Forrest Carter's Use of History
by

Lawrence Clayton
Randall Parks

Considerable debate often arises between historians and writers
of fiction over just what is and is not legitimate in rhe handling of his-
tortcal material. Interested in both history and literature, we have fol-
lowed--and participated in--the debate with constderable intereat and
have pondered the concomitant ambivalence. Yet a student of the life
and literature of the Southwest is constantly reminded that the land, the
people, and the past are the three most significant influences on the
writers and hence are 1mportant ingredients in the materials of the fic-
ticn writer who chooses to interpret this region.

Since the terms history and ficticn seem contradictory., what,
then, is the most nearly leqgitimate use of the events, settings, and
characters who, despite the admitted fictional intention of the author,
are surely to be measured by the vardstick of history? The precedent
for the modern versions of that solutien was developed when Sir Walter
Scott utilized his native Scotland in Waverley, a novel published in
1814. He utilized historical figures and events as the background
against which his major characters, figments of his fertile imagination,
acted out the drama eof their lives. In short, Scott used history to
heighten the appeal of and to give focus to his work., James Fenimore
Cooper brought this technigue to Amenican fiction when he used the his-
tory of the American Revolutionary War, particularly some of the activ-
ities of General George Washington, as the basis for The Spy, the first
novel to utilize peculiarly American materials .1 1t 1s this same Cooper
who set the pattern for the American Western hero when he wrote The
Pioneers (1823), one of the most significant {(and now neglected) books
in American literature.

Into this tradition of Western historical fictlon has come a long
line of writers, some legitimate depictors of life in the West [(such as
Eugene Manlove Rhodes) and many others admittedly romancers {Zane
Grev, Louis L'Amour, et al). Both kinds are worthy in their own rights,
Unlike an historian who communicates information, these writers seek
Lo communicate experience, or at least their version of an experience.
One of those who desired to convey his imagined but historically orient-
ed experience was Forrest Carter, a one-third-Cherokee Indian nowvelist
who published only four books before he died In Abilene, Texas, on June
g, 19?’9.'2 He had read considerably past what his brief period of six
months of formal education would lead one to suspect, primarily through
the influcnce of his Cherokee grandmother, who read widely to him from
the classics, if we are to read his apparently autobiographical work as
true.” His talent was that of raconteur, as his role as storyteller at the
Indian Council suggests, but he also deserves the title of historical
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flvtonalizer, for he utilized factual mareria. of our region in the Scott-
Cooper tracition.

Carter used fictlonal settirgs for much of his acton, bat his
settings ara carefully modulated by the historical aura of the regions in
which the events occur. One case in roint, and the sublect of this
essay, is Carter's first publlshed novel, Gone to Texas A The work
relates a viclent but poignant story emerging out o} the herror and bload-
shed of the bitter cenflict that raged back and forth across the Kansas
and Mlssouri border before, during, and shortly after the Civil War and
ending in the relative calm of a remote section of the Big Bend of Texas.

Since a navel lives mainly by the effectiveness of the pamative
and not by the legitimate history in it, it is helpful to lovk at the plot
of the work . Jnsey Wales, 2 poor farmmer in Casg County, Missourl in
1858, joins Southem guerillas after Kansas Redlegs burn his cobin and
kill kis wife and young son. After the surrender of the South at Appo-
mattox, many of the gusrillas turn themselves {n to Union forces, but
Wales considers it his obligation to contlnue, in his mountalr clan
traditien, the feud with his hatec enemles. Wales and on elghteen~
vear-old querilla veteran named Jamie Burng determine io go to Texas,
They rob a bank in Lexington, Missouri, to get money tc support them-~
selves and to take one last olow at the enemy. In this raid, however,
the young guerilla-turmed-outiaw is seriously wounded. Eluding ‘heir
pursuers, the two work their way toward the Indian Nation, which
Wales had visited once before with [he guerillas ond which, he kaows,
will he a satlsfactory refuge in whick Burmns can recuperate. At the
borcer, Bums dies, and Wales goes on [nlo the Nation, where he meets
T.one Watle, a cousin of Stand Watie, and the two b>egin a journey to-
ward Ol Mexico o Joln General To Shelby, a Southern officer wko re-
fused to surrender and fled to Mexico with some of his cavalry.

