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CHAPTER I 

FOLKLORE AND CONRAD RICHTER 

Identifiable character types and recurring traditions have existed 

in the cultures of almost every tribe and nation since the beginning of 

civilization. Certain traits of character, manners, customs, and tales 

have followed recognizable and consistent patterns and have been 

perpetuated from one generation to the next. These character traits, 

or types, and traditional manners, customs, and tales have become 

classified within the last century as oral tradition, or folklore. 

Folklore, as an entity within the social structure, becomes a 

highly sophisticated study of sociological, psychological, and historical 

influences in the lives of people. Although folklore is not necessarily 

the product of literary minds or the intelligentsia, since it exists in 

and emanates from almost eveiy level of society, the presence of genius 

is evident in much of folklore. The delineation and utilization of the 

enriching presence of traditions and character types in a culture have 

challenged the best literary minds. In literature, as well as in other 

disciplines, writers have capitalized on the peculiar characteristics 

of the people about whom they have written. These characteristics, 

which add colorful detail and realism to the plots in literary works, 

express and reveal basic elements in a culture, such as the superstitions. 

Jaii Heirold Brunvand, The Study of American Folklore; An Intro-
duction (New York: Norton, 1968), p. 9. 



dialects, customs, songs, tales, and traditional heroes among particular 

groups. 

Since literature attempts to portray accurately both in fiction 

and in nonfiction the psychological and philosophical relationships 

of people within a culture, authors have felt compelled to study care-

fully the peculiar characteristics of a society in order to provide a 

realistic picture of that society. Novelists, poets, dramatists, and 

short story writers have relied on oral traditions to provide much of 

the reaJ-ism. In stating the case for the importance of folklore as an 

essential ingredient in literary works, John T. Flanagan writes that 

folklore "in the plays of Shakespeare and in the Wessex novels of 

Thomas Hardy has long been recognized."^ Many European writers have 

recognized the value of a knowledge of folklore. Brunvand asserts 

that the importance of research for an adequate knowledge of folklore 

"has been a respected specialty in Europe for generations.""^ In the 

United States folklore is present in the works of Cotton Mather, 

Benjamin Franklin, H. H. Brackenridge, Jaines Fenimore Cooper, Washington 

Irving, Herman Melville, Walt Whitman, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Mark 

Twain—to name only a few. All of these authors, says Flanagein, "used 

folklore in ELII its many ramifications to enrich the social patterns, 

the characterization, the symbolism and suggestiveness of their fiction." 

^ "Folklore in the Novels of Conrad Richter," Midwest Folklore^2 
(1952), 5. 

^ The Study of American Folklore, pp. 1-2. 

^ "Folklore in the Novels of Conrad Richter," p. 5. 



A twentieth-century author who researched carefully and exhaustively 

the folk traditions of the people about whom he wrote was Conrad Michael 

Richter, a native of Pennsylvania. Born in I89O, he grew up among coal-

mining people and Pennsylvania Dutch farmers. He was married to Harvena 

Achenbach in 1915, became a businessman and farmer, and then moved to 

Albuquerque, New Mexico, for his wife's health in 1928. Many of his 

novels, including some of those set in the East, were written while he 

lived in New Mexico from I928 until 1950, at which time he moved back 

to his home town of Pine Grove, Pennsylvania. All of his novels, some 

more than others, portray the pioneering spirit in America, and it is 

within the aura of this spirit that a rich body of colorful oral tradition 

arose in America prior to the Civil War. Richter skillfully and compe-

tently integrated the folklore of early Americana into the plots of his 

sixteen novels and into the stories of his two volumes of short fiction, 

plus his many short stories published individually in periodicals. 

Before moving to New Mexico, Richter published, in I92U, a volume of 

short stories entitled Brothers of No Kin, which contains a few instances 

of dialect and the theme of initiation and maturation. The twelve 

stories in this volume consist largely of sociological studies of working-

class people in the East. His first novel, he Sea of Grass (1937), 

initiated a series of stories depicting common people who rose to the 

task of settling a new land. From 1937 until his death in I968, Richter 

published sixteen novels, which give to America a realistic view of the 

pioneers and their distinctive traditions and customs, In these stories 

Rlchter carefully wove folkloristic motifs and character types and made 

them integral elements in the stories. The stories are rich in the use 



of character types, folk beliefs and superstitions, dialect, medical 

cxires, proverbs, weather predictions, songs, riddles, legends, and 

such themes as the search for true parents, lost and captured children, 

and the rites of passage. Richter was acquainted with the history of 

these themes and types, and he was thorough in his research of the lives 

of the people on the frontier who became the protagonists in his novels. 

In order to understand and appreciate Richter's employment of 

folklore, it is necessary to understand the definition of the terms 

folklore and oral tradition. The word folklore was coined in l8k6 by 

William Thoms,'' but total agreement on an exact definition has never 

been reached; one can define it only in broad terms and rely heavily 

upon characteristics and examples. In simple, general terms, folklore 

may be defined as the verbal and nonverbal elements and expressions of 

a society which has established certain traditions peculiar to it. 

These elements and expressions are circulated and perpetuated oraJ.ly 

from person to person and from ̂ eneration to generation—thus, oral 

tradition. As these peculiar elements are ingrained in and associated 

with a particular group, they become ongoing traditions, believed in 

and adhered to by succeeding generations. The society can be of any 

economic or educational level and may consist of any grouping. Alan 

Dundes writes that "the term 'folk' can refer to any group of people 

whatsoever who share at least one common factor. It does not matter 

what the linking factor is—it could be a common occupation, language. 

5 Alan Dundes, "What Is Folklore?" in The Study of Folklore, ed. 
Alan Dundes (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1965), p. 1. 



or religion—but what is important is that a group formed for whatever 

reason will have some traditions which it calls its own."^ 

The traditions which circulate and become a part of a society may 

develop variations from the original, but so long as a distinctive 

societal entity exists, seldom will the traditions become extinct. 

