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Five novels (The Big Sky, The Way West, These

Thousand Hills, Arfive, and The Last Valley) form the main

fictional body of A. B. Guthrie, Jr.'s work. The books have
come spaced over a period of almost thirty years during which
Guthrie, with each book, has examined the West and his char-
acters in specific chronological and geographic settings.
Guthrie's pentology about the West and its people spans over
one hundred years, from 1830 to 1945, and depicts historically
identifiable periods during the era of, and following, west-
ward expansion. As a skilled observer and story-teller,
Guthrie usually keeps an objective distance from his subject,
a subject which all too often has, in the past and present,
fallen victim to stereotypes and formula writing.

Guthrie's West, specifically the high plains and
mountains of Montana, is a fictional world based on and rooted
in historic fact. Much like Faulkner, Guthrie has built a
stage which he returns to again and again, with different
players at different times. But unlike Faulkner, Guthrie is
far more concerned with the historic environment, with the
dramatic and organic changes that his world went through during
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as it evolved from
wilderness to frontier to civilization. To depict these vast
changes in the evolution of the West, Guthrie uses a narrow
focus; he picks common people for his protagonists, people who,
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though minor in the greater course of events, will represent
the changing times and embody the problems and paradoxes of
the changing West.

Guthrie centers on five eras of the historical West:
the fur trade, the Oregon trail, the building of the cattle
empires, the turn of the century and the coming of the in-
dustrial age, and finally, the two decades from 1925 to 1945.
Writing about an area whose fictional genre has usually tended
toward larger than life characters and extraordinary, if not
doubtful, exploits, Guthrie shows that past excesses do not
at all tell what it was like or what some of the problems
were. His narrow but sharp focus in each book allows the
action to be seen as representative for the entire changing
frontier; his choice of the common man for his protagonist
allows his characters to become democratic heroes. Guthrie's
West, as was the real West, is won by the journeyman, the small
rancher, the sod-buster, and the churchgoer, the little man who
came out West and challenged the elements, the geography, in
order actually to live in the land of promise. But the re-
markable aspect of Guthrie's pentology, his personal vision
of the winning of the West, is his recognipion and portrayal of
those ambiguities and complexities of frontier life that con-
fronted those who lived in the ever changing West.

Guthrie said from the start that he planned a series of

four books.l

(The fifth is a natural outgrowth of the fourth,
and later it will be shown how natural this fifth volume is.)

But while there are many similar characteristics in the
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books~-the democratic hero, the setting, a generally optimistic
philosophy, and standard Guthrie scenes--there exists a major
division in thematic concern between the first two works and
the final three. The first two works pit man against the
wilderness, where the nature of the man determines the nature
of his success. But in the last three books, the West is
already won; the labor now is to establish a rightful and just
society. The establishment of such a society on the frontier
is ever tempered by the continuing presence and effect of the
environment, an environment that was once wilderness, once
hostile to all intruders, but which is now subdued, though not
tamed. Guthrie comes to this world slowly; he works his way
there book by book, feeling his way through the years, from
the dangerous wilderness of the Blackfeet to the socially hos-
tile frontier of picket fence propriety, ending up on a
frontier of over-zealous patriotism and misguided flood con-
trol. Yet the wilderness is present, if not in fact (as in
the last book), then in spirit. It is a long journey that
begins with a mountain man from Kentucky.

The Big Sky has probably received more critical at-
tention than any other of Guthrie's novels. This attention
is not undeserved, for The Big Sky is a fine book, poetic in
language which evokes the title metaphor, and it came at a
time, 1947, that was ripe for a realistic, adult treatment of
the fur trade and the era of the mountain man. Yet it is not
Guthrie’'s best book as it has some faults in characterization,

relying on simple stereotypes to portray women and secondary
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characters who make up the background. He will not have these
faults twenty-three years later with Arfive, his best and most
skillfully executed novel. But despite the lack of depth in
some characterizations, The Big Sky succeeds in many ways,

not the least of which is its portrayal of the white man's
response to the ultimate freedom of the wilderness. This epic
American theme is explored throughout the novel, indeed
throughout all of Guthrie's pentology, but in the other books
it is tempered by the growing influences of societal responsi-
bility. Only in The Big Sky does it run free.