After securing 3 fresh mouut for Lone Watie at a trading post on
the Ganadiar, River, the twd men pick up another traveler, a twenty-five
vear ¢old Cheyenne woman. Following a run-in with Texas Regulators in
Towash, a town located west ol present-day Whitney, the group travels
on toward Mexico, but they pause long encugh to rescue two female sur-
vivors of @ group of travelers ceptured by Comancheros, The group then
heads for the Big Bend of Texas and a ranch left by the travelers' rela-
tive when he wert to fight in the Civil War, in which Le dled. Even
though the group makes a reaty with Ten Bears, the Comanche chlef
who conslders the ranch part of his range, Wales ¢annot rest because
of the pursuit of the law, including the bounty huaters, one of whom he
kills in San‘c Rio. He finally escapes the grasp of the law when his
newly found friends in Santc Rio—-Rose, a prostitute; and Ten-Spot, a
gambler--swear o ¢ Pinkerton detective and a Texas Ranger locking for
Wales that losey Wales was killed In a shootout in Monterrey, Mexico.
The two lawmen take on affidavit to that effect, and Josey Wales rides
back to the ranch a free man who takes up life with the younger of the
two women surv.vers, by whom he Tathers a s5on lo replace the ane lost
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to the Redlzgs in Missouri and names him Jamie. As is fairly typical of
a romance, arier is restored at the end of the tale; ¢ desperate, wiolent
kind of wirtue is rewarded.

The plot ot the novel is obviously typical ol Westerns (even with
a brief treatment of a cattle drive), but the work includes emphasis on
blood codes and loyalty as well as folklore to recommend it to the reader’s
taste. But, one can ask, how does Carter f[are as a stucdent of verifiable
detail in the work? First, Carter is fairly careful of his geography as he
traces the route of Wales from Missouri to Zouthwest Texas, The at-
tention to rivers, towns, and tertsin features are well In keeping with
what should please an historian. though the amount of detail is not that
of a mapping expedition.® This selectivity of material falls within the
license normally granted the fictionalizer and is necessary to keep the
amount of historical data from overwhelming the reader with details un-
necessary to the namrative intention of the work. Carter mentdons ob-
scure landmarks and ignores some major ones, but he is zearching for
the fee] of history in a story, not the bulk of a documentary journal .

One can begin to verify the landmarks when he notes that after
robbing the bank at Lexin<ton, Missouri, the pair of former guerillas
leaves towrn heading for the Missouri River, which runs near the town.
Lexington was perhaps selected by Carter because it was a Unilon com-
mand post during part of the war 2nd after. The town was & hothed of
guerilla versus Union activity, and it was here that little Archie Clement,
a guerilla leader, wag killed on December 13, 1866.° Carter mistakenly
applies the epithet little to Dave Pool, [p. 9} Loter the two outlaws head
back towarc town to throw off pursuit and then head tar the Blackwater
River, a stiream that rungs where Carter placces it just scuthwest of Lex-
tngton, Leaving the Blackwater, they go downstream "“away from
Warrensburg." {p. 26) The Clinton Road runs due scuth of the town, as
Carter 8ays. They pass the South Grand River, a northern fork of the
OUsage, and go on to the Osage itself, with the foothills of the Ozarks
in view awnc available for refuge if necessary. The two cross the Osage
al Osceola, a town that suffered mightily at the hands of Jim Lane's
forces in September of 18617 Lt is still in existence. Across the (Usage
they move "southwest along the banks of the Sac Rlver" {p. 30) and
ford it north of Stockton.