How they originate is generally impossible to determine, but once they 

exist, they remain in the culture. In order to be classified as true 

folklore, the traditions must originate anonymously and be perpetuated 

orally; they must be ongoing traditions; they must exist in various 

versions; and they must become formalized.' Numerous elements in the 

culture of a people may become classified as folklore, which includes, 

according to Dundes, 

myths, legends, folktales, jokes, proverbs, riddles, chants, 
charms, blessings, curses, oaths, insults, retorts, taunts, 
teases, toasts, tongue-twisters, and greeting and leave-
taking formulas (e.g., See you later, alligator). It also 
includes folk costume, folk dance, folk drama (and mime), 
folk art, folk belief (or superstition), folk medicine, 
folk instrumental music (e.g., fiddle tunes), folksongs 
(e.g., lullabies, ballads), folk speech (e.g., slang), 
folk similes (e.g., as blind as a bat), folk metaphors 
(e.g., to paint the town red), and names (e.g., nicknames 
and place names). Folk poetry ranges from oral epics to 
autograph-book verse, epitaphs, latrinalia (writings on 
the walls of public bathrooms), limericks, ball-bouncing 
rhymes, jump-rope rhymes, finger and toe rhymes, dandling 
rhymes (to bounce children on the knee), counting-out 
rhymes (to determine who will be "it" in games), and 
nursery rhymes. The list bf folklore forms also contains 
games; gestures; symbols; prayers (e.g., graces); practical 
jokes; folk etymologies; food recipes; quilt and embroidery 

6 "What Is Folklore?" p. 2. 

' Brunvand, p. h. 



designs; house, barn, and fence types; street vendor's cries; 
and even the traditional conventional sounds used to summon 
animals or to give them commands.^ 

Although folklore includes numerous elements and flourishes at 

every level of society, traditions, especially those involvlng adiilts, 

tend to be perpetuated more often by primitive societies than by highly 

literate, sophisticated, affluent people. In "Psychoanalysis and Folk-

lore," Ernest Jones writes that 

in folklore we have to do with the simple wishes and fears 
of the people and very little with elaborate philosophical, 
spiritual, or artistic preoccupations. We find the people 
concerned with such matters as the preservation of health, 
and warding off of danger and death, the hopes of fortune, 
and the desire for happy marriage and the blessing of 
children.9 

Quite obviously folklore exists on the level of the everyday lives of 

people and deals with everyday situations. Since these are not the 

history-making episodes in the life of a natioh, these matters do not 

appear in history books. Louis C. Jones, Director of the New York State 

Historical Association, writes that 

folklore is the part of history which is unwritten, because 
it lives on the people's tongues and in their everyday ways, 
until somebody takes the trouble to preserve it. It is as 
important to know the songs men sang and the recipes women 
baked by, the yarns they spun and the customs they observed, 
as it is to know how they voted. But these are such simple, 
homely, everyday things that the historian neglects them— 
and it is eft for the folklorist to fill in the gap. And 
so, when you are collecting the folklore in your family and 

^ "What Is Folkloreî" p. 2. 

9 "Psychoanalysis and Folklore," in The Study of Folklore, ed. 
Alan Dundes (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1965), p. 97. 



community, you are recording the cultural history of your 
people.-̂ ^ 

It is these minor, everyday events in the lives of people which becom'e 

the stuff of fiction. In literature, the folklore elements become an 

integral ingredient adding color, depth, and meaning to a plot, whether ^ 

in drama, prose, or poetry. 

Folklore occurs frequently in much of literature as authors draw 

upon the rich resources of the culture about which they write. As the 

oral tradition becomes fixed in the written work, it helps to keep that 

work alive; and, rather than destroying its validity as folklore, it 

diffuses it 

among those to whom it is not native or fundamental. . . . 
In this process of creative remembrance, which is tantamount 
to the genius of a people, the great collections of folk 
literature are the product of the collaboration of countless 
folk songs, folk sayers, collectors, scholars, religious 
teachers, and professional artists and interpreters of the 
arts with the inarticulate folk—Sandburg's "laboring many." 

Richter effectively achieved and produced this "creative remembrance." 

He avidly studied the cultural traditions of the people about whom he 

wrote. His stories portray realistically the struggles and triumphs of 

frontier America, both in the East and in the Southwest. In his novels 

one not only experiences the adventures of the settling of new frontiers, 

but one becomes involved in the many facets of the personal lives and 

cultural practices which make up the total picture, skillfully drawn and 

"Collecting Folklore" (Cooperstown, N. Y,, n.d.), p, 1. 
[Mimeographed] 

B. A. Botkin, as quoted from Standard Dictionary of Folklore, 
Mythology, and Legend, ed. Maria Leach (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 19^9), 
pp. 398-99. 
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accurately presented by Richter. He drew upon personal acquaintance and 

upon numerous resources in order to make the picture complete, from 

archetype to dialect. 

In the following study of Richter's use of folklore in his novels, 

I will delineate his interest in and use of three character types, the 

Yankee, the woodsy or frontiersman, and the Earth-Mother. The Yankee 

and the woodsy appear frequently enough in several of the novels to 

prove that Richter was well acquainted with their characteristics; 

however, the Earth-Mother type seems to have been of special interest 

to him. The strong, domineering, fearless woman acts as a controlling 

force in twelve of his sixteen novels. Following the discussion of the 

three character types, I will deal in succeeding chapters with the 

themes of initiation and maturation, the search for true parents, and 

lost and captured children. Then a listing and contextual discussion 

regarding Richter's use of and allusions to folktales, myths, and 

legends; his portrayal of beliefs and supersititions among frontier 

people; and his description of their customs will follow. Then a dis-

cussion of their medical cures; folksongs, ballads, and rhymes; dialect; 

and folk proverbs will conclude the study, 

Richter's diligence in researching the cultural history of the 

people about whom he wrote lends authenticity to his novels. While 

living in New Mexico, he became 

fascinated by the rugged landscape and, more important to 
his writing, by the lore and legendry of the Southwest. 
Over the years he meticulously culled newspapers and other 
printed sources bearing on the region's history, and he 
interviewed scores of oldtimers whose tales and firsthand 



information on the settling of the Southwest provided 
valuable background material for several of his fictions. 

For his novels of the East, Richter names in the Acknowledgments in 

The Trees a long list of sources from which he gained his knowledge 

of the oral tradition of the pioneers of Pennsylvania and Ohio. This 

study is, then, a cataloging of Richter's folklore types, themes, and 

motifs in his novels and a tribute to his authoritative and realistic 

portrayal of a segment of American history. 

