her down the mountain, wrapped in his soldier cloak. The horses were
reached in time, and the prisoners put on double behind the soldiers, who fed
them crackers as they marched. At two o’clock in the morning the little com-
mand rode into Fort Robinson and dismounted at the guard-house. The little
girl, who was asleep and half frozen in Johnson’s overcoat, would not go to her
mother: poor little cat, she had found a nest. The sergeant took her into the
guard-house, where it was warm. She soon fell asleep, and slowly he undid her,
delivering her to her mother.

On the following morning he came early to the guard-house, loaded with tri-
fles for his little Indian girl. He had expended all his credit at the post-trader’s,
but he could carry sentiment no further, for “To horse!” was sounding, and he
joined the Orphan Troop to again ride on the Dull-Knife trail. The brave Chey-
ennes were running through the frosty hills, and the cavalry horses pressed
hotly after. For teh days the troops surrounded the Indians by day, and stood
guard in the snow by night, but coming day found the ghostly warriors gone and
their rifle-pits empty. They were cut off and slaughtered daily, but the gallant
warriors were fighting to their last nerve. Towards the end they were cooped in a
gully on War-Bonnet Creek, where they fortified; but two six-pounders had
been hauled out, and were turned on their works. The four troops of cavalry
stood to horse on the plains all day, waiting for the poor wretches to come out,
while the guns roared, ploughing the frozen dirt and snow over their little
stronghold; but they did not come out. It was known that all the provisions they
had was the dead horse of a corporal of E Troop, which had been shot within
twenty paces of their rifle-pits.

So, too, the soldiers were starving, and the poor Orphans had only crackers
to eat. They were freezing also, and murmuring to be led to “the charge,” that
they might end it there, but they were an orphan troop, and must wait for others
to say. The sergeant even asked an officer to let them go, but was peremptorily
told to get back in the ranks.

The guns ceased at night, while the troops drew off to build fires, warm their
rigid fingers, thaw out their buffalo moccasins, and munch crackers, leaving a
strong guard around the Cheyennes. In the night there was a shooting — the In-
dians had charged through and had gone.

The day following they were again surrounded on some bluffs, and the battle
waged until night. Next day there was a weak fire from the Indian position on
the impregnable bluffs, and presently it ceased entirely. The place was ap-
proached with care and trepidation, but was empty. Two Indian boys, with their
feet frozen, had been left as decoys, and after standing off four troops of cavalry
for hours, they too had in some mysterious way departed.

But the pursuit was relentless; on, on over the rolling hills swept the famish-
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ing troopers, and again the Spartan band turned at bay, firmly entrenched on a
bluff as before. This was the last stand — nature was exhausted. The soldiers
surrounded them, and Major Wessells turned the handle of the human vise. The
command gathered closer about the doomed pits — they crawled on their
bellies from one stack of sagebrush to the next. They were freezing. The order
to charge came to the Orphan Troop, and yelling his command, Sergeant John-
son ran forward. Up from the sagebrush floundered the stiffened troopers, fol-
lowing on. They ran over three Indians, who lay sheltered in a little cut, and
these killed three soldiers together with an old frontier sergeant who wore long
hair, but they were destroyed in tum. While the Orphans swarmed under the
hill, a rattling discharge poured from the rifle-pits; but the troop had gotten un-
der the fire, and it all passed over their heads. On they pressed, their blood now
guickened by excitement, crawling up the steep incline, while volley on volley
poured over them. Within nine feet of the pits was a rimrock ledge over which
the Indian bullets swept, and here the charge was stopped. It now became a
duel. Every time a head showed on either side, itdrew fire like aflue-hole. Sud-
denly our Virginian sprang on the ledge, and like a trill on a piano poured a six-
shooter into the entrenchment, and dropped back.

Major Wessells, who was commanding the whole force, crawled to the posi-
tion of the Orphan Troop, saying, “Doing fine work, boys. Sergeant, | would
advise you to take off that red scarf” — when a bullet cut the major across the
breast, whirling him around and throwing him. A soldier, one Lannon, sprang
to him and pulled him down the bluff, the major protesting that he was not
wounded, which proved to be true, the bullet having passed through his heavy
clothes.