They spend the night along Horse Creek, north of Jericho Springs.
Shortly thereafter, Joscy Wales, his partner dead by this time, crosses
out of Misscouri in the comer of Newton County close to the Neosho Riv-
er, near which Lone Watie has his cabin and well in the area assigned
to the Cherokees=s in the Nation. When the two leave, they follow the
stream southward until they have to leave it to miss Fort Gibson, lo-
cated near tho river. Then they take what Carter calls the Shawnee
Trail, an~ther name for a portlon of the Texas Trail (the landmarks of
which Carter mentions) and cress the Arkansas River into the Creek
Indian Natjon. Soon they come to the Canadian and cross it near the
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a crossing. They continue south, passing near Pine Mountain, as the
novel states, and go on toClear Boggy Creek. The reason for men-
tioning this stream and not, for example, the Muddy Boggy Creek that
runs parallel o it, is that there was a station on the Clear Boggy where
rations were issued to the Chickasaw Indians in the 1830 's,8 and
Carter. being Indian himself and familiar with Qklahoma, would have
heen attracted to this landmark. Having passed through the Choctaw
MNation. they ford the Red River and ride on to the Brazos and the town
of Towash. The jourmney takes them near the town of Comanche and
southwest to the Colorado River before they press on toward the Rio
Grande and the ranch near Santo Rilo, a settlement identified with Anton
Chico,. a town Carter says was destroyed by Mescalero Apaches and
which was near Fagle Fass, The feel of accurate geography ls cer-
tainly justified when one compares the landmarks with the maps of the
region .

The characterizations are, of course, crucial to the success of
any narrative, and historical fiction must bid for life in this way too,
Carter cites rumerous well-known historical flgures who serve merely
as background. TFor exsmple, he names James Montgomery, James H.
Lane, and Dr. Charles Jenniscn of the Kansas group. He mentions
General Thomas Ewing and the infamous General Order Nao. 11, design-
ed to rid Cass, Bates, Jackson, and the northem healf of Vernon counties
in Missouri of the guerilla eiement by moving all pecple from the area.
He also mentlons General Halleck of the same theater of operations.

He includesz historical flgures assoriated with Reconstruction in Texas:
General Phil Sheridan, Governors James W. Throckmorton, E. M. Pease,
and E. J. Davig. He includes Generals McCulloch, Zachery Taylor,
and Nathan Bedford Forrest, each in his appropriate area of responsi-
bility. He also refers to outlaws of the period: Bob Lee (former Con-
{ederate captain under Forrest and who feuded In Texas with Lewis
Peacock), Bill Longley, King Fisher, Clay Allison, John Weslev Hardin,
and the Creed Taylor Peud. Of course,he mentions Frank and Jesse
James, especially a traln robbery at Otterville, Missouri. Of the
guetillas he mentions Fletch Taylor, the well-known William Clarke
Duontrili, and Bloody Bill Anderson but als0o Llncludes scme of those
who died while serving these leaders: Joe Hardin, Hop Wood, George
Todd, Woah Webster, and Irank Shepard.g He reminds the reader of
less well-known events and men as well, all in an effort to limn the
violent nature of the pericd. One such incident in Texas life involves
Bill Sutten, infamous for the murders in August of 1870 of Henry and
William ¥Kelly, unarmed prisoners of Captain Jack Helm of the Texas
State Police, Helm is well known for his part in the Creed Taylor Feud
in De Witl C‘ounty.m Dave Pool is mentioned as one who led a group
ol eiglﬁy—five guerilias to surrender st Lexington, Missouri, on Mavy 21,
1865,

Furthermore, Carter mentions Black Kettle, Moke-to-ve-to, 4
chief of the Cheyenne tribe; and Red Cloud aof the Oglala Sioux: and
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Ten Bears, a well-known chief of the Comanches. Ten Bears, Paoy-
wah Say-men, was one of the most influential and powerful Comanche
chiefs after the Civil War and conferred often with United States au-—
thorities.1Z Carer was a personal friend of ane of the chief's direct
descendants, who has some of the chief's artifacts. In additlon, the
novel is dedicated to this famous Indian chief. With the exception of
Ten Rears, none of these historical figures serve as characters in the
novel,

The success of the narrative depends upon the prominent pseudo-
historical, often composite figures that Carter's imagination has created.
The central figure in the novel is Josey Wales, ideally portrayed by
Clint Eastwood in his performance of the role in the movie version of
the book called The Dutlaw Josey Wales. Wales 1s a composite of
several persons that Carter knew and had read about and heard about
from his ancestors. Wales is the epitome of the guerilla fighter of the
Border War and is named wlth an old family name of Carter's and the
name of a ranching family whose ranch Is still in the northem part of
Carrollton in northemn Dallas County. One of the Joseys was always
kind to Carter, especlally when Carter stopped by the ranch as a young
man looking for work, Carter had visited the ranch just before coming
to Abllene in 197B when he was promoting his last book, Watch for Me
on the Mountain, a sympathetle study of Geronime from the Indian's
point of view, This was the last time that I saw him allve. He told me
at that time that at the Josey Ranch the day before he had ridden a bronc
bareback with "the help of Jack Daniels and a pair of moccasins."