Guthrie's poetic skill in re-creating the spirit and
the emotional temper of the times is well documented.2 But
The Big Sky is more than a poetic tour de force, it is
Guthrie's first examination of man against nature and man
against himself. Like all of his books, this one is about
change and how well the people in the novel meet the changing
circumstances anc demands upon their characters. Here are
created the motifs and patterns of Guthrie's pentology: the
Guthrie Fight, which is in each novel with declining ferocity;
the theme of the brothers, an old theme but one that Guthrie
uses quite effectively to demonstrate different responses to
a given situation; and finally, his two main character types
who appear, in modified form, in every book. With The Big Sky,
he begins with three rough mountain men living in the wilder-
ness without the sanctions of civilization. One theme of the
book is the absolute freedom enjoyed by the fur trappers in

the West during the early nineteenth century. Yet haunting the
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background of the narrative is the fictional (and historical)
specter of westward expansion and encroaching civilization.
Each of the three mountain ﬁen responds differently to this
situation.

Dick Summers, whose past is untold, is the older, ex-
perienced mountain man who initiates his two young charges,
Boone Caudill and Jim Deakins, to the ways of the mountains.
Boone and Jim, who become like brothers, have come West for
completely different reasons, reasons which foreshadow the
outcome of the novel in ways the reader cannot even imagine
the first time through. Boone is escaping his father, whom
he has beaten up back in Kentucky because of a quarrel, and
a sheriff from a small town where he had a run-in with the law.
Boone is shown in these pre-wilderness chapters as a volatile
young man who can be pushed only a short way before he reacts
violently and irrationally.

Jim goes west not for escape but rather out of loyalty
to Boone whom he has befriended and helped escape from the
small town jail. Jim is a happy, talkative, and reflective
individual, contrasting with Boone's moody silence and lack of
contemplation. Summers is also a reflective character, some-
times standing in for Guthrie in summing up the significance
of events in his mind.?

This book is marked by long passages of interior mono-
logues; some of Guthrie's best poetry is here. Almost any
article on The Big Sky will contain at least some lines of

Guthrie evoking the mystical beauty and liberating effect of
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the great open sky or the mighty mountains or the ever-reaching
plains. But the poetry as well as the action is deliberately
ironic, because Guthrie's three heroes are really not totally
at home in this self-perceived garden, if indeed it is, as
Richard Astro asks in his article "The Big Sky and the Limits
of Wilderness Fiction," a garden.u The obvious irony is the
historic one; the mountain men were trapping and trail-blazing
themselves out of existence. And for Guthrie's characters,
the situation is not only historic but personal as well.
Summers regretfully admits to himself that he is getting older
and that it may be time for him to quit the mountains if he
wants to stay alive. Early in the journey west, when running
from some Sioux, Summers realizes that he has grown older;
his legs aren't what they used to be. Just before this inci-
dent, Summers has knifed and killed a Sioux brave and a "far-
off part of Summers' mind told him again he wasn't a real
mountain man."5 Here Guthrie subtly shows emotional evolution
during a scene of intense physical action. Summers is becoming
too reflective, too aware to remain a living mountain man much
longer. He leaves the mountains with regret, but he leaves.

Boone and Jim continue trapping with their adopted
Blackfoot friend Poordevil, himself an outcast which may ex-
plain Boone's loyalty to the gap-toothed Indian. (Boone's
killing of Streak in defense of Poordevil at the '37 Rendezvous
is the Guthrie Fight of this novel. From that point on Boone
can lay legitimate claim to the title of mountain man and

Strong Arm, his Indian name. The fight also demonstrates again
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his inability to compromise or to avoid confrontation.) Boone
finds the Indian maiden, Teal Eye, whom he loves, and he
spends the next five years living as an Indian with the Black-
feet. Sometimes Jim Deakins lives with them, sometimes not.
Jim does not know what he wants; he plays the role of trapper,
but he misses the community of the forts so he will go off and
spend time at the forts, talking. When he tires of the com-
pany around the forts and longs for the wilderness, back he
goes to the Blackfeet. What Jim does know is that he is at-
tracted to Teal Eye, but she is Boone's squaw, and therefore
he will not allow himself to make advances toward her out of
loyalty to Boone. The impression is that Jim is not satisfied
with life in the mountains, going from place to place, looking
for something he can't seem to find.