The troops had drawn up on the other sides, and a perfect storm of bullets
whirled over the entrenchments. The powder blackened the faces of the men,
and they took off their caps or had them shot off. To raise the head for more than
a fraction of a second meant death.

Johnson had exchanged five shots with a fine-looking Cheyenne and, every
time he raised his eye to a level with the rock, White Antelope’s gun winked at
him.

“You will get Killed directly,” yelled Lannon to Johnson; “they have you
spotted.”

The smoke blew and eddied over them; again Johnson rose, and again White
Antelope’s pistol cracked an accompaniment to his own; but with movement
like lightning the sergeant sprang through the smoke, and fairly shoving his car-
bine to White Antelope’s breast, he pulled the trigger. A .50 caliber gun
boomed in Johnson’s face, and a volley roared from the pits, but he fell back-
ward into cover. His comrades set him up to see if any red stains came through
the grime, but he was unhurt.
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The firing grew; a blue haze hung over the hill. Johnson again looked across,
the glacis, but again his eye met the savage glare of White Antelope.

“1 haven’t got him yet, Lannon, but | will”; and Sergeant Johnson again
slowly reloaded his pistol and carbine.

““Now, men, give them avolley!” ordered the enraged man, and as volley
answered volley through the smoke sprang the daring soldier, and standing over
White Antelope as the smoke swirled and almost hid him, he poured his six
balls into his enemy, and thus died one brave man at the hands of another in fair
battle. The sergeant leaped back and lay down among the men, stunned by the
concussions. He said he would do no more. His mercurial temperament had un-
dergone a change, or, to put it better, he conceived it to be outrageous to fight
these poor people, five against one. He characterized it as “a d — infantry
fight,” and rising, talked in Sioux to the enemy — asked them to surrender, or
they must otherwise die. A young girl answered him, and said they would like
to. An old woman sprang on her and cut her throat with a dull knife, yelling
meanwhile to the soldiers that “‘they would never surrender alive,” and saying
what she had done.

Many soldiers were being killed, and the fire from the pits grew weaker. The
men were besides themselves with rage. “Charge!” rang through the now still
air from some strong voice, and, with a volley, over the works poured the
troops, with six-shooters going, and clubbed carbines. Yells, explosions, and
amid a whirlwind of smoke the soldiers and Indians swayed about, now more
slowly and quieter, until the smoke eddied away. Men stood still, peering about
with wild open eyes through blackened faces. They held desperately to their
weapons. An old bunch of buckskin rags rose slowly and fired a carbine aim-
lessly. Twenty bullets rolled and tumbled it along the ground, and again the
smoke drifted off the mount. This time the air grew clear. Buffalo robes lay all
about, blood-spotted everywhere. The dead bodies of thirty-two Cheyennes
lay, writhed and twisted, on the packed snow, and among them many women
and children, cut and furrowed with lead. In a comer was a pile of wounded
squaws, half covered with dirt swept over them by the storm of bullets. One
broken creature half raised herself from the bunch. A maddened trumpeter
threw up his gun to shoot, but Sergeant Johnson leaped and kicked his gun out
of his hands high into the air, saying, “This fight is over.”



BRET HARTE

Francis Brett Harte (1826-1902) was bom in Albany, New York. He de-
serted the East at seventeen to go to California where he worked, variously, as a
schoolteacher, a typesetter, and in a mint. Presently he began publishing short
sketches and poems in magazines and in 1857 he contributed several sketches to
The Golden Era under the byline Bret Harte. It was also here in 1863 that an
early version of his short novel, M’LISS: AN IDYLL OF RED MOUNTAIN,
appeared. It was based on his experiences as a schoolteacher in a mining dis-
trict. M’LISS was Harte’s longest, most sustained inspiration to this point, and
it vividly captures the people who came West in pursuit of gold.

