WHY AM | READING THIS?

In 1995 the Idaho Humanities Council received an Exemplary Award from the National
Endowment for the Humanities to conduct a special project highlighting the literature

of Idaho

and the Intermountain West. “Tough Paradise” explores the relationships between place and
human psychology and values. Representing various periods in regional history, various cultural
groups, various values, the books in this theme highlight the variety of ways that humans may

respond to the challenging landscape of Idaho and the northern Intermountain West.

Developed by Susan Swetnam, Professor of English, Idaho State University (1995)

Book List

1. Balsamroot: A Memoir by Mary Clearman Blew

2. Bloodlines: Odyssey of a Native Daughter by Janet Campbell Hale
3. Buffalo Coat by Carol Ryrie Brink

4. Heart of a Western Woman by Leslie Leek

5. Hole in the Sky by William Kittredge

6. Home Below Hell’s Canyon by Grace Jordan

7. Honey in the Horn by H. L. Davis

8. Housekeeping by Marilynne Robinson

9. Journal of a Trapper Osborne Russell

10. Letters of a Woman Homesteader by Elinore Pruitt Stewart

11. Lives of the Saints in Southeast Idaho by Susan H. Swetnam
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12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

Lochsa Road by Kim Stafford

Myths of the Idaho Indians by Deward Walker, Jr.

Passages West: Nineteen Stories of Youth and Identity by Hugh Nichols
Refuge: An Unnatural History of Family and Place by Terry Tempest Williams
Sheep May Safely Graze by Louie Attebery

Stories That Make the World by Rodney Frey

Stump Ranch Pioneer by Nelle Portrey Davis

Sweet Promised Land by Robert Laxalt

Thousand Pieces of Gold by Ruthanne Lum McCumm

We Sagebrush Folks by Annie Pike Greenwood

Where the Morning Light’s Still Blue: Personal Essays About Idaho ed. by William

Studebaker and Rick Ardinger
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BOOK SUMMARIES AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Balsamroot: A Memoir

In this memoir, Mary Clearman Blew traces the interlocked lives of three generations of
women in the same family: Mary Blew (who now lives in Moscow, Idaho), her Aunt Imogene
and mother Doris (who grew up on a failed Montana homestead), and her daughters
Elizabeth and Rachel. After a life of apparent independent happiness, “Auntie” comes to live
near Blew and soon begins to decline, bringing Blew to explore past lives of women in her
family and to face her own longings and her own assumptions about what makes a woman’s
life satisfying and full.

Author Information

Mary Clearman Blew teaches English at the University of Idaho. She grew up in Montana
and is the author of two collections of short stories in addition to All But the Waltz (which
won the 1992 Pacific Northwest Booksellers Association Award), Jackalope Dreams, and
Balsamroot. She co-edited Circle of Women: An Anthology of Western Women Writers.

Discussion Questions for Balsamroot

1. Blew shares with us a story, “Grandsir,” that her aunt wrote (64-66). What lessons on
aging are in this story?

2. “Auntie and | are locked in mortal combat for our lives.” (76). Discuss. What are the
terms of the conflict? How is it eventually resolved?

3. How revealing is the author’s observation that her aunt, even in her dementia “longs for
just what | secretly long for: to love and be loved”? (73)

4. At least twice (4, 61) we hear the unwritten code: “never speak aloud of what you feel
deeply.” This code relates to a family trait of “distance” (136) — a lack of physical touching or
display of affection. How do these traits relate to Imogene’s life story and to Blew’s internal
struggles? Does the experience of aging (or confronting the problems of aging) in any way
help Blew in her relationship with Elizabeth?

5. What function do Imogene’s diaries serve in the novel for the reader? For the narrator?
6. Imogene kept herself busy, always the aunt on the fringes of family. On page 192, Blew
writes of Imogene’s “fear of being alone—the fear of annihilation” in connection with the
way she lived her life. Comment on this idea.

