Fenimore Cooper and the
Exploration of the Great West

by Richard C. Poulsen

“But he was truly an artist.”
D. H. Lawrence

Somc years aga Wallace Stegner, in a book aptly subtitled
A History, a Story, and a Memaory of the Last Plains Frontjer,
poignantly reminsced about his bayhood days in the town he called
Whitemud, Saskatchewan, Canada. When Stegner and family crossed
the Montana border ta the great plains of Sauthwestern Canada,
Sitting Bull was twenty-four years dead, Geranimo had only re-
cently died, and Black Elk had net yet spoken.
But on the plains of Cunada in 1914, the Indian—his presence,
his image --was still very much alive. Aboul him Steger wrote:

Indians were a parl of our bovhood lanlasy, bul our image ol them wis as
mixed as our image of most things. Our Indians certainly did not come [rom
life. and we were 1 little early 10 get them from the movies. We gol them from
baoks, and we did not discniminate among the books (rom which we go1 them.

One of our principal sources was Fenimore Cooper. and no Mark Twain
had as yetr broken »n upon us with raucous horse laughs 1o destroy our laith in
Couper's delicate arts of the forest, Wee were masters al the lore of Lhe broken
twig; we 1rod the willow botloms silently, single file. pigeon-toed. like Tus-
caroras or Maohicans., Much of our Indian play demonstrated the stubborn
persistence of inherited notions, for the [ndians we played came mainly out of
novels written eighty years before and two thousand miles away, oul of the
French and Indian wars, out of the darkness of the deep deciduous forests, out
ol the Noble Suvage sentimentalities of Chateaubniand and Thomas Campbell.
They came nore or less from where our poelry and geography came {rom -
where even our prejudices came ftom, neluding the prejudices against real
Indians thal lay so uncomformably upon our literary and sentimental mlitudes.

Reul Indiuns we saw perhaps once a year. when a family or two in g
rickely democral wagon came down {rom somewhere and cumped lor u lew
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Our wnherited, rrelevant, ineradicable Indian lore was nol modified in the

slightest, any more than our humanity was aroused. by these contacts wilh the
real demoralized Cree.

15



By his own word, Stegner’s boyhood conception of the Indian had
been gleaned largely from the Leatherstocking novels, the literary
sensibilities of James Fenimore Cooper; so that when little Wallace
and his playmales saw **the real demoralized Cree,"” they saw not Lhe
red-and-white guis of a slaughtered Indian beef drying in the sun, or
the stench of Indian dogs, or the shapeless dark women, but Mo-
hicans eighty years and 1wo thousand miles removed from whal some
historians might call reality.

Cooper’s inlluence was obviously great then on Lhe sensibilities
of these young American-Canadians. We might simply dismiss soch
wild imaginations by attributing them to boyhood fantasy were it not
for the fact that other, earlier observers also saw Lhe “‘real West™
through the lilerary imaginations of Fenimore Cooper.

These men were nol children; one, John K. Townsend, was a
respected scientist, another, Philip S1. George Cooke, an officer in
the United States Army.

In 1834 Nathaniel J. Wyeth undertook a journey from St. Louis
to Oregon to establish posts for the Columbia River Fishing and
Trading Company. Wilth Wyeth (raveled a4 number of prominent
Western figures, such as Milton Sublette and Thomas McKay, as
well as a botanist, Thomas Nuttall, and John K. Townsend, orni-
thologislt.

Near the end of April, 1834, Wyeth and parly crossed the Platte,
and soon after encountered the first herd of buffalo they had seen on
the journey. Soon the men were feasting regularly on fat prairie beel,
living very well. Aboul these circumstances John Townsend wrote:

The bulfalo still continue immensely numercus in every direction around.
and our men kil greal numbers. so thal we are in truth living upon the fat of
the land, and better feeding need no man wish, The savory bufTalo hump has
sufTered no depreciation since Lhe “man without a cross™ vaunted of is good
yualiues 1o “the siranger:’” and in Lhis, as 10 many other particulars, we have
realized the truth and fideliny of Cooper’s admirable descriptions.

Townsend, of course, alluded to Lhe brief scene in The Prairie
where Paul and the Old Hunter feast on “‘savory bison’s hump.” Bui
in the novel the iwo porge themselves in silence. Near the end of their
meal, the old man says: ‘‘col more into the center of the piece; there
you will find the genuine riches of natur’, and that without need from
spices or any of your biting mustard 10 give it a foreign relish."*? Since
Leathersiocking says very little here about the qualities of the meat
itsell, one wonders what Townsend remembered or thought he re-
membered when he claimed the old man **vaunted of the good quali-
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ties” of the bump. The main intent of the old trapper’s short speech
seems primarily to instruct the greenhorn in proper carving methods.