^2 William T. Pilkington, Introd., Tacey Cromwell. by Conrad 
Richter (19U2; rpt, Albuquerque: Univ. of New Mexico Press, 197^), 
p. vi. 



CHAPTER II 

THE YANKEE AND THE WOODSY 

In American folklore many mythical character types emerged as 

representatives of particular regions and particular groups of people. 

From the colonial days came the steeple-hatted Puritans; from the 

frontier came the woodsies, such as Dajiiel Boone and Natty Bumppo; 

from the Northeast came the Yankees; from the West came the cowboys, 

men like Wild Bill Hickok and Buffalo Bill; and also from the West 

came the gamblers and the outlaws, such as John Oakhurst, Billy the 

Kid, and Jesse James. As the idea of these types and their identifying 

characteristics became firmly entrenched in the minds of the people, 

and as authors began using these character types in stories, the types 

themselves became identifiable folk heroes in America. 

The Yankees' identity began to materialize at the time of westward 

expansion during the late eighteenth century. They were the people 

from Massachusetts, Connecticut, Vermont, New Hampshire, Maine, and 

Rhode Island who, for several generations, had been content in the 

security and provincialism of their established homes and reputation. 

Before the Revolutionary War few had ventured away from home; however, 

as the East became heavily populated, many people began migrating west-

ward, following in the footsteps of frontier civilization. The woodsy, 

in contrast to the Yankee, was a wanderer, always staying ahead of 

10 



11 

frontier civilization and relying on his instinct and his gun for survival 

Wherever they went, both the Yankee and the woodsy retained their desig-

nation and their reputation as outsiders and nonconformists. In this 

chapter the identifying characteristics of these two types and Conrad 

Richter's use of these types in his novels will be delineated. 

The Yankee as a folk type was originally a backwoodsman, a rural 

rustic, and a cracker-barrel philosopher. Rising as a type in the late 

eighteenth century, he was a comic figure who was content to let the 

world pass while he farmed his few acres and matched wits with others like 

himself at the local general store during his spare time, of which there 

was plenty. Jack Downing in Seba Smith's The Life and Writings of Major 

Jack Downing (l833) and Uncle Zekle in James Russell Lowell's The Biglow 

Papers (l8î 8, I867) are representative Yankee rustics and cracker-barrel 

philosophers. Later the Yankee became a trickster and a pack peddler 

who perpetrated schemes and hoaxes, as Sam Slick does in Thomas Chandler 

Halibiirton's The Clockmaker (Three series, I836, I838, 18^+0). Harvey 

Birch, a spy in Cooper's novel The Spy (I821), employs his skills as a 

Yankee peddler for the purposes of espionage in the Revolutionary War, 

From the identity as a trickster and peddler, the Yankee developed 

into a villain who disturbed and upset ciiltural mores outside his own 

circles. He often caused serious strife and ill feelings in his efforts 

to assert his self-proclaimed rights, as Ichabod Crane, in Washington 

Irving's "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow," does when he boldly courts 

Katrina van Tassel, the Dutch girl who Brom Bones believes belongs 

only to himself. Finally, toward the end of the nineteenth century. 
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the Yankee represented American ingenuity, inventiveness, and industrial 

capacity, a fact evidenced in Mark Twain's A Connecticut Yankee in King 

Arthur's Court (I889). 

Whatever his particular character trait, the Yankee was generally 

disliked outside his own social environment. He was especially abhorred 

in upstate New York, where his migration into the Dutch settlements 

amounted to border warfare. Lured by land companies to move west, the 

Yankee began to move out.in large numbers and upset not only the economic 

status quo, but also the social customs. He disregarded the social class 

system and became a social leveler. Warren Walker explains that the 

Yankee "demanded equal status with the landlord; he did not know his 

place; he showed no respect for his betters; he was a social leveler— 

these were among the things that the gentry said of him." 

The Yankee did not generally confom to and become a part of the 

establishment; rather he tended to prey upon it. By trickery and smooth 

talk he took its money. Many Yankees became peddlers, selling household 

utensils, clocks, grain, or anything else a rural household might need. 

Each Yankee had his special wares, and each had a gift of speech which 

opened doors ajid purses. Constance Rourke writes that even though "the 

inhabitants had barred their doors and double-locked their money-tills" 

when they saw him coming, the peddler "somehow made his way into their 

houses, and silver leapt into his pockets." The Yankee as a nonconformist 

-'• "Yankees and Yorkers," in James Fenimore Cooper: An Introduction 
and Interpretation (New York: Barnes & Noble, I962), p. 107. 

"Corn Cobs Twist Your Hair," in American Humor: A Study of the 
National Character (New York: Harcourt, 1931), p. 3. 



13 

was, as Walker describes him, a man whose "roles were legion, his plastic 

personality responding to the diverse demands of time, place, and cir-

c\2mstances, He appeared to different people in different guises, and 

sometimes in various forms to the same observer."^ 

The Yankee folk type enjoyed its greatest popularity from about 

1775 to 1839, says Jennette Tandy,^ and it is during this time that most 

of Richter's story of the settling of the Ohio frontier takes place in 

his Ohio trilogy, The Trees, The Fields, and The Town, in which most of 

his Yankee and woodsy types exist. Richter depicted the Yankee character-

istics of the villain, the shrewd manipulator, the trickster, the schemer, 

and the mechanical genius. The characteristics exist in mild forms; the 

villain is not really infamous; the trickster is not evil; and the 

mechanical genius does not become noted for his inventions. 

The lone Yankee villain in Richter's novels is a schoolteacher. 

Like Ichabod Crane, he is an overzealous, conscientious scholar eager 

to instill the love of learning into reluctant students. In The Town 

the teacher is a Yankee from Yale College. He teaches in the frontier 

village of Americus, Ohio, in a school conceived of and promoted by 

Portius Wheeler, himself a Yankee from the Bay State, Massachusetts. 

Portius is now a prominent citizen married to Sayward Luckett, whose 

father had been the first settler many years earlier when Sayward was 

a young girl, Now, as the village becomes a prosperous town, it is 

3 "Yankees and Yorkers," p. 10l|. 