The guestlon can be asked whether Josey Wales is a superman
and an unrealistic creation. Study reveals that although Wales may be
romanticized--even stereotyped--there were historical men of a similar
mold. John Wesley Hardin, for example, is supposed to have killed
forty~three men and was known for his gun artistry and for his mastery
of the Border Roll, an intricate maneuver with his pistols which got him
out of a tight spot with Wild Bill Hickokl3 and which Carter uses to
get Wales out of a dangerous predicament at Zukie Limmer's trading post.
The crucible of the Civil War and the drive for private vengeance led
many men ke Wales into ocutlawry, 8o many in fact that Missouri be-
came known aB the "cradle of cutiawry. nld Although there were tral-
tors and cowards, many of the men demonstrated that loyalty was an
essential quallty to the ocutlaws, and Carter demonstrates thls gquality
in the actions of Jamie Burns, who retrieves the spooked mount of
Wales 1n the Lexington robbery, and later in the rescuing of Lone Watie
when he 1s captured by the Comancheros. Wales' physical appearance
is certalnly reallstic enough when compared with some actual descrip-
tlons, 15 Carter sald that the scar on Wales' face was effort to em-
phasize the brutal nature of the era and the effect it had on a previous-
ly good man. 16

Some of Carter's other characters show a variety of techniques
in develdbment. Carter says that Lone Watle 15 a factual perscn, al-
though he 15 obviously not so famous as his well-known cousin Stand
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Watie, the Confederate Cherokee Indtan milttary leader.l? Since he

is not well known, Lone Watie offers Carter full flexibility to develop
the personality as the novellst sees fit, and Lone Watlie carries none
of the historical "baggage” that would have come with a famous person.

Jamie Bums is admittedly a composite flgure based on many of
the guerilla fighters from the Missourl area. Hls age, elghteen at the
end of the Civll War, and hls orphaned condition are not hard to accept.
Jesse James, who apparently rode with Quantrill durlng the war, was
only seventeen years of age when the war ended. The heraine of the
tale, Laura Lee Turner, one of the women rescued from the Comancheros
by Lone and Josey, represents Carter's attempt to demonstrate that many
of the successful settlers had "awkwardness" and rough edges that did
not affect them on the frontier the same way that those traits did in civ-
ilized regions. Chato Olivares, one of the ranch hands hired in Santo
Ric, is intended to be a portrait of the "wild, reckless vaquero,” while
Travis Cobb, the other cowhand, represents the "basiec {iddle-footed
cowboy." Ten Spot, the gambler, ls the tragic Fgure of Sauthem ar-
istocracy that dissipated ltself on alcohol and gambling. The ladles
of 11l repute are illustrated by Rose, one cof the less successful models
now considerably past her prme. 18 Tieutenant Conn Tolley, the leader
of the Texas Regulators in Towash, stands as a good example of the
bully who hid behind the law and adjusted his pcolitica to feed his am-
hitions for power and recognition. Zukie Limmer, whose trading post
I was unable to verify, exemplifies the corrupt Indlan trader and agent.
Yoke and Al, the two men who try to capture Wales in Limmer's trading
post in order to collect the reward, are good portralts of frontier riffraff
who took adventage of anyone who crossed thelr path. 19 Although fic-
tional and composite characters, these figures are true to the sterotypes
and encompass the popular conception--misconceptlon? -- of people In
the West at this time.

Historical fiction must have factual events as well as an accu-
rate sense of the temper of the times depicted in the work, One his-
torlically accurate note concerns the Tonkawa Indlans. When the Comen-
che Ten Bsars 1ls young, he and a frlend are captured by the Tonkawas,
who ritualistically kill the companion by cutting off, roasting, and eat-
ing portions of the Young man's flesh. In this manner, they degraded
and supposedly galned strength from their enemies' flesh., Newcomb in-
dicates that the Tonkawas were known to behave in this fashion.