By 1868 Harte had achieved sufficient local fame as a writer to be hired to
edit a new magazine, The Overland Monthly. It was in its pages that Harte’s
most famous short stories first saw publication. The first ofthese, “The Luck of
Roaring Camp” (1868), incorporates the archetype of the divine child. How-
ever, the tale is also a parody of the sentimental Nativity in St. Luke’s Gospel.
The child is bom to “Cherokee Sal,” a prostitute and the only female in the
mining camp. Among the bystanders is the gambler, John Oakhurst, who had
“the melancholy air and intellectual abstraction of a Hamlet.” It is Oakhurst
who names the newborn. “““It’s better,” said the philosophical Oakhurst, ‘to
take a fresh deal all round. Call him Luck, and start him fair.”” The advent of
Tommy Luck transforms the camp, introducing a new element of human con-
cern into an intensely selfish world, and his life is forfeit when one night “the
North Fork suddenly leaped over its banks and swept up the triangular valley of
Roaring Camp.” This short story embodies both of those aspects which singu-
larly characterized life on the frontier: a new incarnation of rota Fortunes and
the tenuousness of human existence in the face of the implacable forces of Na-
ture. What shocked some, including the female typesetter who refused to set
this story in type, was that Harte had made a gambler and a prostitute central
characters and lauded unconventional aspects of American society that rubbed
abrasively against the grain of social conformity.

These themes are even more poignantly developed in “The Outcasts of
Poker Flat” (1869) in which a gambler, a prostitute, and a drunk are evicted
from a mining camp as undesirables. John Oakhurst is the gambler with whom
“life was at best an uncertain game, and he recognized the percentage in favor
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of the dealer.” When catastrophe strikes in the form of a blizzard, these three
joined now by a girl whose fiance rides out for Poker Flat to get help are up
against the imponderable. Uncle Billy, the drunk, makes off with the remaining
horse. Oakhurst reflects “‘on the folly of ‘throwing up their hand before the
game was played out.”” The analogy of life and a game of cards would come to
be a dominant theme in Western fiction in the next century and figures promi-
nently in short stories by Ernest Haycox and T.T. Flynn, among several other
later authors. Harte, in his immediate future, would have been well advised to
have heeded Oakhurst’s observation that luck “““is a mighty queer thing. All
you know about it for certain is that it’s bound to change. And it’s finding out
when it’s going to change that makes you.’” After Oakhurst takes his own life
and his body is found by the rescue party, Harte concluded that “beneath the
snow lay he who was at once the strongest and yet the weakest of the outcasts of
Poker Flat.”

Because of the national circulation of The Overland Monthly, Harte’s tales,
so filled with new characters, new experiences, and new ways of looking at
things, caused a sensation in the East. Harte’s literary West was not the black-
and-white stereotype of virtue versus vice typical of so many later writers;
rather it was an image of a harsh, hostile world where, quite literally, luck or
even achange in the weather could mean the difference between life and death.
His bad men were occasionally soft-hearted and his good men were often unjust
and tyrannical. “ It was a very special world, that gold-rush world,” Walter Van
Tilburg Clark wrote in his Foreword to BRET HARTE: STORIES OF THE
EARLY WEST (Platt &Munk, 1964), “with ways of living, thinking, feeling,
and acting so particularly its own that there has never been anything quite like it
anywhere, before or since. Which is what the literary histories mean when they
call Bret Harte a local-color writer.” In SAN FRANCISCO’S LITERARY
FRONTIER (Knopf, 1939), Franklin Walker gave credit where credit was due
when he observed that “with situations in which what was said was only less
forceful than what was implied, Harte created the land of a million Westerns, a
land in which gun-play was chronic, vigilante committees met before break-
fast, and death was as common as a rich strike in the diggings.” Walker stated
correctly that Harte’s stories “succeeded in turning the gold-rush days into what
he called ‘an era replete with a certain heroic Greek poetry.” Roaring Camp,
Poker Flat, Sandy Bar, Wingdam, and Red Gulch were mythical towns inhab-
ited by a society grown in two decades almost as romantic as Camelot or Bag-
dad.” What Walker did not point out, but well could have, is that the geography
was nearly as mythical as the place-names themselves. Harte, who claimed to
have worked briefly as an express rider on a stagecoach, once routed a character
from Fiddletown to San Francisco by way of Hangtown, Dutch Flat, and Sacra-
mento, an impossible route that would have ventured into impassable cahadas
and was without an established stage road. Perhaps his most significant contri-
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bution, though, was not the uniqueness of his subject but the form in which he
told of it: the short story. It is to Bret Harte that one must look for one of the
early great masters of the short story form, and his skill in constructing them has
been equaled but, when at his best, never surpassed.