One of the complaints in Richard Astro's article on
wilderness fiction is that "the wilderness novel cannot trans-
cend its occasion."6 This is true to a great extent, but while
The Big Sky is a wilderness story, it is also a story about
the response or lack of response to the wilderness. For ex-
ample, Boone and Teal Eye spend five years living with the
Blackfeet as man and wife, yet these years are not given in
the novel. The whole Indian life, the entire domestic routine,
is implied but unexplored. It would have been explored if
Guthrie were writing a novel just about wilderness life, a
novel strictly about the day to day Indian routine. But
Guthrie's theme in The Big Sky is the revealing of the tragic

implications of one man's gross inability to perceive anything
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on a level much higher than animal instinct. It is not, as
Astro suggests, that Boone ". . . becomes a victim of his
1andscape."7 Rather, it is Boone who has failed the environ-
ment.

Boone's ability to react immediately in dangerous
situations makes him an excellent mountain man if the scale
used to take his measure is pure survival. (And that, after
all, is the primary measurement.) But this same ability that
allows him to survive is also a liability when it comes to
being anything resembling a complete human being. Boone's
inability to think beyond the present moment, that same stub-
born single mindedness which allowed him to shoot the mountain
goat in the Marias Pass and thus save Jim's life, is
responsible for his believing the two busy-body old braves
who point out that his baby and his best friend both have red
hair. Boone's character, one which can cope with all the
physical complexities of the wilderness, cannot cope at all
with the complexities of human emotion. He kills his best
friend and must quit the mountains, not because he senses, as
Summers did, that his time there is over, but rather because
that something which the wilderness said to him, that which
he felt yet could not verbalize, was now gone. Boone lost the
Tetons because he couldn't conceptualize about them, himself,
or his relationship to them.

At the end of the book, Boone is with Dick Summers at
Summers' farm in Missouri. In what seems to be the most often

quoted passage from The Big Sky, Boone tells Summers about
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what has happened and says, "It's like it's all sp'’iled for me
now, Dick--Teal Eye and the Teton and all. Don't know as I
can ever go back. . . ."8 The question is: is it spoiled or
is it Boone who is spoiled? An Oregon immigrant passes as
Boone and Summers talk, indicating that it might be the en-
croachment of civilization that has ruined "it" for Boone.
But that is not true. 1In the next book, The Way West, after
leading a train of emigrants to Oregon, Summers decides to
stay in the mountains and does not seem to think that it is
that spoiled at all. No, the wilderness is not spoiled for
Boone; Boone is spoiled for the wilderness. The wilderness
is usually a test of physical endurance and skill; indeed,
this is the subject of many Westerns, but sometimes the wilder-
ness tests other things in a man besides his frontier skills.
It tested Boone's willingness to join the brotherhood of man,
red or white, and found him wanting.

As the initial novel in the Guthrie pentology, The Big
Sky does indeed suffer some of the liabilities of wilderness
fiction. There is little dialogue. But it successfully re-
lates the feeling, the spirit of a grand time that once was.

Often, The Big Sky is praised for its realism.9 Perhaps

though, it should be more praised for its detail and sense of
spiritual fidelity. Summers and Boone are just too perfectly
skilled as mountain men to be realistic. But it must be re-
membered that Guthrie is doing two things with this novel.

The first and most obvious is his successful attempt to convey

that mystical feeling, or spirit, of the West, a West that his
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characters continually perceive as a beautiful garden, although
the incidents and experiences seem to indicate exactly the
opposite--that it is a very dangerous garden, with beauty
only on the surface. This response to the wilderness, this
seeing of beauty and enjoyment of abundance in the face of
constant personal danger, is a difficult feeling to verbalize.
The western experience itself, that stark communion with an
indifferent environment, is one that is perhaps more felt
than understood, more mystical than intellectual. “[ﬁ]ooking
west beyond the river. A man might have thought the country

was saying something to him."lo

This magical re-creation is
wilderness fiction; it creates a state of mind, a feeling. It
is not plot but spirit, not theme but emotion. Ultimately,
the experience is religious, but as the title of Astro's
article suggests, it is limited when it comes to fiction. It
cannot carry a novel by itself. Because Guthrie is aware of
that 1limit, he does not ask the title metaphor to carry the
burden of his tale; rather, he paints the wilderness as the
backdrop and gives the weight of his theme to Boone.