^ Crackerbox Philosophers in American Humor and Satire (New York: 
Columbia Univ. Press, 1925), p. 1. 
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enjoying the added benefit of barge transportation as the result of a 

canal dug through the town. The canal connects the Great Lakes, or 

English Lakes, as Richter called them in the novels, with the Ohio 

River. The day of the dedication of the canal is a holiday for all 

except the school children, who are warned by the Yankee schoolteacher 

that they must return to school after lunch rather than go to the canal 

dedication. As the boys leave school on their way home for noon, they 

"yelled rebelliously an old round the boatmen used to jeer at the 

Yankee tavern keeper of the Seven Stars. 'He puts pine tops in his 

whiskey! / And then he calls it gin!' Some of the boys went down to 

the river instead of going back to school, and Chancey [Wheeler] tagged 

along."'* As a Yajikee the teacher is viewed as a villain and an outsider 

who enjoys minimal authority over his charges in school and little popu-

larity among the adults in Americus. 

Two characters in Richter's novels are described as being shrewd 

Yankees; they are Dezia, the eighth child of Portius and Sayward Wheeler. 

and Mr. Percy Yates, a local businessman. When Dezia is born, Sayward 

feels that she has had enough children. She recovers her strength more 

slowly than usual after the birth of Dezia, a strange circumstance 

because "the other babies had been nothing to carry and bring forth, 

but this strong young one with the old face and master ways had taken 

something from her. She was a Yankee through and through, and you could 

^ Conrad Richter, The Town (1950; rpt, New York: Bantam, 1975), 
p. 112. All fiirther references to this vork appear in the text as 
Town, followed by a page number. 
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always trust a Yankee to get the best of a deal." Observing Dezia one 

day, Sayward thinks that she reminds her of "Portius's mother sitting 

starched and polite in her fine Bay State home" (Fields. p, 138), an 

obvious reference to the Yankee quality in the child. Dezia's reputation 

as a Yankee is realized unhappily by Sayward's youngest child, Chancey, 

who experiences no sympathy from Dezia. Believing he has a weak heart, 

he despises waJ.king for any distance and wants always to be carried. 

He receives frequent sympathy and piggyback rides from his other older 

sisters, "but not [from] Dezia. She wouldn't tease him or jeer, gind 

neither would she do anything for him she wasn't supposed to. She was 

a little old Yankee. She'd preach at you how good you had to be, but 

she never had any mercy. If you owed her anything, you had to pay on 

the dot" (Town, pp. 92-93). 

In Dezia's desire to keep strict paidup accounts, she represents 

the financially shrewd Yankee peddler or businessman who requires 

immediate payment for services rendered or goods delivered. Often the 

prices demanded by the Yankee exceed the value of the services or goods. 

Richter describes one of the local businessmen in Americus, Mr. Percy 

Yates, as a Yankee who "had bought all the anvils in Ohio and made a 

fortune, running up •che price and letting his wife buy the handsomest 

bonnets Mrs. Doan could trim" (Town, p. l8i+). Richter understood well 

the Yankee reputation on the frontier and possibly knew the story of 

the Yankee peddler who sold worthless clocks and giant oats which turned 

^ Conrad Richter, The Fields (19^6; rpt. New York: Bantam, 1975), 
p. 139« All further references to this work appear in the text as 
Fields, followed by a page number. 
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7 
out to be shoe pegs. 

The third trait, that of the Yankee trickster, surfaces in the 

characters of Sulie and Guerdon Wheeler and their father Portius Wheeler. 

Sulie, the fourth child, is an unusually intelligent girl with an active 

imagination and the ability to match her three older brothers in games 

and in teasing. One day she runs through some hot ashes which she has 

swept from under the soap kettle to prove she "wa'n't afeared" (Fields, 

p. k2). Suddenly, her long dress ignites, and she is rapidly engulfed 

in flames. She dies from the burns. Sayward knows she should have 

dowsed the flames when she was through boiling the soap because "she 

might have reckoned that Sulie would be up to one of her Yankee tricks" 

(Fields, p, kk). In this case Sulie's trick turns out to be a tragic 

trick on herself. By contrast, her brother Guerdon manages to turn his 

Yankee tricks on someone else. On one occasion he tricks his brother 

Resolve, who has invited two girls, Leah and Fay, to accompany him to 

a celebration of the launching of the first keel boat in Americus. 

Guerdon dresses up in his mother's clothing, enters the room where 

Resolve and the girls are preparing to leave, and gives motherly 

kisses to both of the girls. Then he kisses Fay, Resolve's girl friend, 

"smack on the mouth" (Fields, p. l88). Fay recognizes him, and Resolve 

is ready to fight him when Sayward steps in and separates them. To 

herself she says of Guerdon's derring-do, "Now wasn't that a Yankee 

trick" (Fields, p. 137). 

"̂  James Robert Gilmore, "The Yankee of It," in Native American 
Humor, ed. James R. Aswell (Garden City, N. Y,: Garden City Publishing, 
19^+9). PP. 259-61. 
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Much of the success of Yankee trickery lay in the Yankee's abillty 

to speak smoothly and convincingly, Sayward frequently refers to her 

son Guerdon as "a Luckett with a Yankee gimber Jaw" (Fields, p, 137). 

In this description of Guerdon, Richter is alluding to the smooth, 

subtle Yankee style of speaking. Constance Rourke explains that the 

Yankee was known for his wit, his ingenuity, his masquerade; his speech 

"with its slow-running rhythms and high pitch—as if an inner vpice were 

speaking below the audible one—was well adapted to the monologue. Its 

sôund was subtly varied; the cautious drawl served to feel a way among 

o 

listeners." Guerdon Wheeler conforms accurately to this description. 

Guerdon inherits his Yankee traits from his father, Portius, who 

is from Massachusetts. Portius maintains a sense of aloofness on the 

frontier. He conforms in part to it, but it is clear that he is at 

heart a Yankee. He may be what William Taylor calls a "transcendent 

Yankee" who stays above and apart from the world, who lives alone, who 

was the ideal, romanticized, independent Yankee in whom America wanted 

to believe.9 Portius' life as a solitary dweller in his isolated cabin 

is not described in enough detail for one to impose upon him without 

some reservation the title of a "transcendent Yankee" before his 

marriage to Sayward thrust him into the mainstream of frontier community 

life, but after his marriage his Yankee characteristics of strategy and 

trickery to achieve personal gain are evident on several occasions. 