Carter draws upoen signlficant details of the time in order to con-
tribute to the feeling of historical milieu. One such {nstance is his
mention of the guerilla hats and shirts., Browmlee mentions both in his
treatment of the Southern guerilla. In fact, it seems plausible that Car-
ter had read Brownlee's account because of the simllarity of description
and detall, For instance, Brownlee says that one of the "distinguishing"
items of dress was a "gquerllla shirt." He describes it as "patterned
after the hunting coat of the Western plalnsman." It was "cut low in
front, the slit narrowling to a peint above the belt and ending in a ro-
sette.” In addition It had four large pockets, two on the breast, and



25

two on the slde. In color they ranged "from brilliant red to homespun
butterrut."” They were often elaborately decorated by stitching by the
women who made them at home. 2l Carter weaves this detail into the
fabric of the story by picturlng Wales as he approaches Lone Watie's
cabin after succossfully reaching the Watlon as dressed in ane ot these
ghirts: "Linsey-woolsey with o long open V that ended haliway down
the walst with a rosette.” He says that many of the shirts bore fancy
needlework and bright colers but that the one Wales wore was "the
plain coler of butternut, trimmed in gray." Carter had earlier saic,
"Made by wives, sweethearts, and womenfolk of the farms, it {the
shirt] had become the uniform of the gqueriila” (p. 57)

Carter also talks about the wide-brimmed slouch hats worn by
the rajders. When Lone Watie decides to ride with Wales as the two
leave the Natlon, he wears a Colt revolver, the favorite weapon of the
guerillas, and the slouch hat, not the traditional feather, mainly be-
cauge he knew he would be identified with the guerillas and not the
Indlan, In esserce, it was Lone Watie's declaration of a new way of
life, a warring way of life, simply by adding these two accouterments
of the guerllla. [nterestingly, when he had earlier gone to get supplies
and wished to travel incognito, he had worn the festher of the Indian in
hie halr, Carter's use of these details is subtle bul aceurate and tends
to add depth and texture to the story.

The treatment of lawlessness that prevalled durling the Civil War
and Reconstructlon Is gulte leg;litimate.22 webb notes of the West that
each man tended to make hls own law by defending himself and protect-
iIng his rights "by his force of personality, courage, and skill at arms.
Armed men moved among other armed men like turbulent waves that would
suddenly be disturbed by volatile incidents."™ &s Webb rotes, "The
51x—shocét§r was the final arbiter, a court of last resort, and an execu-
‘tioner.” The trail of dead men left by Wales Is ample support for this
element of frontier life.

The Comancheros with thelr carts constitute another accurzate de-
tail of the time and locale. These scavengers were busy during the yeers
1866 and 1867 as they traded guns, ammunition, whiskey, even other
humans, and varlous luxury items for cattle anc other livestock stolen
by the Indlans .24

Many other supporting details are drawr. from history. The sign
language used in the book is all actual sign from the Platns, with some
Confederate signals in the Incident with the Comancheros. T.ittle Mnon-
1light’s exile from the Cheyvenne tribe complies very closely with reality,
because the Cheyznnes demanded the utmost fidelity from thelr women
and resorted to dlre punishments when their expectations were not ful-
filled, 25 Black Kettle, the Indian chief whom Carter makes responsible
far this expulsion, 15 perhaps best remembered as the one whose fcl-
lowers were slain at the Sand Creek Massacre in November, 1864, in a
highly controversial raid by Colonel J. M. Chivington leading elements
of the First and Trird Colarado Cavalry riding at that time out of Fort
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Lyon (Coloradc Tenitux‘yl‘% The tortures used by the Comancheros were
just some of the more common ones .n the flencdish repertoire of the In-
lans and these traders. The Wanton Mark men-ioned as being on Wales'
knife was a mark given for courage by the Cherokees to a man or aven a
woman, and a little cirele could be added for extreme honot .27 The use
of the sign for the Comanche {that of the snake) and the cutting slgn for
the Cheyennes s accurate, but Lane indicates that the Arapaho sign s
that of the "dirty nose,” a fact that Tomkins disputes, 24 though what
linguistics call a regional variant could account for this apparent dis-
crepancy,

There are some trivial alterations of historical facts in the ncvel.
Carter states that the hame of the mother of Jesse and Frank James was
blown up before Lhe Clvil War. In reality, the dwelling was damaged In
1876, some years after the war had ended and the two brothers had be-
come widely known and hunted for their crimes .29