The second thing Guthrie accomplishes is his predeter-
mined theme of showing that "Each man kills the thing he loves.
No man ever did it more thoroughly or in a shorter time than

."ll Thus for Boone Caudill, character

the fur hunters.
is fate, Jjust as it would be for the fur trappers as a whole.
Boone, by being himself, loses everything that he loved. He
has not changed as much as he has just continued on course. 1In

fact, change would have been good for Boone. Always stubborn
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and unwilling to be pushed, Boone only agrees to guide Feabody
over the mountains because his Blackfoot tribe opposes his
doing so.. Thus Boone sets into motion an entire course of
events which will lead to his destroying everything he loves,
his best friend, his marriage, and the unpopulated mountains.
This is tragedy; he cannot help it, and he cannot see it com-
ing. Guthrie's tale is told, a tale for which the wilderness
must be present, because it must be present for Boone to lose
it. The wilderness is not gone; Guthrie's evoking of the
wilderness spirit proves that. The wilderness is just lost
to Boone, westward expansion not withstanding. Boone could
spend the rest of his life along the Green River (he is heading
into the sunset at the end of the novel), but he would never
again hear the ". . . country saying something to him."

Guthrie's fiction evolves along with the times. When
Summers comes back west in the second book he brings a
society with him, albeit an artificial, temporary, and
transient society, but one in which people talk to each other
and not to the mountains. And it is after this second book
that Guthrie decides to quit the solitary wilderness and to
cast his lot with the society of towns.

In The Way West (1949), Guthrie dramatically changes

pace. His characterizations are much better than in The

Big Sky, and his secondary characters are much more fully
developed. He also portrays his women characters much better;
it is hard to believe that Rebecca Evans and Teal Eye both

come from the pen of the same man. Indeed this novel, even
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more than The Big Sky, is the historically rooted, realistic
work. And while Guthrie uses the common struggle of the wagon
train against the obstacles of the trail for background, much
like he used the magnificence of the high country as back-
ground for The Big Sky, his real concern is focused not on
the turning wagon wheels or the threat of Indians, but rather
upon the human interaction among the members of the train.

Tying this second novel to the first, Guthrie has
Dick Summers lead the emigrant train west across some of the
same wilderness he travelled with Boone and Jim. Summers is
much the same character in The Way West as he was in The Big
Sky. This consistency does him little justice in The Way West.
As while he seemed to fit in so well in the fur trade book,
Summers seems obviously mythic and idealized when contrasted
to the realistic types who make up the wagon train. Summers®
official role of guide is more often shown as sage by Guthrie
as Summers not only guides the emigrants west but also imparts
wisdom to Lije Evans and Evans's son, Brownie. Both Evans
and Summers are quiet, wise men; both were friends in Missouri.
This works to such an effect that at times Lije and Summers
are hard to tell apart, except that Summers is the one with
the mountain skills. As Lije evolves the confidence needed
to lead the train, Summers is no longer needed and knowing
this slips away. Thus, in The Way West, the clear distinctions
of mentor/student and brothers, as found in The Big Sky, are
missing. Lije and Summers combine both relationships. Guthrie

does not do this again until Arfive.
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It is the characterizations in The Way West which

receive so much praise.12 Guthrie not only sets his charac-
ters against the tortures of the trail, but he more importantly
sets them against each other. Except for the major Tadlock-
Evans conflict, most interaction is not hostile at all, but
is instead the unexciting, everyday interaction of normal
people. There is no great moral dilemma to confront the hero;
there are no sudden realizations of human truth. Instead
Guthrie moves along slowly, like, as Frank Goodwyn suggests,
“the oxen and the wagons.“13 Guthrie lets events, birth,
death, bad weather, take their slow course. 1In a story all
too loaded with the potential to turn into melodrama, Guthrie
skillfully keeps to the regular day-to-day life. The enemy
of the train is not the Indians, who in fact, in a demonstra-
tion of Guthrie's skilled restraint, never attack, but is
instead the boring tedium of the dull, hard trail routine.
The members of the train fight boredom and exhaustion; they
complain and squabble among themselves. They act selfishly,
and they have doubts. They are all Guthrie's democratic
heroes, regular folk enduring all kinds of hardships to walk
to Oregon, and to a dream.