7. On page 203, Blew writes “Hearts are not had as a gift, but hearts are earned—for years |
would have disagreed with Yets, believed that the only heart worth having was the heart
that came as a gift.” How does this sentiment tie into Imogene’s life? Into Blew’s life?

8. Blew puts together fragments from the diaries to construct the story of Imogene and
Lud. What does that narrative tell us about Imogene’s life which Blew had not known? Does
this knowledge bring wisdom to Blew?

9. How does Pete Daniels fit into this narrative?

10. In what way is the lowering of the Snake River in 1992 relevant to the narrative
Blew is shaping for us?
11. In what ways is the horseback ride of the final chapter a fitting conclusion?
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Bloodlines: Odyssey of a Native Daughter

Janet Campbell Hale’s collection of autobiographical essays reflects on her youth as a
member of a poor, troubled Indian family and on connections between her own identity and
Indian culture and history. Lyrical, angry, caught up in the process of writing and self-creation,
Hale explores what it means to her to be an Indian in contemporary America.

Although an occasional concern appeared regarding matters of historical accuracy, reviews of
Bloodlines were almost unanimously enthusiastic. “A remarkable tale of fortitude,” wrote Donna
Seaman of what she described as “eight brooding but brave essays.” Sherry L. Smith, writing in
Journal of American History, called it “a depressing book,” but also “an important book,” and
while she pointed out a historical error, she stressed that Bloodlines is not primarily history, but “a
forceful, intensely personal statement of an Indian woman’s attempt to reconcile a difficult past
with an ambiguous future.” Bloodlines won an American Book Award in 1994.

Author Information

Janet Campbell Hale, born in 1947, is a member of the Coeur d’Alene tribe. Growing up on reservations
and in cities around the Northwest, she dropped out of high school by age fifteen, her efforts at finishing
school having been disrupted by her transient family. She married at age 18, had a son, and was divorced
within year. As a struggling single mother, she attended City College of San Francisco and procured
scholarships and financial aid that helped her earn her B.A. from the University of California at Berkeley.
In 1970 she married Stephen Dinsmore Hale and gave birth to their daughter Jennifer. She received her
ML.A. in English from UC Davis in 1984 and the following year published her highly acclaimed novel, The
Jailing of Cecelia Capture. She has taught at several colleges and universities as a writer-in-residence
and visiting professor, including appointments as the Richard Thompson Lecturer at lowa State
University in Ames in 1986, the Claremont Lecturer at College of lllinois in Springfield in 1995, and the
Visiting Professor of Native America Literature at the University of California at Santa Cruz in 1998. She
has published several books of poems, short fiction, several works for children, and two novels. She
currently lives in the reservation town of De Smet, Idaho.

LET’S TALK
ABOUT IT



Discussion Questions for Bloodlines

1.

What do you make of the subtitle “The Odyssey of a Native Daughter?” What are the
features of Hale’s odyssey?

Discuss the notion of home in Bloodlines.

Do you find the conclusion to this memoir to be satisfying? And if not, what do you make
of it?

Hale’s writing has been described as using nonlinear treatment of time. For example, she
writes about her terrible childhood with her alcoholic father and unfair, bitter, and cynical
mother, followed by affectionate memories of the reconciliation scene in the hospital at
her mother’s deathbed in “Daughter of Winter.” She’s middle-aged then but 19 in the
next essay, then a good deal older thereafter. Do you read this as exemplifying awkward
composition, or as representing a different way of looking at life and the world?

Did the jump from childhood to post-college leave too much out of her memoir or was it
okay since Hale states, “I’'m in fact doing this [writing] for therapeutic, not artistic
reasons” (5)? Or do you buy that premise at all? After all, by the time she wrote this book,
she’d had two other books published, and her novel The Jailing of Cecilia Capture (1985)
was highly regarded. How would this sometimes depressing book serve any therapeutic
purpose?