In 1871, at the behest of Eastern editors, Harte went to New York City and, as
it happened, never returned to the West. For a time he lived extravagantly and
relished his stature as a literary idol, but soon he fell into financial difficulties,
trying lecture tours and even collaborating with Mark Twain on “Ah Sin.” In
1878 Harte accepted a position as U.S. consular agent in Krefeld, Germany.
Two years later he was transferred to Glasgow, eventually settling in London
where he continued to write short stories and was a welcome guest in literary
circles.

Harte had always been a slow worker, never writing more than a thousand
words aday, often less. A.P. Watt, who became his literary agent, organized his
markets and his editors so he knew where virtually every story would be pub-
lished, how much he was to be paid for it, what length it must be, and what must
be the general nature of its themes. Some of his best fiction came about as a re-
sult of this collaboration and possibly “A Protegee of Jack Hamlin’s” (1894)
and “An Ingenue of the Sierras” (1895) surpass even his very early work for
The Overland Monthly. He kept out of debt, although he generously continued
to send $250 a month to his estranged wife, Anna, and made loans to others in
need, including his sister, Eliza. Harte, who had once been notorious for bor-
rowing money and not paying itback, even came in old age to complain to Anna
that their son Frank’s inability to repay a loan was the reason his full payment to
her that month was coming late. As his health failed and the pain of neuralgia in
his lower extremities increased until it was incessant, he produced some of his
finest work, entitling him as surely as any medieval painter to write instead of
finis the words in doloribus pinxi upon completion of each story. His esopha-
geal carcinoma was long misdiagnosed as a sore throat but even once his condi-
tion was correctly identified he continued to write. He was writing on May 5,
1902, the day he collapsed at his writing-table with a thoracic hemorrhage. As
Mr. John Oakhurst, whom he had once brought back from the dead, Bret Harte
died resigned to abide by the fortune the cards dealt him at the last. He left an
estate of £360 6s 9d. He had no debts.

Even if some of them appear only once in his saga, he created imperishable
characters: Salomy Jane who saves an outlaw and makes a new life for herself;
See Yup and Wan Lee among his Chinese characters; to say nothing of dogs and
horses who take on a life of their own. Itis also worth noting, as Henry Adams
did, that “Bret Harte was the only writer of fiction for the 19th-Century maga-
zines who, in the manner of the classics, insisted on the power of sex as a mo-
tivating force rather than a mere matter of sentiment.” Henry Seidel Canby con-
cluded that “waves of influence run from the man, and indeed the literary West
may be said to have founded itself upon the imagination of Bret Harte.”



40 THE EAST GOES WEST

Harte, of course, has always had his detractors, and they have been nearly
legion compared to his admirers. Yet, conversely, Arthur Hobson Quinn in his
A HISTORY OF THE AMERICAN DRAMA FROM THE CIVIL WAR UN-
TIL THE PRESENT DAY (Harper, 1927) felt Harte’s “great contribution to
modem literature, the portrayal of moral contrasts in human beings from an ob-
jective, unmoral point of view, is in itself essentially dramatic.” If that is so,
why were his attempts at writing stage plays not more successful? The answer,
possibly, lies in the fact that Harte’s fiction is not so much dramatic in the theat-
rical sense as cinematic, which explains the numerous successful and memora-
ble motion picture versions based on his fiction in the century following his
death.