These are not the same people who populated The Big
Sky. For the emigrants, going west is a means to an end and
not an end in itself. Summers is the only person in this
book for whom being in the West is in itself enough for hap-
Piness. The emigrants have many different reasons for going

west: Evans, with vague idealistic glimmerings, wants



14
something more out of life, Tadlock hopes to make a career of
politics on the frontier, the Fairmans unselfishly go west
simply for the health of their young son Tod, and the McBees
are running away from bad debts. It is just an average
company, made up of average people, the kind who, as Guthrie
shows, really won the West.

With this different class of people going west (this
company even includes a preacher who is taken under wing by
the all-time pantheist Dick Summers) their response to the
land is bound to be different from that of the mountain man:
They just do not see the same landscape that Summers sees.

In a part of the book which symbolically shows the already

fast changing shape of the West, Summers has guided the train
as far as the Green River. This is the same area where Summers
was a mountain man many years ago, where he lived the free

life of the trapper, where he hunted, drank, swapped stories,
and had to watch his top knot. Observing the area, Summers
feels a mystical communion with the land; he thinks about

the old times, of Boone and Jim, of how a bear almost killed
him. Evans joins him, looks around and pronounces to Summers
his thoughts on all this natural beauty, declaring that

. - . a man wants to stick a plow in this country."lu The

West will never be the same again. Summers is more like the
Indians than he is like these emigrants; he is content to
live off the land and not disturb its natural beauty. Evans,
for all his fine qualities, is an example of the future. The

land is there to exploit, to get out of it what one can.
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The irony of these two men's responses is impressed even
further with the realization that Summers can travel this
country at his ease, with just horse, rifle, and bedroll.
The emigrants, with all their material trappings, wagons,
supplies, furniture, and livestock, are the ones having a
hard time.

The Guthrie Fight in this novel comes when, after being
visited by some thieving Indians, some of the company decides
to lynch a young brave whom they have caught. (This scene
is nicely counter-pointed earlier when Brownie was caught
by the Sioux at Independence Rock.) Tadlock, Evans's rival,
is at the head of the lynching faction; and when Evans
objects to their treatment of the young Indian, he and Tad-
lock fight it out. Evans wins of course, and from then on
Evans's claim to leadership (he already has been voted captain
of the train) is truly legitimate. Tadlock and his followers
then split from the train and go to California instead of
Oregon.

One of the most intriguing and skillfully drawn
characters in The Way West is Curtis Mack. Mack is neither
saint or villain. His presentation is Guthrie's first truly
compassionate account of a person with both weaknesses and
strengths, neither of which are very great. He is the most
complex character yet introduced by Guthrie, a type that
Guthrie will work with from here on out. Curtis Mack is no
Evans or Summers; he does not have that general foundation of

strength or hero-of-the-novel goodness which allows him to
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always act properly in times of moral dilemma. And likewise,
neither is he a Tadlock, a man who will let nothing stand in
his way, who is so insensitive that he wants to kill all the
dogs in the train. No, when Mack does wrong, he suffers; he
feels it. He suffers from self-doubt, more legitimate self-
doubt than Evans (who must overcome because he is the hero).
When Mack shoots the young Kaw brave, he does it out of
impulse and frustration, not out of hate. The train has lost
some cattle during the night to Indians. Mack wants to do
something, but prudence dictates that they wait till morning
to give chase. Towards dawn, Mack goes out alone in an almost
suicidal move after his frigid wife has refused again to
make love with him. After shooting the innocent brave in
cold blood, Mack is drained of all emotion. He finds that it
is not like the dime novels. Later, Mack seduces Mercy
McBee, probably the best looking young girl on the train,
because he still is refused sex by his wife. Afterwards, he
feels the misery of guilt in conflict with his still hungry
desire. Mercy becomes pregnant, and when she tells Mack, he
feels remorse but there is nothing he can do. He tries to
talk to his wife, but that does not work. He can only live
with his guilt about Mercy and about the poor dead Kaw. When
Brownie marries Mercy, with full knowledge that she is pregnant
by Mack, Mack all too obviously offers a yoke of oxen to the
newlyweds, and Brownie, without politeness, turns him down.