Hale says she was “torn between writing a novel that was true to my own vision and one
that presented a positive image of Indian people” (xxii). What, if anything, does a writer
“owe” to his or her people, whether one perceives that as family, ethnic group, or
nationality? Is it all too easy to answer “nothing—the writer owes it only to herself to
write the truth as she sees it”? This does reach to the very real problem of audience. For
whom, other than herself, is Janet Campbell Hale writing here? Do you suppose many
Coeur d’Alene have read this book? Or have admired it? Some reviewers have described
Hale in Bloodlines as a “strong independent woman” who emerges successfully from her
struggles with a dysfunctional family. Do you agree?

Do you think Hale’s suffering inflicted by her own family was more traumatic than the
racism she faced from white/Anglo society? In Bloodlines, Hale does not represent a
conventional mother-daughter relationship, yet there are some signs of the bond
between the two. Discuss this.

Hale claims that when autobiography is used as “a basis for fiction,” as in her novel, The
Jailing of Cecelia Capture, “a rearrangement, a transformation must occur” (12) and in
fiction “Real life comes into play only insofar as it can serve the purpose of art” (15). This
might be worth reflecting upon in its own right, but what about the matter of
“transformation” when it comes to autobiography or memoir? Do we as readers expect
it—even demand it? And does it happen here? Do we tend to expect or even demand
reconciliation at the end of such writings?

Do “all families have a scapegoat” as Hale declares on pp. 74-5, where she uses some
form of that work no fewer than 8 times in 20 lines of text? Does your family have a
“scapegoat”? Should it?
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Buffalo Coat
Buffalo Coat is Carol Ryrie Brink’s novelized account of events in Moscow, Idaho, around the

turn of the century. Brink’s work details the yearning lives of women and men who feel not
quite in tune with their town’s spirit, as it traces the rivalries of several town doctors and
their visions of life. It poses man as the instigator against women as the sustainer. While
men build to deify themselves, the women work together to provide the basic necessities to
all as the need arises. When year after year typhoid cuts a deadly swath through the
community, a water and sewer system is proposed to the voters. The main character, a
doctor, opposes it because the idea came from a rival doctor and the tax liability on his
extensive real estate holdings would prove burdensome. A young woman, barely out of high
school, takes up the cause and campaigns to all who will listen. The women of the
community, not yet allowed to vote, succeed in influencing the male population to do the
right thing and eradicate the deadly disease. Historic fiction of this kind seeks to instruct and
enlighten in a subtle fashion as it entertains. The deeper issues facing society become the
scenery surrounding the characters as they waltz through their lives. It has an added depth
because it has roots in the lives and experiences of real people recently and intimately
known to the author.

Author Information

Carol Ryrie Brink (1895-1981) was born in Moscow, Idaho, the child of one of the families
whose history is adapted in Buffalo Coat. An author of many children’s books, including the
Newbery Medal-winning Caddie Woodlawn, she also wrote an Idaho trilogy for adults,
Buffalo Coat, Strangers in the Forest, and Snow in the River. After the deaths of both her
father and her mother, she was raised by a grandmother who shared her love of storytelling
with her. She received her B.A. Degree in 1918 from the University of California-Berkeley,
then married her longtime friend, University of Idaho math professor Raymond Brink. They
lived for forty years in Minnesota and had one son and one daughter. According to her
biographer, Mary Reed, Carol Brink “strove to live in a way that would not harm others, to
never waste a day, and to make the most of her life.”

Discussion Questions for Buffalo Coat
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Faraway Places

Tom Spanbauer’s western gothic novel may remind some readers of William Faulkner. Set
on a farm north of Pocatello, it tells of a boy’s sudden coming of age in a violent summer of
racial prejudice, drought, corruption, and family turmoil. Thirteen-year-old Jake Weber
witnesses the brutal murder of a Native American woman by the town banker. Jake’s
parents forbid him to speak of the killing or name its perpetrator, even as the woman’s
African American lover stands falsely accused. The crime and what follows it forever alter
Jake’s view of his parents and the world around him. Faraway Places won widespread praise
for its vivid narrative and incantatory style, and Spanbauer displays singular skill in
inhabiting the mind of a troubled adolescent boy. Tom Spanbauer, who grew up in Idaho, is
the author of two novels and lives in Portland, Oregon, and New York City.