Harte wrote with economy. He could generate mood, tone, and a visually
distinctive sense of place in a matter of a few words. He mastered the art de
fagon entendue, as the French have termed it. At times he could be sentimental
and he saw the West as a place for new beginnings; but it was just that for thou-
sands, even millions of people. In THREE PARTNERS (Houghton Mifflin,
1897), perhaps Harte’s most successful attempt at a book-length story, three
partners have struck it rich and sell out their claim to pursue their individual
lives after living and working together for years. Jack Hamlin, a gambler, is on
hand to observe and, at times, to protect them. ““ | believe in luck!’” he tells
them. “ ‘And it comes a mighty sight oftener than afellow thinks its does. But it
doesn’tcome to stay. So I’d advise you to keep your eyes skinned and hang on
to it while it’s with you, like grim death.”” When John Oakhurst had held forth
on luck, the author had been a different man, with his future before him and all
the promise it held. When Jack Hamlin made this statement, Harte had learned
from experience that luck does not stay. There is nothing of the sentimental in
this novel. The author had learned that “of all optimism that of love is the most
convincing,” but it does not end as one might expect or hope. When the youn-
gest partner’s wife decides to leave him for another man, Hamlin is inclined to
interfere even though “personally he could not conceive why a man should ever
try to prevent a woman from running away from him...but then Mr. Hamlin’s
personal experiences had been quite the other way” — a remark that rings back
over the years all the way to “Brown of Calaveras” (1869).

Dick Hall, adrunkard better known to the camp as Alky Hall, makes his first
appearance in the novelette, “ Devil’s Ford” (1884). InTHREE PARTNERS he
has reformed, “but with the accession of sobriety he had lost his good humor,
and had the irritability and intolerance of virtuous restraint,” a posture pain-
fully familiar to generations of Americans subjected to prohibitionism against
alcohol, tobacco, gambling, and sexual freedom. Harte’s philosophy, in con-
trast, was best summed up in a remark to be found in “A Passage in the Life of
Mr. John Oakhurst” (1875) when a young lady inquires about Oakhurst, “ ‘But
isn’the agambler?’” “ *He is,” ’ she is told, “ ‘but | wish my dear young lady,
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that we all played as open and honest a game as our friend yonder, and were as
willing as he is to abide by its fortunes.”” Such, too, proves to be the case in the
lives of the three partners who come to be reunited at the end.

Harte’s single greatest literary success was his off-trail poem in 1870, “Plain
Language from Truthful James,” which became better known by the title “The
Heathen Chinee” and depicted a Chinaman as an unscrupulous adversary. No
less than three popular songs were created with lyrics based on “The Heathen
Chinee.” The poem was on everyone’s lips and oft-quoted. It would later dis-
gust him that this one occasion, when he had indulged a xenophobic attempt at
humor, retained its currency while many of his other, far more realistic and
sympathetic portraits of the dilemmas and clashes between Oriental and Occi-
dental culture in the West should be ignored. In “Three Vagabonds of Trini-
dad,” one of his finest stories, he drew sympathetic portraits of an Indian, a
Chinaman, and a mongrel dog, all ostracized from the community. When In-
dian Jim regards Li Tee, to his troubled mind occurs the notion that “equal vag-
abonds though they were, Li Tee had more claims upon civilization, through
those of his own race who were permitted to live among the white men, and
were not hunted to ‘reservations’ and confined there like Jim’s people.”

It may be that a reassessment of Bret Harte, although inevitable, will not oc-
cur until the 21st Century. Yet, when it does come, the words of Harte’s first bi-
ographer, T. Edgar Pemberton, may well prove prophetic and from beginning to
end his California stories will be recognized as the first important steps toward a
“characteristic Western American literature.” One thing is certain. His great
legacy — as Homer’s geography in ODYSSEY — is the “Bret Harte country”
of the imagination, a world without boundaries in which the lure of gold will be
recognized as a metaphor for an entire nation in search of a way of life that
would prove somehow very different from all that had gone before it, in which
the struggle for social justice and civil rights is combined uniquely with Harte’s
totally characteristic plea that the most significant achievement humanity can
ever hope to attain is to show more mercy toward human beings.