Guthrie does an excellent job here of showing someone

who is not heroic and who acts badly, without making him a
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villain. This is a major turning point for Guthrie who now
after two historical novels has developed a technique that
need not hold him so closely to history. From here on
Guthrie's books move to town. No longer will man be battling

the wilderness for survival. It is, as Joe Hairston says,

that "In The Way West the day of the mountain man is over;
the questions are what kind of man will replace him and what
kind of society will he build."15 This is to be Guthrie's
new theme, one which he will explore in the next three books,
and his new character, the lesser, imperfect man. For the
mountain man is finished both historically and for Guthrie,
as he has Dick Summers--once Dick has successfully led the
train past the Snake and has tutored Lije on how to be a
frontier leader--slip away from the emigrants to live the
rest of his days in the mountains he loves. No one, not even
the reader, sees Dick leave. He is just gone. This is a
suitable and symbolic ending to Guthrie's wilderness fiction.
The emigrants have come and the wild free country will end
soon too. The old Dick Summers can only disappear now, disap-
pear like Boone, for their time is over. Guthrie has taken
the other path. He has said what there is to say about the
mountain man both as mythic figure and as protagonist in a
grave tragedy.

Wilderness fiction does have a place in western lit-
erature, because it is the most poetic of the western genres.
Guthrie successfully evokes and communicates that lost time

of the mountain man. But that cannot be used as a recurring
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theme, because basically it is a feeling, an atmosphere that
is never the same once you return to it again.

A river wasn't the same once a man camped by it.

The tree he saw wasn't the same tree if he had only

so much as pissed against it. There was the first

time and the place alone, and afterwards there was

the place and the time and the ma§6he used to be,

all mixed up, one with the other.
Summers goes off to the mountain idyll, but the reader cannot
follow because that literature is nonverbal; it is felt and
difficult, if not impossible, to translate into words. Thus,
Dick Summers has gone off in one direction while Guthrie goes
in another. Guthrie heads for town, for people, for the
experience of human interaction. Not that he will neglect
the environment, it is just that his major concern will no
longer be his characters’' response to it. Rather, he will
now spend his energies on the way people respond to each other.

The complexities of the maturing frontier become

quite evident in Guthrie's third novel of the pentology,

These Thousand Hills (1956), called "artistically" his "Dbest

novel” by critic David Stineback.l? Guthrie describes the
career of a young man who rises to social and financial
prominence in the Montana cattle industry of the 1880's. The
man is Lat Evans, grandson of Lije Evans and son of Brownie
and Mercy Evans of The Way West. Lat is the couple's third
and only surviving child, the first, the one fathered by
Curtis Mack, and the second having died as youths. Young
Lat is anxious to make his way in the world, to amount to

something more than his father and grandfather have amounted to.
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They had come to Oregon in search of some vague dream of a
better life and ended up hard working poor farmers, the same
as they were back in Missouri. They may not have reaped
any material harvest from Oregon, but they seem at least to
have some piece of mind. (After having seen the elephant,
what else is there to do but to go back to work?) Lat, how-
ever, wants more, a tangible more, and thus sets out from
over-grazed and over-populated Oregon with a fatherly trail
boss named Ram Butler to drive a cattle herd from Oregon to
Montana.

Lat is a skilled horseman and so the trail driving
does not come too hard for him. Ram befriends him and teaches
him the ways of the cowpoke in much the same way Dick Summers
tutored Boone Caudill. This is more than just a passing
similarity; even though Ram and the trail drive are a small
part of the book, Lat ends up sharing some fatal character
traits with his fictional cousin, Boone. Another relationship
reminiscent of Boone is Lat's friendship with a young trail
hand named Tom Ping. Tom Ping does not share Jim Deakin's
characteristics, but he does share Deakin's brotherly role in
relationship to the Guthrie protagonist.

Lat Evans goes to Montana because that is where he

thinks he can make his fortune and not "die poor."18

Tom
listens to Lat's dream of riches and tells Lat a story that
can be juxtaposed as a metaphor for the two young men.

"You ever see a badger and a coyote pardnered up?

Good friends, they say. Pards from way back. But
I taken notice that the badger can dig and the
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coyote can't. The badger he digs out a prairie
dog or gopher, and the coyote grabs it and slopes
off, bein' a faster runner.”