In a domestic situation Portius uses a mild but clever bit of 

Q "Corn Cobs Twist Your Hair," p, 20. 

9 Cavalier and Yankee (New York: Braziller, I96I), pp. 107-09-
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strategy in persuading Sayward to oversee the construction of their new 

brick house while he is gone on business. When she tries to refuse by 

saying there are others who can do the Job as well, Portius says he can 

depend on no one as well as he can on her. Then he gives her "such a 

good sociable smile it minded her of the night they were married. She 

couldn't refuse him then. Nor could she now, though by today she knew 

him backwards and forwards, his fine ways, his good points, and his 

Yankee tricks" (Town, p. 131). In another instance, Portius' cleverness 

and sharp dealings with a man who tries to trick him further illustrate 

his Yankee trickster quality, Disappointed at having lost an appointment 

by the governor of Ohio to be the "president judge" in his county, 

Portius resorts to whiskey to overcome the disappointment and comes home 

drunk after having somehow lost his horse and saddle in the ordeal. Zephc 

Brown, the "skinflint farmer and tax collector" (Town, p. 23), has won 

the appointment and is now delivering a previously ordered load of hay 

to the Wheelers as Portius arrives at home, Portius follows Zephon and 

the load of hay to the scales, Thinking that Portius is too drunk to 

know what is happening, Zephon stays on the load of hay while it is 

being weighed. At the Ferry House they settle the account, and, to 

Zephon's surprise, Portius claims that he owns the hay and Zephon Brown. 

Portius quotes the law to him and, under threat of taking him to court, 

recovers most of his money for the load of hay as the embarrassed and 

outwitted Brown throws down a sum of money onto the bar and rushes out. 

It is a satisfying victory for Portius because he turns the trick back 

onto someone else. In celebration, he buys drinks for the delighted cus-

tcmers who have witnessed the occasion. 
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Portius continues his reputation in Americus as a knowledgeable 

and competent lawyer, Rarely does anyone outwit him. After his death, 

Sayward recalls the stories Portius told and the stories told about him. 

Among the stories about him was "the one about the tattered Bible 

Portius had for years in his court, Thousands of witnesses and several 

judges had been sworn on it. Then one day somebody opened it and found 

it was a copy of Arabian Nights" (Town, p, 262). It is his final trick. 

Portius' sister Cornelia and his son Guerdon represent a variation 

of the trickster, that of the schemer or sharper. Cornelia comes to 

visit her brother and his family and immediately begins the task of 

improving the manners and speech habits of her nieces and nephews. 

Sayward senses that Cornelia looks down on her, but she hopes that 

Cornelia will not look down on her children, "for they had Wheeler 

blood a flowing in their veins the same as their Aunt Cornelia" (Town, 

p. 150). Sayward's worries are unnecessary, for Cornelia recognizes 

Wheeler traits in each child. Sayward watches as Cornelia "turned her 

sharp Yankee eyes on every young Wheeler that came around, reminded them 

who they were and started to make them over right away" (Town, p. I50). 

The other schemer is her nephew Guerdon, Portius' and Sayward's second 

son, who detests the demanding labor of farming. Sayward characterizes 

him as having a "Yankee gimber jaw, always scheming to get out of work 

like his Grandpappy Luckett" (Town, p. 3). 

As a schemer Guerdon puts into practice the final trait of the 

Yankee, that of the ingenious American who seeks ways of lessening the 

burden of labor. In The Fields Guerdon and his brother Kinzie receive 

orders from their mother to grind corn for cornmeeú.. Guerdon prefers 
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to go fishing rather than to spend a whole day turning the millstones, , 

or the sweat mill, as they call it; and his suggestion to his mother 

that he be allowed to take the corn to the local miller to have it ground 

is met with disapproval. Sayward claims she can not afford the price, 

a tenth of the corn, which the miller keeps as his payment. Guerdon re-

luctantly begins the task of grinding the corn, a task which has been 

made easier by Will Beagle, a local carpenter and inventor, himself a 

representative of Yankee ingenuity and inventiveness, who "had fixed a 

pole on the mill. The bottom of the pole caught in a hole in the runner 

stone, and the top went through a clapboard pegged to the joist. Two 

could turn at the same time" (Fields, p. 9̂ )» Guerdon soon tires of 

even this much mechanical assistance and decides to defy his mother's 

orders, since she is at a neighbor's house and will never know, by taJting 

the rest of the corn to the water mill to let the river do the work. He 

and Kinzie load the large sack of corn on a two-year-old heifer and, 

after a great deal of coaxing and swearing and of feeding the heifer 

some of the corn, they finally arrive at the grist mill where they have 

to wait their txirn, a factor they had not taken into account. At the 

mill Guerdon is fascinated with the millstones and the water wheel, and 

with how fine the grain is ground without any human labor involved in 

turning the millstones. They arrive home after dark, receive a whipping 

from their mother, but are satisfied with the exploit because they have 

utilized animal and machine power to do their work. Yankee ingenuity 

has triumphed over old-fashioned methods, although in this case the time 

and evergy expended have exceeded that of the old system, 

A second mythical character type is the woodsy, or frontiersman. 
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who was a cultural hybrid, neither tame nor wild, Although he was will-

ing to settle not far from civilization, he was eager to move on when he 

could see smoke rising from a distant chimney or when he could hear the 

chopping of wood. Both activities signified to him the approach of set-

tlers. The woodsy was rugged, strong, wise in the ways of the woods, 

highly intuitive in his Judgment, and an expert marksman with his rifle. 

He developed a keen sense of matching wits with the wild animals, supply-

ing his nutritional necessities by fishing, trapping, and hunting. He als 

became adept in escaping from or living with Indians, depending upon the 

circumstances. Education, orthodox religion, farming, and established 

communities were elonents to be shunned. Daniel Boone and Davy Crockett 

in history, and Natty Bumppo in literature are well-known frontiersmen. 

Less well known, but fully developed as woodsies, are Worth Luckett, 

his son, Wyitt, and his grandson Guerdon, in Richter's Ohio trilogy. In 

a strange turn of events, it happens that after battling the woods for 

many years, Sayward Wheeler must admit to a trace of woodsy in herself. 