THREE VAGABONDS OF TRINIDAD
1900

“Oh! It’s you, is it?’’ said the Editor.

The Chinese boy to whom the colloquialism was addressed answered liter-
ally, after his habit:

“Allee same Li Tee; me no changee. Me no ollee China boy.”

“That’s so,” said the Editor with an air of conviction. “I don’t suppose
there’s another imp like you in all Trinidad County. Well, next time don’t
scratch outside there like a gopher, but come in.”

“Lass time,’’ suggested Li Tee blandly, “me tap tappee. You no like tap tap-
pee. You say, allee same dam wood-peckel.”

It was quite true — the highly sylvan surroundings of the Trinidad Sentinel
office — a little clearing in a pine forest — and its attendant fauna, made these
signals confusing. An accurate imitation of a woodpecker was also one of Li
Tee’s accomplishments.

The Editor without replying finished the note he was writing; at which Li
Tee, as if struck by some coincident recollection, lifted up his long sleeve,
which served him as a pocket, and carelessly shook out a letter on the table like
aconjuring trick. The Editor, with a reproachful glance at him, opened it. It was
only the ordinary request of an agricultural subscriber — one Johnson — that
the Editor would “notice” a giant radish grown by the subscriber and sent by
the bearer.

“Where’s the radish, Li Tee?” said the Editor suspiciously.

“No hab got. Ask Mellikan boy.”

Here Li Tee condescended to explain that on passing the schoolhouse he had
been set upon by the schoolboys, and that in the struggle the big radish — be-
ing, like most such monstrosities of the quick Californian soil, merely a mass of
organized water — was “mashed” over the head of some of his assailants. The
Editor, painfully aware of these regular persecutions of his errand boy, and per-
haps realizing that a radish which could not be used as a bludgeon was not of a
sustaining nature, forbore any reproof.

“But | cannot notice what | haven’t seen, Li Tee,” he said good-humoredly.

“S’pose you lie — allee same as Johnson,” suggested Li with equal cheer-
fulness. “He foolee you with lotten stuff — you foolee Mellikan man, allee
same.”
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The Editor preserved a dignified silence until he had addressed his letter.
“Take this to Mrs. Martin,” he said, handing it to the boy; “and mind you keep
clear of the schoolhouse. Don’t go by the Flat either if the men are at work, and
don’t, if you value your skin, pass Flanigan’s shanty, where you set off those
firecrackers and nearly burnt him out the other day. Look out for Barker’s dog at
the crossing, and keep off the main road if the tunnel men are coming over the
hill.” Then remembering that he had virtually closed all the ordinary ap-
proaches to Mrs. Martin’s house, he added, ‘‘Better go round by the woods,
where you won’t meet any one.”