Author Information

Tom Spanbauer is a critically acclaimed author and the founder of Dangerous Writing. As a
writer he has explored issues of race, of sexual identity, of how we make a family for
ourselves in order to surmount the limitations of the families into which we are born.

His three published novels Faraway Places, The Man Who Fell In Love With The Moon, and
In The City Of Shy Hunters, and soon to be published (May 15, Houghton Mifflin pub.) NOW
IS THE HOUR, are notable for their combination of a fresh and lyrical prose style with solid
storytelling.

As a teacher his innovative approach combines close attention to language with a large-
hearted openness to what he calls 'the sore place'--that place within each of us that is the
source for stories that no one else can tell. His introductory workshop is an underground
legend among emerging writers in the Pacific Northwest and beyond. The community of
writers that has formed around him is dedicated to the proposition that "Fiction is the lie
that tells the truth truer."

Tom lives, writes, and teaches in Portland Oregon.

Discussion Questions for Faraway Places

1. In an interview, Spanbauer said, “It is just the way life is that there is darkness and there
is light. So many artists, | think, make the mistake of either trying to create an upbeat message
or a nihilistic one. An artist doesn’t really have to try for either because if he looks closely at
his world, he will find great tragedy and great ecstasy standing right next to each other.” What
is the darkness in Faraway Places? What is the light?

2. In what way does this novel reflect a “tough paradise”?
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Heart of a Western Woman

Heart of a Western Woman is a collection of ten stories by Leslie Leek, set in the eastern
Idaho mountains and high desert country. The stories tell of independent women who
derive identity and strength from the land and from each other. They are often heroic in the
face of loneliness, the death of loved ones, or misunderstandings with the men in their lives.

Author Information
Leslie Leek was born in Idaho and raised in Dubois and McCammon. She teaches Speech and
Theater at Idaho State University.

Discussion Questions for Heart of a Western Woman

1. Leslie Leek is an Idaho native, and so she may speak from the position of a “western
woman.” What are the qualities of a western woman and how do they differ from other
geographical women?

2. Spring Thaw is a story concerning dreams and hopes, growing apart, and perhaps
together again. In the end, when Jill goes to Carl (p. 15), she cannot clearly answer why she
wishes to be close. What struggles has she faced in this story? Are they resolved in her
mind?

3. In The Tetons, how does the protagonist, Claudette, see the mountains? What do they
represent to her? In what ways might this story be an extension of the themes in Spring
Thaw?

4. In Widows, the death of Marilyn’s husband Sam is a catalyst for this analysis of the ways
women (as shown in Cid, Crystal, Helen, and Marilyn) deal with loss and community.
Comment on each.

5. Long Ride On a Good Mare is about leaving. Marna Sue prepares for her departure for
some time (p. 33). Why did it take her so long? What will she do now?

6. Molly’s Nipple is a story about independence and growth. Comment on these elements.
7. The Naming is a sort of mystical essay. What are the elements of mysticism here? What
role does woman’s intuition or “earth power” play in relation to medical science? What
words does Chris chant? What do they mean?

8. The title story, Heart of a Western Woman, shows Carly as invigorated by the wilderness
and by nature; yet Taylor, the man she has followed, seems closed up by it, driven mad
even. On page 50, Leek writes, “Now, Carly was attracted to his talk. It was somehow a
compliment to her so she fell in love with him.” Discuss this idea.

9. Discuss Fern’s “madness” in A Poem For Fern. What is it that drove her “mad”? Is she
cured? Is she independent?

10. In Cut Beads, the characters are Native Americans. Does this story feel different
from the others? How?
11. Birch Creek contains a character named Benny, a woman of old but

indeterminate age who evinces certain qualities. What are some of these qualities? What
role does she play in this story? What sort of place is Birch Creek?
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Hole in the Sky

Hole in the Sky traces the life of William Kittredge. As a child, Kittredge grew up on his
family’s Warner Valley ranch in the southeastern Oregon desert country, and he felt deep
connections to the land and to the cowboys who worked it. As he aged, life became more
complicated, as the tensions and dissolutions within his family, new ideas about land use,
and his own struggles to come to terms with himself.