Near present-day Ketchum, Idaho, on one of the tributaries of
the Malade River, Townsend commented on ihe abundance of beaver
in the stream. About the river and the animals he noted:

I contains a great abundance of beaver, Lheir recent dams being seen in great
numbers, and in 1he night, when all was quiet, we cauld hear the playful
animals at 1heir gambols, diving Irom Lhe shore into the water, and striking
the surlace with their broad 1ails. The sound, altogether, was not unlike that of
children at play, and 1the animaled description ol a somewhal similar scene. in
the "*Mohicans,” recurred to my recollection, where (he single-minded Gamul
is conlemplating with feelings ol strong reprobation, the wayward [reaks ol
what he supposes 10 be a bevy of young savages.*

Here Townsend alluded again to Cooper, this time to The Last of the
Mohicans.

But in the book Duncan, not Gamul, is involved in the beaver
scene. Cooper wrole:

In the next moment he was concealed by the leaves. Duncan wailed
several minutes in feverish impatience. before he caught another glimpse of
the scout. Then he reappeared, creeping along the earth, from which his dress
was hardly distinguishable, directly in the rear af his intended captive. Having
reached within a few veards of the latier, he arose Lo his feet, silently and
slowly. A1 thal inslami, several loud blows were struck on the waler, and
Duncan lrned his eyes just in lime Lo perceive thal a hundred dark forms were
plunging, in & body. into the troubled little sheet. Grasping his rifle, his looks
were again bent an the Indian near him. Instead of taking the alarm. the un-
conscious savage stretched forward his neck. as if he also walched the move-
ments about the gloomy lake, with a sort of silly curiosity. In the mean time,
the uplified hand of Hawkeye was above him. But, withoul apparent reason. it
was wilhdrawn, and its owner indulged in another long, though still silent, it
of merriment. When 1he peculiar and hearty laughier of Hawkeye was ended,
instead of grasping his victim by the throai, he (apped him lightly on the
shoulder, and exclaimed aloud,

“How now, lriend! have you a mind 1o {each the beavers 1o sing?™”

Cooper’s “animated descriplion” of beavers al play here amounits 10
the clause: “Al that instant, several loud blows were struck on the
waler.” We can scarcely be sure that the loud blows were caused by the
animals; never do we have a description of the beavers or of the sounds
they make. Whut we do have is a description of the actions of Duncun
and Hawkeye, and even Lhese actions are obtusely porirayved.

After Wyelh and pariy reached the Columbia, Townsend again
alluded to Cooper. One Maniquon, a local Indian chief, according 10
Townsend, was quite a Lalker. “Like mosl old people.”” he wrote, “*he
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is garrulous, and, like all Indians, fond of boasting of his warlike
deeds. I can sit for hours and heur old Maniquen relate the par-
ticulars of his numerous campaigns, his ambushes, and his ‘scrim-
mages,’ as old Hawk-eye would say ™™

As menltioned, early in his travels, Townsend, when discussing
the “culinary merits” of buffalo hump, attributed 1o Cooper's **ad-
mirable descriptions’ of prairie life. ““truth und fidelity.” But in his
own pessonal recollections of Cooper’s descriptions we have not a
single instance ol a truthful or felicitous description. On the con-
trary, Cooper’s descriptions a5 remembered by Townsend are vague
and imprecise.

Phillip Si. George Cooke, who saw the American prairies shortly
afler The Prairie was published in 1827, also attributed to Cooper an
accuracy of description. On the upper Mississippi 1n 1828, Cooke
wilnessed Lhe burning of a “*prairie bottom,”™ which evidently clearly
and forcibly marked his memory, lor he mentioned it in 1857, when
Scenes and Adventures in the Army was published. Cooke wrote:

While staviag here, | witngssed (and was exposed (o some danger from) the
hurning ol 4 "prairie botrom.” the grass of which was very wall and Junuriand.
| have read a description {I believe in “The Prairie™} which is very accurute.
of jts wonderlul rapidiny —the Name feaping forwued with almost the wind's
vetucity. the siems of great weeds exploding like pisto] shats ©

Well into The Prairie, Cooper did indeed “*describe™ a pruirie fire,
The blaze was started by a group of Telons determined 10 drive the
Old Man and his white companions tnto the open. Said Cooper:

The subtle element scized with avidity upon its new luel, and in 2 maoment
lorked flames were gliding among the grass as the longues of rumirating
animaly are seen rolhng among their food. apparently in guest of its sweetest
porlons,