Carter makes an inkteresting use of ono event--the robkbing of the
Clay County Savings Bank and Loan Association at Liberty, Missouri, In
February of 1866. This roobery was actually ccmmitted by the Jesse
James Gang, the first such robbery by the gang to become famous--or
infamous~-for deeds of this type. Carter uses ‘hls actual robbery to set
the stage ior the beginning of Josey Wales'career when he states that
Wales and Burns join in the robbery with Bud and Donnie Pence, Jim
Wilkerson {probably Wilkinson), Frark Gregg, and Oliver Shepherd-all
actuel gquerillas who survived the wart® and who participated in the
robbory, Thls mixing of histoiy and fleton tencs to lend credence Yo the
fictive account because of the familiarity of the Liberty robbery tc read-
ers with ot least some background In the history of the period and the
famous James Gang.31 The second rcbbery, the one of the Alexander
Mitchell Bank in Lexington. is hlstorically accurate excep: that it was
committed by four men on Ocztober 30, and not by two men named Burns
and Wales on December 4. 3

The temper of the times Includes the feuding depicted in the
bopk. C. L. Sonnichsen, one who hzs done much to promcte the warthi-
ness and the study of literature of the Southwest, describes feuds in
Texas by saying that people toak the law into their hands when legal
redress could not be obtained and when only an appeal to 2 higher law
wag available.33 1In fact, some cf the lawlessness could be seen as a
“retomn o the oldest code known to man--the law of private &a'engeance.d4
Carter, originally from the mountains of Tennessee, atTributed some of
the personal codes of justice to the old Scottish influence, and Sonnich-
sen agrees.35 Slnge Carter's setting was one of considerable violence,
the activities depicted in the novel, some pf which may seem axcesslive
to the modern urban dweller, take on a new dimension of reallty. The
recent gutbreak of violence in the state penitentiary in Santa Fe, New
Mexica, reaffirms that men are still capable of extreme viclence and
terrible crimes agalnst other men.

One other idea related to this persenal conflict was the "edge"
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in a fight, something Wales supposedly leamed from Bloody Bill Mnder—
son. This concept included alweys having the pistols loeded and check-
ed, and rested, grain-fed horses when necessary. It also included such
details as having the sun in the face of the opponent and otheorwise cans-
ing & loss of concentration by the opponent. This advantage, which Wales
often calculates carefully, was a vital reality to the men from Missourd
and Tennessee, at least according to Carter. Guerillas, usually out—
numbered by reqular troops in most situations, often relied upor suar-
prise and darlng in their raids, Theose whe did not often failed to sur-
vive, The guerilla's use of his pistols was alsa one of tho secrets of
his success, especlally since his tactics allowed him to get in, fight

in close guarters for maximum shock effect, and then escape, The Colt
revolver, particularly when several were carried, gave the guerilla fira-
poweT guite substantially superior to that of Union Cavaliry, especially
early in the war when {Inion cavalry carried 2 breech-loading single zhot
rifle and a sabre. Many of the guerillas were known to caiTy two or mare
pistole at the waist, another in a2 shoulder holster, and two or more on
the saddle. sometimes totzlling as many as eight piztols.<® Assuming
that the weapons were flve or, more commonly, si¥ shooters, this gave

i single rvider forty to forty-elght rounds without reloading, and that does
not count the Sharps carbine uysually carried by the men. All told, ths
querilla was an ominous opponent, especially when one congiders the
firepower, the daring recklessness, und the slashing tactics,

After this examination of the novel and its historical content, one
must conclude that Carter was at least sensitive to the factuality of the
history that he incorporated [nto this novel. His geography, his histori-
cal perscnages, his actual history, and his treatment of the general tem-
aer of the times refiect the accurate attention to detail avzilahle only to
one who had covered some if not most of the Jand on foot and whao had
in addition done considerable resezrch. But one must remember not to
read fiction as history. Carter once said that when he flnally got all of
his materials together to write a novel, the process was like birthing a
bahy because nothing could stop it frem being born.37 But it is evident
that Carter had a natural storytelling ability enriched by extensive re-
searching of background to assurc an engaging narrztive worthy the name
historical fiction.
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