Author Information

William Kittredge was born in Portland, Oregon, on August 14, 1932. His family ranched in
the Warner Valley in Southeastern Oregon on the ranch his grandfather built and his father
gave up law school to work on. He earned a degree in general agriculture from Oregon State
University in 1954 and a M.F.A. from the University of lowa Writers Workshop in 1969. He
held a Stegner Fellowship at Stanford University, has been awarded National Endowment
for the Arts grants, and the Fiction International Award for two collections of short stories.
He is also the recipient of the Montana Governor’s Award for Literature, and the Pacific
Northwest Bookseller’s Award for Excellence, and the Neil Simon Award for his work on the
film Heartland.

Discussion Questions for Hole in the Sky

1. What do you think Kittredge means at the end of the opening chapter “Falling,” when he
says he wants to tell stories that are “useful”? (That is, he wants this book to be “useful.”)
Do you find his stories in this memoir to be “useful”? Or were they just useful to him, but
not necessarily to us as readers?

2. It has been suggested that Kittredge and many other contemporary western writers, like
Ivan Doig and Mary Clearman Blew, are attempting to create a “new mythology” for the
West. An appropriate jingle might go something like this: Old West, New West, False West,
True West. What are the myths of the Old West (often connected with Hollywood and the
novels of writers like Louis L'Amour)? To what extent does Kittredge spell out the values of
the New West in this memoir, either explicitly or implicitly?

3. “We want to own everything,” Kittredge complains (66). Is property the problem? Are we
due for a change in thinking about land ownership?

4. In the best memoirs, the writers take risks, particularly with how they present (or re-
present) themselves. To what extent does Kittredge do that in Hole in the Sky? Does he
alienate himself from you as a reader in the process? If so, where or how? Another way of
looking at this might be to say, “I really dislike the way Kittredge did/said/wrote X.”

5. Late in the memaoir Kittredge reflects on what he calls his “breakdown” (178), but he
doesn’t elaborate all that much. What do you make of it? Can you detect the sources of it?
What, presumably, is the cure for it?
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Home Below Hell’s Canyon

This is an autobiographical account by Grace Jordan, describing the Jordan family’s life on a
remote sheep ranch in the 1930’s in the Snake River Canyon south of Lewiston. With hard
work, determination to live a simple, family-centered life, common sense, and good humor,
family members adapt to and come to love their new, tough environment and discover
strengths in themselves they never knew existed.

Author Information

Jordan was born in Wasco, Oregon, on April 16, 1892, the daughter of a country doctor and
a school teacher. She received a Bachelor of Arts degree with honors in English from the
University of Oregon. Grace Jordan worked as a journalist and taught writing at the
Universities of Oregon and Washington. She married Len B. Jordan in 1924; he became
Governor of Idaho in 1951. Jordan was a consistent free-lance journalist, created poetry,
and wrote books based in Idaho, capturing the culture and history of the Idaho landscape.

Discussion Questions for Home Below Hell’s Canyon

1. What are some of the hardships the Jordan family had to endure? How successful were
they in conquering these challenges?

2. Did Jordan consider her ranch a “paradise,” tough or otherwise? Why or why not? How
would you characterize the ranch?

3. In an essay written for the theme, scholar Susan Swetnam writes: “...the narratives show
just how intimately human perception of place is colored by the values and attitudes of the
perceiver suggesting that, at least in part, we come to love places that we define as ours
because they tell us things about ourselves that we want to believe.” Discuss what you
believe the land meant to Grace Jordan in this context.

4. What themes recur throughout this book: practicality, being productive, frugality, self-
reliance, focus on education?