The experience of the trapper was in the right. As the fire gained strength
and heat. it began 1o spread on three sides. dying ol itsell an the fourth for want
al aliment. As i increased and (he sullen coaring announced it power, it clear-
ed eversihing betore it leaving the black and smoking soil far more naked than
if the scvihe had swept the place. The sitwation of the Tagiives would have
still been hazerdous had not Lhe areg enlarged as the flame encircled them,

But hy adivancing 1o the spo where the trapper had kindled the grass, they
avolded the hzat, znd wnoa vers Tew momenis the Mames began 1o recede in
cvery guarter. leaving them enveloped in 4 cloud of smoke. but perfectly sale
Irem the torrent ol fire that was still furiously rolling onwards.”
Although Couper described the Names as “lorked tongues.” and the
fire’s sound us “a sullen roaring,” we have liltle description of the
bluze 1tself (hat might be called accurate. Cooke's own description
of the fire he saw on (he Mississippi seems more accurale, more
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seusory, lhan Cooper's. In saying that the flame leaped forward with
almost the wind’s velocity, Lthe stems of great weeds explading like
pistol shots, Caoke gives the Mire a kind of immediacy net found in
Cooper.

In 1829, near the Arkansas River, Cooke observed another
udalural phenomenon which reminded him ol Cooper. Cooke noted:

Next day we passed (we had ween (( trom a1ar) an isolaved, abrupt, and
rocks hill or mound, perhapy 100 feet high: an extraordinary feature in this
regiun ab country: one that night sugpest the wdea of Bush's elevated camp in
the ~Prairie” a novel. as remarkable for i1s absurd plot, as for the fdeliny of
ils Jeseriplions of sceners and scenes. which the author had never visited or
wilnes»ed.”

One wishes Cooke had gone on 10 describe what it was. specilically.
thal reminded him of Bush's camp in The Prairie. However, il is
possible Cooke remembered lew particulars, since they are dilficult
Lo isolate in Cooper's description of the camp. About Bush's citudel,
Cooper wrole:

Seen trom beneaih. there were visible a breasiwork of logs und siones

intermingled in such o manner as 1o sase all unnecessary labor, a few low rouls
made ol burk and boughs of irees, and oecisional barrier constrocied like the
defenses on Lthe summn and plived on such peants of the acclivity s were eusier
ol upproach than the general Mfuce of (he eminence; ard a little dweiling of ¢loth,
merched gn the apex of & small pyramid that shot up on ane angle of the rock.
ihe white covering of which ghmmered lrom a dislance hke & spot of snow, or,
10 muke the simile more suiable to the rest of ihe subject, ke & spotless and
carelullv guarded siandard which was 10 be protecied by the dearesy bload of
thuse who detended Lhe citadel beneath. 1t 1s hardls necessary to add that this
rude und churacierstie Tortress was the pluce where 1shmael Bush had tuken
refuge alter the robbhery of hiy flocks and hecds,

Although delails are plentiiul in Cooper's narrative, few are actualiy
descriptive. For example, whul exact/1 is a “*visible breasiwork of logs
and stones intermingled in such u munner as 1o save all unnecessary
labor™? Or, what did Cooper mean by “points of acclivily us were
edsier of approuch than the generul lace of the eminence™ All we
really know from Cooper’s description is that Bush's (ortress wus
elevated ahove Lhe rest of Lthe prairie.

Cooke nated vel another instance in his army adveniures which
reminded him of Cooper. [n 1832 he fought in the Battle of Bud Axe,
which was wuged between the army und Indians near the Wisconsin
River. Ahout u sluughier of Indians he wrote:

Instanily wthout orders. the volunteers commenced firing. and 1 hundred

guns were discharged .t them: | suw thean drop icum hmb 1o limb, chnging
poor fellows  like squirrels: ur ke the Indian i the " Lust ol the Mohicans ™
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The bit of narrative Cooke alluded to here is, 1 think, one of the
memaorable scenes in The Last of the Mohicans. Leatherstocking and
company are trapped on a river island under Mingo fire. Qne sharp-
shooting Huron has climbed a tree and gained a sniper’s advantage
over the party. His rifleshot keeps the group helplessly pinned in
hiding, until

Al length, emboldened by the long and pauent watchfulness ol his
enemies, the Huron attempled a belter and more fatal aim. The guick eyes of
the Mohicans caught the dark line of his lower limbs incauliously exposed
through the thin foliage, a few inches from the trunk of ihe tree. Their rifles
made a comman reporl, when, sinking on his wounded limb, pact of the body
of the savage came inta view. Swift as Lhoughi. Hawkeye seized the ad-
vantage, and discharged his fatal weapon into the lop of the oak. The leaves
were unusually agitated; the dangerous rifie fell (rom ils commanding eleva-
tion, and afller s few moments of vain struggling, the form of the savage was
seen swinging in the wind, while he still grasped a rugged and naked branch
of the ree, with hands clenched in desperation.