"Meaning what?"
"Workin' men is badgers.

wl9

Lat has no intentions at all of being a badger, and for him
just about any means will be justifiable to reach his goal.
This is an intriguing response fo the country that was once
unlimited bounty. For Lat, the hard learned lesson of Oregon
is that the frontier paradise is finite, and that he had
better get his before somebody else does or before there is
nothing left to be had. The era of Summers and the individual
man content in the garden is ended. Society has come to the
frontier; pockets of civilization are springing up everywhere.
And civilization means people, lots of them, and along with
people come the material values of society. As the years pasé
in this novel, these values become more deeply inbedded into
the very essence of the community's identity, until they are
second nature, no longer questioned, almost as if they had
been there from the start. It is with this kind of backdrop
that the tragedy of Lat Evans develops.

Primed with dreams of being a successful rancher and
limited by lack of funds and resources, Lat gambles most of
his trail pay that he will be able to ride Jehu's horse, Sugar.
But what astounds Lat is the extent to which his trail part-
ners are also backing him. They, too, wager most of their
money that he will be able to ride the unbreakable stallion.
Displaying their loyalty to him as a friend as well as their

faith in his as a trail hand, Lat's partners back him almost
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to their last dime. When he rides Sugar, their faith in him
is proved, but even if he had not ridden the horse and they
had gone broke, it was still, as Ram said, "Win or lose, no

man of us will fault you."20

Their faith in him is separate
from the financial end of the wager, yet they are freely
willing to back him with all of their money. To them, the
money is not as important as their faith. This admirable
attitude of moral commitment over financial concern is one
which, later on, Lat will not partake of.

After riding Sugar, Lat meets Callie Kash, niece of
Miss Fran, the local madam, and the only girl in Miss Fran's
house who can pick and choose whom she decides to bed with.
Immediately Callie and Lat fall for each other. Callie is
easily criticized for being a stereotyped figure, the good-
hearted whore, which should have ended with Bret Harte. But
her role in the playing out of Lat®'s moral decline and rebirth
requires that she be good-hearted, requires that she truly
love Lat despite the fact that she is a whore. Guthrie has
her, as he has Ram and the trail hands, represent the fading
naturalness of the frontier West. She believes in Lat, no
questions asked. But that way of looking at life is fast
becoming obsolete on the frontier of the 1880's, as Lat him-
self later proves. Callie, like the cowboys, supports Lat
financially when he races Sugar against an Indian pony to
raise a stake for his ranch. She gives him a thousand dollars,
all her savings, to bet on his winning. She also, and more

importantly, supports Lat emotionally, giving of herself and
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asking nothing in return. When Lat returns, wounded and
exhausted from his capture and long trek with the Indians, she
nurses him back to health

Guthrie may be creating a straw woman here, but Callie
must be present in her obviously positive form to act as a
choice for Lat to accept or reject. When Conrad, the Banker,
offers to match Lat's winnings from the race, large winnings
thanks to Callie's loan, with a loan from the bank along with
the advice that hard working ranchers do not spend time in
whorehouses, Lat makes his choice and breaks off public contact
with Callie. He still continues to see her, but now he only
comes in the back way and at night. He also now insists
on paying her for the sex that she gives him freely with love.
Lat has chosen the appearance of respectability over natural-
ness. He has made his choice and gone over to the side
weighted with money and society's image of what is right; he
denies his moral obligation to the woman who loves him and
has sacrificed much for him. If he pays her when he sleeps
with her, he thinks somehow that makes it all right.

When Lat, recently the winner of the horse race that
made him his grub stake and receiver of the bank loan and
advice from Mr. Conrad, is approached by Tom and asked to
stand up along with Callie at Tom's and Jen's wedding, Lat
indignantly replies that Tom's idea is foolish. Jen is a
whore and will always be known as such. This rebuke from
Lat, who himself still sees Callie, is thrown at the one man

who stuck with Lat when the times were hardest, when both men
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were wolfing and got captured by Indians, Lat getting seriously
wounded in the encounter. Tom could have escaped, run and
saved his own life, but Tom, though once tempted to run for
it, decided that friendship was more important and stayed,
thus saving, by nursing and taking care of him, Lat's life.
As it was, both men were released when Lat was able to cure
the chief's wounded son, an act which Lat probably would not
have lived long enough to do had Tom abandoned him and run.
Thus Lat's rebuke denies the bonds of friendship, indeed the
brotherhood, that has formed between them. Again Lat denies
a moral obligation because it would not appear proper. Tom
cannot believe what he hears and stomps off, refusing to ever
have anything to do with Lat Evans again.