5. What does the author have to say about the role of and importance of women in the
canyon?

6. Discuss the different writing styles or tones in this book, from the concrete and
journalistic to poetic in her descriptive language. (Example: opening lines of Ch. 2, and
language describing riding out in winter, p. 197).

7. People in the canyon met the world with frankness and practicality. Do you think it was
characteristic of those lean times? Of isolated life in the canyon?

8. Are there particular images, characters or events that impressed you that we haven’t
discussed?

9. Are there passages, facts or descriptions that you found especially compelling?
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Honey in the Horn

This Pulitzer Prize winning novel by H. L. Davis tells of the lives of Oregon pioneers. With
realistic and colorful detail and rough humor, the work describes the quirky individuality
and essential isolation of various frontier types of men and women, as it describes the
search for a suspected murderer and the yearning relationship between a young man and a
gypsy-like horse seller’s daughter. The book offended a lot of Oregonians; he left Oregon
but continued to write about the land he knew.

Author Information

H. L. Davis was born in Yoncalla, Oregon, in 1896 and died in 1960. The son of a school
teacher, he held many odd jobs as a youngster and later briefly attended Stanford
University in 1916-17. He joined the U.S. Cavalry and served at the Mexican border before
settling into writing poetry and short stories.

Discussion Questions for Honey in the Horn

1. What are the themes of Honey in the Horn?

2. Did this book change your vision/image of the American pioneer? How?

3. Would you agree that this book is a mixture of humor and tragedy? Why?

4. Though a novel, could it just as easily be called a history book?

5. What feeling(s) did you take away or lessons did you learn from reading Honey in the
Horn?

6. How would you rank H.L. David and Honey in the Horn with works of other Pulitzer prize
winners of his time such as Hemingway, A.B. Guthrie, Wm. Faulkner, and Steinbeck, or even
Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, the book to which Honey in the Horn is most
often compared?
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Housekeeping

Marilynne Robinson’s best-selling novel, tells the story of two girls orphaned when their
mother drives a car off a hill into Lake Fingerbone. The girls move into their grandmother’s
house where the grandmother, and upon her death, two great aunts, try to shelter the girls
and assemble an ordinary life for them out of the daily tasks of housekeeping and the taken-
for-granted connections among relatives. But when the great aunts too die, the girls are left
in the care of, Sylvie, their mother’s transient sister. Sylvie’s world means random meals,
leaves blowing through the littered rooms of the once orderly house, the parlor filled with
heaps of tin cans and old paper. Without a traditional family structure for stability, the girls
try to keep their balance between Sylvie’s world and the more conventional world of the
small community of Fingerbone. Close at first, each sister must finally make her individual
choice between those worlds, “outside” or “inside.” Robinson makes us understand
loneliness, wildness, and the impermanence of both relationships and material objects. Yet
she also shows us that these qualities, usually seen as wholly negative, have their own
beauty and value. Sylvie and Ruth, the central characters, take their dangerous night walk
across the railroad trestle above Lake Fingerbone, an act of courage and delicate balance,
into their chosen home, a world stripped down to its essentials of change and motion.

Author Information
Marilynne Robinson, who lives in Massachusetts, spent childhood summers with her

grandparents in Coeur d’Alene and received her Ph.D. from the University of Washington.
This 1982 novel, her first, won the Ernest Hemingway Foundation award and was
nominated for a Pulitzer Prize.

LET’S TALK 12
ABOUT IT



Discussion Questions for Housekeeping

1. Until recently, literature has been more likely to focus on male experience than on
female experience. Housekeeping is a novel which really has no male characters. Does that
make a difference? You might compare it to such novels of male experience as The Red
Badge of Courage or Moby Dick.

2. Commentators frequently describe the male quest as a horizontal one: Odysseus wants
to get home; the knights want to find the Holy Grail; homesteaders want to find land; 49ers
want to find gold; Huck Finn and Deerslayer want to avoid civilization. Such horizontal
quests involve traveling from one place to another. Recently, commentator Carol Christ has
suggested that the female quest is vertical, involving not travel from one place to another,
but diving deep into the self in order to understand the individual’s relation to society. Does
either of these quest patterns fit Housekeeping?