“Give him—in pity give him the contents al another rifle!™ ¢ried Duncan,
lutning away his eves in horror from Lhe spectacle of a fellow.creaiure in such
awlul jeopardy.

“Not s karnel!” exclaimed the obdurate Hawkeye; “his death is certain,
and we have no powder 1o spare, for Indian fights sometimes lasi for days; "L is
their sealps or ours!- .and God, wha made us, has pul into our naiures the
craving Lo keep the skin on the head!™

Against this stern and unyielding morality. supported s it was by such

visible policy, there was no appeal. From (hat moment Lhe yells ir the lorest
ance more ceased, Lhe fire was suffered to decline, and all eyes, 1hase ol
friends as well as enemjes, became lixed on the hopeless condition of the
wrelch who wat dangling between heaven and earth. The body vielded 1o the
currents of air, and though no murmur or groan escaped Lhe viclim, ihere were
instants when he grimly {aced his foes. and the anguish of cold despair might
be traced, through the intervening dislance, in possession of his swarthy line-
aments. Three several times the scoul raised his piece in mercy, snd as ofien
prudence getling Lhe better of his intention, it was again silently lowered. Al
lengih one hand of the Huron lost its hold and dropped exhausted (o his side.
A desperale and fruilless siruggle Lo recaver e branch succecded, and then
the savage was seen (or a Mecling instunt, grasping wildly at the empty air.
The lightning is not quicker than was 1he Mame from the rifle of Hawkeve, Lhe
limbs of the victims trembled and contracled, the head leli 1o the bosom, and
the body parted the fourming water like leud, when the element cinsed above it.
in ils ceasless velocily, and every vestige of Lthe unhappy Huron was lost for-
ever. !

Although Cooper’s descriptive passage here is compelling, it is, I think,
not because of precise, visual or even poetic description, but because
of the tragic suspense inherent in the instance ilself. That is, as tong
as the wounded Mingo hangs above the rivér our interest never wanes,
Mark Twain, of course, was the most important critic to {irst
notice Lhe shoricomings of Cooper as literary artist. In his hilarious

20



“Fenimore Cooper’s Literary Offenses,” he pointedly mocked
“Cooper’s high talent for inaccurate observation.”'! As Twain also
noted at length, Cooper’s language was at limes so poorly chosen and
imprecise that it defied translation. Afier destroying Cooper at lit-
erary lechnician, Twain claimed there was little or nothing left Lo
appreciate in the artless prose of the novelist; but beyond his raucous
dismembering of Cooper’s works, Twain left us little solid criticism
of Cooper as literary artist.

[1 is probable Twain would have been puzzled, even perplexed, by
Townsend's and Cooke’s observations. Why should two men, two
professionals in their own right, two explorers of the American Wesl,
observers of frontier life, allude to Cooper with some regularity in
their writings? I find it interesting, even perplexing. that with so
much new landscape al hand, so many new experiences encounlered
every day, that two such men would even think of Cooper, let alone
mention him in print. Was it only that Cooper, by 1834, was one of the
few writers that had writlen of eating buffalo hump thai prompted
John Townsend to remember him when eating hump himself? Or was
it that Cooper, through five Leatherstocking novels, had affected
both Cooke's and Townsend's and possibly others’ whole vision of
the West, of the American frontier? If so, the impeortance of Cooper
as writer cannot be seen in the single passage, the single work, or the
single idea, for his novels had become history in a very real sense; so
that Cooke and Townsend, in part at least, perceived the American
frontier through the literary sensibilities of Fenimore Cooper.