At one point, Guthrie has old man Godwin, the only
stranger to bet that Lat could break Sugar, talking with
Mike Carmichael, Lat's foreman, and Tom Ping. Guthrie
mentions Tom's financial decline since he broke off with Lat
and married Jen. Godwin, in a bit of frontier wisdom charac-
teristic of Guthrie, comments about Lat's still seeing Callie
in secret. Godwin says, "Oh, I s'pose I understand, but it
wasn't until white wives and picket fences began comin' in

that a man got damned for acting like a man."21

Here is born
one of Guthrie's best metaphors for the condition of the
frontier, a metaphor and theme which will concern him in this
and his next novel. Taking its place alongside the Black-
feet, the small pox, and the punitive Indian wars, the picket

fence morality and mentality, and the chamber of commerce
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values that live behind it, become another scourge of the
West. The hypocrisy of the picket fence morality, that ac-
ceptance of almost any behavior as long as there is a fagade
of respectability to cloak the truth from pious eyes, ruins
every meaningful relationship in Lat Evans's life just as
surely as the inability to conceptualize ruined Boone Caudill's
relationship with the wilderness.

The groundwork is thus set for Lat's social and fi-
nancial ascension. He becomes a prominent figure in the
church and in civic affairs. In a subtle drawing of a conflict
of interest, Guthrie has Lat on the school board, hiring and
marrying the proper and upright school marm, Joyce, from back
east. Lat's success can be measured positively only by the
picket fence ideals and values which he so readily adopted
when it was opportune for him to do so. He is the most suc-
cessful rancher in the area (due in part to his skillful
ranch management and in part to his being able to buy sur-
rounding ranches cheaply after they were ruined during the bad
winter of 1886-87 while his survived because of his farsighted
management), a respected figure in the community, and a pos-
sible candidate for the state legislature. He has only lost
his one proven, best friend and only abandoned the one woman
who really loved him and whom he loved and would have stayed
with had not her profession been a liability to his plans to
succeed.

When Lat's eastern wife cannot stand the Montana

climate and must live in town most of the time, it leaves Lat
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with nothing else to do but to try to be more successful.
For Lat, the means justify the end. He has kept his promise
to himself not to die poor. Born out of the old West of
limitless opportunity, he is forming the new West of towns,
fences, and propriety. On the personal level, Lat has lost
touch with the brotherhood of man. Ambition, along with its
progeny callous indifference, has separated Lat from the
brotherhood of man, a separation supported by propriety and
strengthened by greed. With all his success and bright out-
look, Lat, by leaving Callie, wanted to be good; however, he
confused the meaning of good with respectable.22

With the complex series of events crowded into the
end of the novel, Lat finally confronts his failure to ac-
cept his responsibility, his part, in the brotherhood of man.
With all his high moral talk and righteous poses, he only
ends up an unwilling, albeit participating, member of the
vigilante raid on a rustler hideout up in the Missouri breaks.
After secretly letting one of the rustlers escape (because the
rustler is Tom Ping) Lat rides him down and then doesn't
shoot him but tells him that they now are even, since each
has saved the other's life. Lat still cannot understand that
it is just not the same thing; he cannot understand Tom's
disgust with him. Letting Tom escape was, to Lat, just re-
payment, pure and simple, as with a loan from the bank. He
cannot grasp the significance of Tom's loyalty when they were
held by the Indians and cannot realize that some debts are

debts of brotherhood, to be repaid in kind. Loyalty is one
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concept foreign to Lat, completely blocked from his vision by
dollar signs and his desire to be respectable.

While with the vigilantes, Lat has fought (the Guthrie
Fight of this book and possibly the turning point for Lat as
he stands on his principles instead of his ambition) and
beaten Whey Belly Hector, a no-good and blood-thirsty man who
also has eyes on Callie. After their return, Whey Be