3. Much of the western experience involves striving to establish homes and put down
roots—as Polly Bemis and Annie Pike Greenwood tried to do. Idaho was a tough paradise,
promising great rewards but demanding great endurance, and there are ironies in Sylvie and
Ruth’s abandonment of the paradise which earlier Idahoans worked so hard to achieve.
How is their rejection of housekeeping related to the earlier homesteading effort? Have
times changed, or are these simply different personalities?

4. Robinson’s style is lyrical and carefully crafted. At the end, for example, when Ruth has
accepted transience, the prose becomes both mystical and mythic, stylistically separating
itself from the mundane, earthbound, “realistic” world which Ruth has given up. What other
aspects of style do you notice?

5. This novel is rich with Biblical imagery. Fire and flood are important; Cain and Abel are
mentioned; Ruth’s grandmother tries to determine “how nearly the state of grace
resembled the state of Idaho.” How do such images affect the novel?

6. What is the relationship between humor and seriousness in this novel?

7. A major theme of Housekeeping is the relationship between permanence and transience.
Even things and people which seem to have passed away are not entirely gone. Just
beneath the surface of Lake Fingerbone float the faces of the drowned. In the breezes of
abandoned homesteads can be heard the voices of children. What does the novel suggest
about the relationship between impermanence and renewal and resurrection?

8. Is this an “Idaho novel” at all? Is the Idaho setting (the state is mentioned by name only
once in the novel) crucial or even important? What does the novel suggest about the
relationship between place and character?
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Journal of a Trapper

Journal of a Trapper recounts Osborne Russell’s travels in southeastern Idaho, northern
Utah, and western Wyoming between 1834 and 1843 as a trapper with Nathaniel Wyeth,
Jim Bridger, and independently. With an observant, “factual” eye colored by the
assumptions of his calling, Russell records what the country was like before Eastern settlers
arrived: its geography and difficulty of travel, its plants and animals, its weather, its native
people.

Author Information

Osborne Russell was born in Maine in 1814 and came west with Nathaniel Wyeth’s
company in 1834. He signed on with Jim Bridger in late 1835, and kept a journal of his life as
a trapper into 1843, when he left the Rockies for the Willamette Valley in Oregon. Although
his formal schooling was slight, he appears to have read a good bit both in scientific subjects
and literature, and he studied law once he got to Oregon, where he became a judge. He
spent nine years roaming the northern Intermountain West in search of game. He left the
life of a mountain man to settle in Oregon, where he briefly held public office, then went to
California in 1849 in search of gold. He never married. Russell fell out with his family around
1855, partly over the publication of his journal, which did not occur in his lifetime (not until
1955, in fact). His health was impaired following an explosion that cost him sight of one eye.
He died in 1892 at age 78.
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Discussion Questions for Journal of a Trapper

1. Very early in his journal Russell calls the Caw or Kanzas Indians “the most filthy indolent
and degraded sett of human beings | ever saw.” This sentiment is not at all “politically
correct” these days. Frequently in the book he refers to Indians as “savages.” What, if
anything, saves this journal from censure for being racist? The other major tribes he
encounters are the Snake (Shoshone), Blackfeet, and Crow. How do they come off in his
account?

2. Also early in his journal, Russell gives us some observations on sites in present-day Idaho,
namely Soda Springs and Fort Hall (vicinity of Pocatello). How important are such accounts,
along with descriptions like that of Jackson’s Hole (18), to your enjoyment of the book? My
point here is that Russell is not, generally, a particularly vivid writer, not famous for his
imagery and all. Does the book acquire appeal because you’ve visited some of the sites?

3. Russell’s account of his first attempt to kill a buffalo is pretty humorous (5), but he
redeems himself when he confronts a grizzly (6). Where else do we find evidence of
Russell’s sense of humor? Is it a significant feature of the book? What about his feats of
courage, as in the Indian attack (16-17)? What is the appeal of this book?