Worth Luckett leaves Pennsylvania when his instinct and his knowledge 

of signs inform him that a famine is approaching, He moves west to the 

wooded frontier of southeastern Ohio, taking with him his wife and his 

five children. His paternal instincts force him to clear a plot of 

ground on which to build a cabin, but as he chops down trees, his ears 

are always open for the sounds of game. He is eager "to finish this 

stint of a cabin and get at the more important chore of game.""̂  

^^ Conrad Richter, The Trees (19^0; rpt. New York: Bantam, 1975), 
p, 13. All further references to this work appear in the text as Trees, 
followed by a page nimiber. 
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He works hard, but his concentration and his ability to stay with the 

Job of building a family cabin, symbol of permanence, are lacking. 

Every sound or evidence of a fox or a bear causes a 

sharp look to come to his eyes. He couldn't wait now till he 
got this out of his system, The axe handle slipped from his 
hand and the powder horn over his head, and likely they 
wouldn't see him again till the shadows were so mighty thick 
you couldn't tell if that thing coming through the big butts 
was a white man or an Indian. Most always he had on his back 
a skin or two wrapped around the choicest parts of the 
carcass. (Trees, p. 13) 

Worth's wife, Jary, cannot tolerate the woods and dies shortly after 

their arrival in Ohio. The oldest daughter, Sayward, only fifteen years 

old, assumes the responsibility of caring for the family. The morning 

after the burial of Jary, Worth takes his rifle down and asks Sayward 

whether she will be "all right here for a spell." She assures him that 

she "kain't see why not. We always have been." She "knew well enough he 

was running off. God Almighty had made a man free that way, When things 

got out of kilter at home, he could take his gun and go to the woods" 

(Trees, p. kO). 

Sayward knows the mind of a woodsy. Thinking specifically of her 

father, she wisely surmises that a 

man's mind had stranger and darker ways than a beast in the 
woods. You could poultice a body wound or a snakebite and 
it would draw poison out. But try and do that to a woodsy's 
mind and you only drove it in, No, you had to bide your time 
and go about your business. When it ripened like a felon, 
it would come out of its ownself, if it was to come. (Trees, 
p. 63) 

Sayward wisely bides her time and does not complain, although she knows 

that eventually Worth will leave, never to return as a provider and head 
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of his household, Worth does leave, but before he goes he expresses his 

hope to Sayward that she will marry a man who will be responsible for 

taking care of her and the other four children, Sayward, of course, knows 

that he is shirking his own responsibility, that if she marries he can 

leave "and forget to come and they would be all right. Never would they 

starve or go naked, for their married sister would take them in. He 

would be free as a hind to wander. He could see those far places they 

told about where the deer had strange black tails" (Trees, pp. 50-51). 

Worth leaves, and, true to his woodsy nature, Journeys westward never 

to return to his family as a domestic parent. He does return, many years 

later, to spend his last days with his children and to be buried properly 

by them, 

Worth's only son, Wyitt, too young to accompany his father at the 

time his father deserts the family, later becomes a woodsy. As a boy 

at home under Sayward's care, he reluctantly does his share of work on 

the small plots of ground from which Sayward has cleared the big trees 

and undergrowth; but "most every day Wyitt told himself he'd never make 

a farmer. He plumb hated the looks of a reap hook or flax swingle. 

You could tell he hadn't been born between two plow handles, for never 

did his hands get the hang of cradling. . . . No, he took after his 

pappy" (Fields, p. k6). 

As a young woodsy he dislikes the cleanliness and order demanded 

by his oldest sister. The situation comes to a head when she orders 

him to grease his head with lard to get rid of "varmints." Rather than 

submit to this indignity, Wyitt builds himself "a half-faced cabin like 

hunters put up in the woods, . , , Now he could sit at home and scratch 
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his head all he pleased, and no one aroirnd to hinder" (Trees, p, lk6). 

Lying out in his half-faced cabin in the evenings makes him increaslngly 

eager to take to the woods. With the 

beech log snug behind him and the light from his own fire 
shining in warm and red in front, he could feel the woods 
like he never could shut up in the dark cubbyhole of the loft. 
Even at night something in him knew the woods and the woods 
knew him. Away out yonder where the forest was deep and 
wild, where it hadn't a path a white man had made, he could 
hear it calling him. 

"Come awayl" it sounded like. "Come on awayl" 
(Trees, pp. ll+6-i+7) 

Several years later, with earnings from working for neighbors, he 

buys a new rifle and takes part in the "big hunt" organized by the 

settlers to rid the area of panthers, wolves, and deer. After the hunt 

farming is even more distasteful to him than before: 

How could he go back to plowing and milking and breaking his 
back over stumps after this? Never could he do it. . . . 
He could feel right now the wilderness calling, the deep 
woods out yonder, the prairies and the mountains to the 
Westward. They ran in his blood and scented his nose till 
he didn't know any more if he was in the body or somewheres 
out of the land of the living. (Fields, pp. 53-5^) 

Wyitt leaves not too long afterward, and his whereabouts are uncertain 

throughout the remaining events of the Ohio trilogy. Infrequent rumors 

place him in the Great Lakes region, but so far as Sayward is concerned, 

her brother is a woodsy and he will never return. 

The woodsy trait is continued in Sayward's son Guerdon, who prefers 

hunting to farming, Just as Wyitt had. His mind is preoccupied with 

g^ns and game. When he suffers a rattlesnake bite on his finger while 

he is out in the woods too far away to get immediate help, he chops off 

the finger with a corn cutter, a remedy revealing the self-sufficiency 
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of the frontiersman who is far removed from civilized medical facilities 

To Guerdon, however, the most important aspect of this incident is that 

the amputated finger is not his trigger finger. He can still hunt, 

Finally, the woodsy trait emerges in Sayward. For many years she 

cuts down the trees to clear the land for crops. The trees are her 

enemy, and she feels warlike antagonism in her efforts to defeat them. 