Possibly the only critics to date to capture the essence, the import
of the Leatherstocking novels are D. H. Lawrence and Henry Nash
Smith.” In Cooper Lawrence saw a parable, a portent and a
prophecy of American life. He said: **But probably, one day America
will be as beauliful in actuaiity as it is in Cooper.”'* What he meant
by beautiful, 1 think (even though he went on Lo say the beauty would
not come unijl the factories had fallen down), was the beauty of the
country’s spiril, of whart it once was, a primitive wilderness, of what
it could become: a wilderness of the spiril, a sustenance for the soul
of thinking man, an abundunce of life. About The Pioneers Lawrence

wrote:

Perhups my tagle is childish, bul these scenes in Pigneers seem to me
marvellously beaulilul. The raw village sirect, with woodfires blinking Lthrough
the unglazed window-chinks, on a winwer's night. The inn, with the rough
woodsmen and the drunken Indian John; the church, with the snowy congre-
gation crowding lo 1he fire. Then the lavish abundance of Chrisimas cheer,
and Lurkey-shooting in the snow. Spring comes, [orests all green, maple-sugar
taken from the wees: und clouds of pigeons flying from the south, myriads of
pigeons, shot in heaps; and mghi-fishing on the (ceming, virgin lake; and
deer-hunting.”
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Perhaps Lawrence's taste was childish, bul it is precisely that
tasie which caused men like Siegner, Cooke, and Townsend to see
the West through the eyes of Cooper. [t was the Romanti¢c Vision:
the hope that the America which once was would continue to be. the
primitive impuise to merge with wilderness, 10 be unferlered by
humantly,

The vision was imprinted in the landscape before the men moved
Wesl, So that John K. Townsend did not hear beavers in The Last
of the Mohicans: they weren™t there. It was only the hint of animal
life, of the romantic visior Cooper had ol his country that appeared
on the pages, almost ironically above the (aulty diction, the obiuse
detail. That is why the entire West, indeed the whole of pristine
America, could sound and look as Cooper made 1t sound and look,
because he only hinted-—his mythic, his impossible vision of a country
innocent, of the fight of moral lTorces heing pre-eminent, rose above
the dark detatls.

Imagine the power of synthesis inherent in the abiliiy to creale
an actual West {actual in the minds of early observers, at least) with-
oul having been Lhere, merely by suggesting rather than describing,
Cooper Lurned history back on itself,

About The Pioneers Lawrence went on o say: “Alas, withoul
the cruel iron of reality. 1u is all real enough.”” Perhuaps without
realizing he was gelling closer 10 the real Cooper all the Lime,
Lawrence said that **. . . when one comes (0 America, one [inds that
there is always a cerwin slightly devilish resistance in the American
landscape, and a certain slightly bitter resistance in the white man’s
heart. Hawthorne gives this. But Cooper glosses over it

Cooper of course was no Hawtharne in language or in vision.
But how could John Townsend have traveled west expecling to see
the [orests of Hawthorne even if he could have read of them in (8147
It seems unlikely any traveler would have guone West expecling Lo
see what Goodman Brown saw. So Tawnsend took Cooper's hints
and imagined a West which never really was and which never really
will be. The sound of beavers riggered in his mind nol the actual
descriptions by Cooper, [or there were nene, bot Lhe innocent, Lhe wild,
the essentially moral, paradoxicul nature ol a new land of prormise.

It was this same vision Lawrence saw when he speke of Cooper,
saying' “The Last of the Mohicans is divided between real historical
narrative and true ‘romance.” For myself. 1 prefer the romance. It
has a myth-meantng, whereuas (the narrative is chielly record.”’®

It was the myth-meaning both Townsend and Cooke saw in the
landscape and life of the American West. A myth going beyond
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narrative, beyond description, and ultimately beyond the landscape
iesell.

Relurning to Stegner we see that experience partially, at least,
synthesized by an experl and sensitive writer. The Indians of Stegner’s
bovhood came not from the plains of Saskalchewan, but from the
novels of Cooper. Like Lawrence. Stegner had a “childish’ vision
of the West, cne inflluenced largely by Lhe writings of Cooper. There
was mylh-meaning in Stegner’s perception, idealized though it may
have been, of the Indian and his land—a meaning we are perhaps
beginning to re-live today as we study the Indian (largely of 1he past,
and largely idealized) and his ways.

1a Wolf Willow 1he hisiory, the sltory and the memory form and
fuse to mythic proportions, to a stalement, ultimalely, of power and
of primativism (o the kind of vision early readers saw in the novels of
Cooper, 10 a slatement of what the Jand had been and what it would
become. For what tt is can only be dealt with by past and future.
Perhaps early explorers turned to Cooper's romantic vision of the
West when they discovered, as Stegner later did thas

You don’ escape sky and sun, but wear them in your eveballs and un your back.
You become acutely aware of voursell. The world 15 very lurge. the sky even
larger. and you are very small. Bul also the world i» ital, emply, nearly ab-
stracl, and in it~ Natness you are a challenging upright thing, as sudden as an
exclamalion mark . as enigmalic as a gquestion mark.*

Brigham Young Umversity
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