4. The great British poets Russell might have read (he seems to have had some poetic
aspirations, and note his “literary moments” on pp. 43, 45-6) would have been Byron,
Shelley, and Keats (all dead by 1824); Longfellow was the big name in American poetry,
along with William Cullen Bryant. As a boy, Russell might have read Washington Irving’s “Rip
Van Winkle,” which was published when he was five years old; James Fenimore Cooper’s
“The Deerslayer” appeared in 1841. Perhaps this accounts for certain Romantic (with a
capital R) moments in the journal, like those on pp. 27, 58 and elsewhere. Do you think
Romanticism is an important aspect of Russell’s character or personality, or not? Does he

see himself as “different” from his more rough-hewn companions (63)?

5. It could be argued that Russell misses many good opportunities for developing episodes
(note pp. 15, 28). What are his best, most fully developed episodes? Consider encounters
with Blackfeet (pp. 52-54, 86-89), Crow who rob his party and leave them to the elements
(pp. 70-76), he and White wounded in Blackfeet attack (pp. 101-108). Of course there are
“domestic” moments (pp. 114-116). Where, if anywhere, do you find Russell thoughtful,
perceptive, insightful about his experiences?

6. Osborne Russell was by no means a sophisticated writer or profound thinker, so why
should we spend our good time reading his book? After all, there are fairly numerous
journals of this sort by the likes of Warran Angus Ferris’s Life in the Rocky Mountains, 1830-
1835, and Andrew Garcia’s Tough Trip Through Paradise, 1878-1879; or there are such
novels as Vardis Fisher’s Mountain Man and A. B. Guthrie, Ir.s The Big Sky. Where do you
think Russell is at his best as a writer? How does he do, for example, with characterization?
Or is it fair to have any expectations along such lines?

7. After rereading his poem at the end of the book (153-54), discuss Russell’s view of
nature.

8. There is an underlying culture of trappers or mountain men which is embodied in traits of
independence, a code of honor, and a sort of brotherhood. Comment on this culture.

9. In other books (Frederick Manfred’s Lord Grizzly and Vardis Fisher’s Mountain Man, for
instance), “mountain men” are idealized heroes in many ways. What are some traits and
gualities of mountain men in this book?

10. Despite the thematic concerns, this journal is Russell’s declared effort to correct
misinformation about the life and ways of trappers and the wilderness. Discuss this book as
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a record of the times and an attempt, as Russell notes, to correct the flights of fancy of
other trapper journalists.

11. Russell allows the reader a glimpse into his life for a space of nine years while he
was a “mountain man,” and we know only a little about his life before or after this time.
Speculate on his reasons for coming to the West. Why does Russell decide to migrate to the

Oregon territory and later the California gold mines? How might his journey represent a
“spirit of the times”?
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Letters of a Woman Homesteader

Elinore Pruitt Stewart’s letters were written over a five-year period to her former employer.
She gives us, in her letters, the life of an “ordinary” woman. While her descriptions of
nature and friends and work and food are sensory and ebullient, her prose might best be
termed reticent when she is discussing marriage and childbirth. This reticence is common in
frontier journals of women. For example, it is a full 3 ¥ years after the beginning of her
correspondence with Mrs. Coney when Stewart finally confides in her that she has been
married for most of that time. The reader senses this reticence, a form of modesty, on
Stewart’s part, and it gives suspense and piquancy to the reading experience. The weaving
together in Stewart’s letters of ebullience and reticence, joy and sorrow, optimism and
perseverance, makes modern life seem bland indeed

Author Information

Stewart was born in 1876 in Fort Smith, Arkansas, and raised in Oklahoma. She taught
herself to read and write, never being the beneficiary of formal schooling. An orphan at a
young age, she raised eight younger siblings. Her marriage to a civil engineer brought her to
Kansas; she was widowed four years later, when Jerrine, her daughter, was a month old.
The two embarked on an impoverished and nomadic existence, wh