The boy darted off through the open door, and the Editor stood for a moment
looking regretfully after him. He liked his little protege ever since that unfor-
tunate child — a waif from a Chinese wash-house—was impounded by some
indignant miners for bringing home a highly imperfect and insufficient wash-
ing, and kept as hostage for a more proper return of the garments. Unfor-
tunately, another gang of miners, equally aggrieved, had at the same time
looted the wash-house and driven off the occupants, so that Li Tee remained un-
claimed. For a few weeks he became a sporting appendage of the miners’ camp;
the stolid butt of good-humored practical jokes, the victim alternately of care-
less indifference or of extravagant generosity. He received kicks and half-dol-
lars intermittently, and pocketed both with stoical fortitude. But under this
treatment he presently lost the docility and frugality which was part of his inher-
itance, and began to put his small wits against his tormentors, until they grew
tired of their own mischief and his. But they knew not what to do with him. His
pretty nankeen-yellow skin debarred him from the white “‘public school,”
while, although as a heathen he might have reasonably claimed attention from
the Sabbath school, the parents who cheerfully gave their contributions to the
heathen abroad objected to him as acompanion of their children in the church at
home. At thisjuncture the Editor offered to take him into his printing office as a
“devil.” For a while he seemed to be endeavoring, in his old literal way, to act
up to that title. He inked everything but the press. He scratched Chinese charac-
ters of an abusive import on “leads,” printed them, and stuck them about the
office; he put “punk” in the foreman’s pipe, and had been seen to swallow
small type merely as a diabolical recreation. As a messenger he was fleet of
foot, but uncertain of delivery. Some time previously the Editor had enlisted the
sympathies of Mrs. Martin, the good-natured wife of a farmer, to take him in
her household on trial, but on the third day Li Tee had run away. Yet the Editor
had not despaired, and it was to urge her to a second attempt that he dispatched
that letter.

He was still gazing abstractedly into the depths of the wood when he was
conscious of a slight movement — but no sound — in a clump of hazel near
him, and a stealthy figure glided from it. He at once recognized it as “Jim,” a
well-known drunken Indian vagrant of the settlement — tied to its civilization
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by the single link of “fire water,” for which he forsook equally the reservation,
where it was forbidden, and his own camps, where it was unknown. Uncon-
scious of his silent observer, he dropped upon all fours, with his ear and nose
alternately to the ground like some tracking animal. Then, having satisfied him-
self, he rose, and bending forward in a dogged trot, made a straight line for the
woods. He was followed a few seconds later by his dog — a slinking, rough,
wolf-like brute, whose superior instinct, however, made him detect the silent
presence of some alien humanity in the person of the Editor, and to recognize it
with ayelp of habit, anticipatory of the stone that he knew was always thrown at
him.

“That’s cute,” said avoice, “but it’s just what | expected all along.”

The Editor turned quickly. His foreman was standing behind him, and had
evidently noticed the whole incident.

“It’s what | alius said,” continued the man. “That boy and that Injin are
thick as thieves. Ye can’t see one without the other — and they’ve got their little
tricks and signals by which they follow each other. T’other day when you was
kalkilatin’ Li Tee was doin’ your errands | tracked him out on the marsh, just by
followin’ that ornery, pizenous dog o’ Jim’s. There was the whole caboodle of
’em — including Jim — campin’ out, and eatin’ raw fish that Jim had ketched,
and green stuffthey had both sneaked outer Johnson’s garden. Mrs. Martin may
take him, but she won’t keep him long while Jim’s round. What makes Li foller
that blamed old Injin soaker, and what makes Jim, who, at least, is a ‘Merican,
take up with a furrin’ heathen, just gets me.”

The Editor did not reply. He had heard something of this before. Yet, after
all, why should not these equal outcasts of civilization cling together?