Late in life, living in her brick mansion in town less than a mile from 

her log cabin and her fields of long ago, she begins to miss the trees 

among which she had lived for many years. She plants three trees in the 

large vacant area to one side of her house. In her last years, living 

alone in the mansion, she is considered slightly senile for going out 

to pet the trees. She even talks to them: 

They needn't worry, she told them. She'd look after them. 
Nobody with an axe or saw would come in to fetch them low. 
She had done enough of that her own self in her time. Oh, 
she hadn't dare be sorry for what chopping she'd done. It 
had to be, she reckoned. No, it was something else of late 
made her feel that way toward trees, although she couldn't 
say what it was. (Town, p. 275) 

What it was is obvious. Richter subtly and sensitively suggests 

that Sayward, the staunch, indomitable pioneer woman who settled a 

frontier area, is more of a woodsy than she herself wants to admit. 

She approaches an admission as she leaves orders in her will that the 

three trees are not to be cut down tO allow construction of another 

house, and again as she requests that her bed, during her last days, 

be moved to the window where she can see the trees; "all she lived for 

was the sight and sound of those green leaves moving outside her 

window" (Town, p. 285). 
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In his portrayal of the Yankee and the woodsy, Conrad Richter care-

fully and skillfully integrated the characteristics of their types into 

the characters and the events of the stories. Although these types 

occur only in the Ohio trilogy, they appear with enough frequency and 

emphasis to convince the reader of Richter's authoritative knowledge of 

their origins in real life. 



CHAPTER III 

V THE EARTH-MOTHER 

Overshadowing all other types and motifs in Richter's novels is the 

Earth-Mother figure. She plays the leading role in the majority of his 

novels. In his choice of the Earth-Mother archetype as the dominant 

figure and the most frequently used character type, Conrad Richter may 

have been influenced by personal experience. Strong maternal influences 

were present in his home as he was growing up. He was also sensitive to 

the needs of women, especially to those of his wife; in 1928, he and his 

wife moved from Pennsylvania to New Mexico for her health. Furthermore, 

Richter knew the potential strengths of women; he knew their ability to 

endure in times of difficulty. Living in the mountainous country of 

eastern Pennsylvania, he became acquainted with the matriarchal control 

of large families in the small mountain communities. In New Mexico, he 

observed the hardships which women endured on the sprawling ranches and 

frontier towns. Early in his writings, he began to praise the indomitable 

and prominent roles which women assume in society. In his volume of short 

stories entitled Early Americana and Other Stories (1936), five of the 

nine stories feature female protagonists of the Earth-Mother type. In 

eleven of his sixteen novels, women play the leading roles. 

As a realist writing in the early and middle twentieth century, 

Richter depicted the settling of America's frontier territories both in 

the Middle West and in the Southwest between the Revolutionary War and 

27 
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the Civil War. Within this framework of subject and time, Richter wrote 

of the women who were the stabilizing, heroic forces in the frontier 

territories. In Conrad Richter's America, Marvin J. LaHood writes, 

Richter, whether consciously or not, . . . switched to the 
mother-symbol who could bring to bear on the problems of 
living, not Just rational knowledge, but intuition. To 
be sure, some of Richter's heroines are not much more com-
plex than the Colonel [Brewton, in The Sea of Grass], but 
his best, Sayward Wheeler, has an intuitive understanding 
of life around her that no Richter hero could ever equal.l 

Richter's high regard for women is revealed in a beautiful tribute 

that appears in A Simple Honorable Man, in which the Rev. Harry Donner 

extols the virtues of womanhood. Through him, Richter declares, 

Of all God's creation . , . his finest work had been woman. 
She was, when you reflected on her, a most divine and mar-
velous invention, one that could feel tenderness for the 
weak, pity for the suffering, could delight man, make his 
bQd and supper, not to mention her astounding gift to con-
ceive and perpetuate her kind. Man couldn't begin to match 
her, but then God had made man first, more or less on the 
spur of the moment, and by the time he came to woman had 
had experience to surpass himself. 

There were exceptions, of course, but all through life 
Harry Donner had noticed that women coiild endure more than 
their husbands.^ 

In identifying and portraying the above qualities in his heroines, 

Richter followed the tradition of the archetypal Earth-Mother, a tradition 

evolving from the ancient concept of the earth as the producer of life 

and sustenance. In the Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and 

•'- Conrad Richter's America (The Hague, Netherlands: Mouton, 1975), 

^ Conrad Richter, A Simple Honorable Man (1962; rpt. New York: 
Knopf, 1966), p, 192. All further references to this work appear in 
the text as Simple, followed by a page number. 
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Legend, this concept is substantiated: "Almost universally the earth, 

as bringer forth of the fruits, is regarded as female, the mother goddess; 

and there arises the myth of the Earth-Mother and the Sky-Father,"^ In 

Greek mythology, the Great Mother Gaea was "the first deity to emerge 

from Chaos," She was "the personification of the earth, and the mother 

and wife of Uranus,"'̂  Uranus personified the spirit of the sky, or the 

heavens. Later, in both Greek and Roman mythology, the Earth-Mpther type 

developed more fully into a distinct archetype with numerous praiseworthy 

characteristics. 

As a universal archetype, the Earth-Mother derives her origin and 

her deification from the concept that the "worship of the earth, typically 

as the Earth-Mother, is probably as widespread as any kind of worship in 

the world." The worship of the earth as an Earth-Mother informs those 

motifs listed by Stith Thompson in the Motif-Index, in which the Earth-

Mother becomes associated with the creation of the earth: Motif Â Ôl,, 

"Mother Earth. The earth is conceived of as the mother of all things" 

3 "Earth," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, L^thology, and Legend, 
p. 33i+. 

Oliver Evans and Harry Finestone, eds., The World of the Short 
Story: Archetypes in Action (New York: Knopf, 1971), p. 57. Authorita-
tive primary sources of discussion of the Earth-Mother are Erich Neuman's 
The Great Mother: An Analysis of Archetypes (New York: Pantheon, 1955) 
and Carl Jung's The Archetypes and The Collective Unconscious, Vol. IX 
of The Collected Works of C. G. Jung, ed. Sir Herbert Read et al., trans. 
R. F. C. Hull (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1959). 

Classical Gods and Heroes, trans. and introd, Rhoda A. Hendricks 
(1972); rpt. New York: Morrow, 197^), p. 305. 