Li Tee’s stay with Mrs. Martin was brief. His departure was hastened by an
untoward event — apparently ushered in, as in the case of other great calam-
ities, by a mysterious portent in the sky. One morning an extraordinary bird of
enormous dimensions was seen approaching from the horizon, and eventually
began to hover over the devoted town. Careful scrutiny of this ominous fowl,
however, revealed the fact that it was a monstrous Chinese Kite, in the shape of a
flying dragon. The spectacle imparted considerable liveliness to the community
which, however, presently changed to some concern and indignation. It ap-
peared that the kite was secretly constructed by Li Tee in a secluded part of Mrs.
Martin’s clearing, but when it was first tried by him he found that through some
error of design it required a tail of unusual proportions. This he hurriedly sup-
plied by the first means he found — Mrs. Martin’s clothes-line, with part of the
weekly wash depending from it. This fact was not at first noticed by the ordi-
nary sightseer, although the tail seemed peculiar — yet perhaps not more pecu-
liar than a dragon’s tail ought to be. But when the actual theft was discovered
and reported through the town, a vivacious interest was created, and spy-
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glasses were used to identify the various articles of apparel still hanging on that
ravished clothes-line. These garments, in the course of their slow disengage-
ment from the clothes-pins through the gyrations of the kite, impartially distrib-
uted themselves over the town — one of Mrs. Martin’s stockings falling upon
the verandah of the Polka Saloon, and the other being afterwards discovered on
the belfry of the First Methodist Church — to the scandal of the congregation. It
would have been well if the result of Li Tee’s invention had ended here. Alas!
the kite-flyer and his accomplice, “Injin Jim,” were tracked by means of the
kite’s tell-tale cord to a lonely part of the marsh and rudely dispossessed of their
charge by Deacon Homblower and a constable. Unfortunately, the captors
overlooked the fact that the Kite-flyers had taken the precaution of making a
“half-turn” of the stout cord around a log to ease the tremendous pull of the kite
— whose power the captors had not reckoned upon — and the Deacon incau-
tiously substituted his own body for the log. A singular spectacle is said to have
then presented itself to the on-lookers. The Deacon was seen to be running
wildly by leaps and bounds over the marsh after the kite, closely followed by
the constable in equally wild efforts to restrain him by tugging at the end of the
line. The extraordinary race continued to the town until the constable fell, los-
ing his hold of the line. This seemed to impart a singular specific levity to the
Deacon who, to the astonishment of everybody, incontinently sailed up into a
tree! When he was succored and cut down from the demoniac kite, he was
found to have sustained a dislocation of the shoulder, and the constable was se-
verely shaken. By that one infelicitous stroke the two outcasts made an enemy
of the Law and the Gospel as represented in Trinidad County. It is to be feared
also that the ordinary emotional instinct of a frontier community, to which they
were now simply abandoned, was as little to be trusted. In this dilemma they
disappeared from the town the next day — no one knew where. A pale blue
smoke rising from a lonely island in the bay for some days afterwards suggested
their possible refuge. But nobody greatly cared. The sympathetic mediation of
the Editor was characteristically opposed by Mr. Parkin Skinner, a prominent
citizen:

“It’s all very well for you to talk sentiment about niggers, Chinamen, and In-
jins, and you fellers can laugh about the Deacon being snatched up to heaven
like Elijah in that blamed Chinese chariot of a kite...but I kin tell you, gentle-
men, that this is a white man’s country! Yes, sir, you can’t get over it! The nig-
ger of every description yeller, brown, or black, call him ‘Chinese,” “Injin,” or
‘Kanaka,’ or what you like — hez to clar offof God’s footstool when the Anglo-
Saxon gets started! It stands to reason that they can’t live alongside o’ printin’
presses, M’ Cormick’s reapers, and the Bible! Yes, sir! the Bible; and Deacon
Homblower kin prove it to you. It’s our manifest destiny to clar them out —
that’s what we was put here for — and it’sjust the work we’ve got to do!”

I have ventured to quote Mr. Skinner’s stirring remarks to show that proba-
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bly Jim and Li Tee ran away only in anticipation of a possible lynching, and to
prove that advanced sentiments of this high and ennobling nature really ob-
tained forty years ago in an ordinary American frontier town which did not then
dream of Expansion and Empire!

Howbeit, Mr. Skinner did not make allowance for mere human nature. One
morning Master Bob Skinner, his son, aged twelve, evaded the schoolhouse,
and started in an old Indian “dug-out” to invade the island of the miserable ref-
ugees. His purpose was not clearly defined to himself, but was to be modified
by circumstances. He would either capture Li Tee and Jim, orjoin them in their
lawless existence. He had prepared himself for either event by surreptitiously
borrowing his father’s gun. He also carried victuals, having heard that Jim ate
grasshoppers and Li Tee rats, and misdoubting his own capacity for either diet.
He paddled slowly, well in shore, to be secure from observation at home, and
then struck out boldly in his leaky canoe for the island — a tufted, tussocky
shred of the marshy promontory torn off in some tidal storm. It was a lovely
day, the bay being barely r