^ "Earth," p. 333. 
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and Motif A625,, "World-parents: Sky Father and Earth-Mother as parents 

of the universe. The sky-father descends upon the earth-mother and 

begets the world,"'̂  Motif T589.6.2., "Children brought by Earth-Mother" 

implies a parental attribute on the part of the Earth-Mother. 

In America, the Earth-Mother type exists as a deity in several 

Indian tribes, some of whom "refer by allusion in speeches, prayers and 

formulas to 'our mother, the earth.' This metaphor is especially common 

among the agricultural tribes of the eastern United States. The earth 

as mother is also referred to in the myths of certain Plateau and North 
o 

Pacific Coast groups.' In American fiction, women are not worshipped 

as goddesses or deities, but they are revered for their qualities relating 

to Earth-Mother characteristics, 

The characteristics, summed up perhaps most succinctly in the qual-

ities of endurance and fortitude in times of stress and adversity, are 

numerous, Evans and Finestone describe the Earth-Mother, as she appears 

in literature, as one who is 

typically self-sacrificing and forbearing; she accepts every-
thing and usually forgives everyone. Since these are qualities 
that invite exploitation, she is often paired with a mate 
whose character is parasitical and whose function, within 
the framework of the narrative, is to demonstrate through 
contrast the degree of her selflessness. She is inclined 
to be attracted to failures. Like Yanda, in Isaac Bashevis 
Singer's fine story, she need not be respectable—she is 
usually too generous to bé completely respectable—nor in-

'̂  See Stith Thompson, Motif-Index of Folk-Literature, 6 vols. 
(Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana Univ. Press, 1958). All subsequent refer-
ences to motifs with index letters and nimibers will be from this work. 
Motif index letters and numbers will be cited in the text, as above. 

Q "Earth," p, 33U. 



31 

telligent, though she often possesses, perhaps by way of com-
pensation, a kind of intuitive wisdom. She is usually of a 
placid and serene disposition, sometimes exhibiting astonish-
ing strength in adversity, Her general influence is to sus-
tain and nourish, and her peculiar virtue is that she endures.^ 

In addition, she is usually fecund, efficient, and fearless, She is not 

necessarily beautiful, but has, rather, an inner beauty which makes her 

attractive, Richter's Earth-Mother heroines compositely fit the above 

description. 

In this chapter, Richter's heroines will be delineated according 

to the major traits of the Earth-Mother archetype. Although it is, of 

course, impossible to divide the traits into clearly defined categories 

with no overlapping, for the purposes of this study, the Earth-Mother 

characteristics will be divided into twelve categories, as follows: 

(l) the Earth-Mother is strong, forcefiil, and dominating; (2) she is 

influential; (3) she is fearless; (U) she possesses exceptional physical 

and emotional strength; (5) she is highly independent; (6) she is compe-

tent and efficient; (7) she is a preserver and defender who offers 

security and stability; (8) she is self-sacrificing, forbearing, and 

calm; (9) she provides, nourishes, and sustains; (lO) she is attracted 

to the weak, the failures, and the parasites in a community; (ll) she 

is usually fecund; and (12) she endures, The following discussion of 

these types with a description of Richter's heroines who display these 

characteristics will be presented in the order listed above. 

First, the Earth-Mother is strong, forceful, and dominating. Her 

presence permeates her family and her society. People know when she is 

9 The World of the Short Story, p. 58, 
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present. Her actions and intentions are generally directed toward the 

betterment of the community rather than toward self-gratification. She 

accomplishes her intentions by placing herself in control of everybody 

and everything from her family to civic affairs and business operations. 

The following examples will serve to illustrate her role in frontier 

America depicted by Richter, 

The most dominating of Richter's women is Sayward Luckett Wheeler. 

Clifford Edwards has written that "the psychic center in the [Ohio] 

Trilogy is Sayward Luckett Wheeler, the archetypal 'earth mother' or 

eternal mother figure; Sayward is the most memorable character in the 

trilogy and the most remarkable protagonist of all of Richter's fiction. 

Her strong personality and presence dominate in all three novels." 

Burdened with the responsibility of caring for her younger brother and 

three sisters when she is only fifteen years old, Sayward competently 

feeds, clothes, and mothers the children in the absence of their mother, 

who has died of woods fever. Sayward is firm in her decisions and 

undaunted in the face of opposition. She admirably carries out her 

role as a substitute mother. After a few years she begins thinking 

about her own future and her need for a husband. When she hears Idy 

Tull bragging that she can marry someone better than Portius Wheeler, 

a match instigated by Jaice Tench, "Sayward reckoned she had heard Idy 

enough. She moved up where the men hemmed in that pretty white and 

red staved cedar keg. 'You kin fetch him to my cabin, Jake,' she said 

•^^ Conrad Richter's Ohio Trilogy (The Hague, Netherlands: Mouton, 
1970), p. 103. 
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strong and knowing her own mind. 'I'll marry with him if he's a willin'.* 

Oh, Sayward needed no one to talk for her, She could fend for herself" 

(Trees, p, I78), 

Sayward remains firm and domineering after her marriage to Portius. 

When she receives a letter from Portius' mother's lawyer in Massachusetts 

requesting details of Portius' marriage to an illiterate frontier girl, 

she does not deny any of the implied accusations. The letter is read to 

her by the postmaster, and in the letter Portius' mother states that she 

wants him to return to Massachusetts to practice law. When Sayward hears 

that his mother believes that his "woodsy wife" is preventing his return, 

Sayward denies the allegation, Urged Jokingly by Jake Tench and others 

listening to the letter to return with Portius to Massachusetts, where 

she can live in a mansion and have a coachman to drive her around in a 

carriage, Sayward tells the postmaster, "No. Me and Portius came out here 

in the woods and here's whar we aim to maJte our stake. You kin say I said 

so. You kin say I'm wilful, too, and set in my ways" (Fields, p. 6). 

She knows that Portius does not wish to return, knows that he left his 

home state because of some legal or possibly moral entanglement, but does 

not know specifically what it was, nor does she wish to know. 

She retains her decisive attitude in another instance when she informs 

Portius that he is not to help with the farm work, but that he must dress 

and act as a lawyer, Aware of his responsibilities as a husband and 

father, he protests her decision; but Sayward, as usual, wins the argument, 

In defeat Portius "stiffened his neck, calling her Juno one time and Hera 

another, but that was only to save his face when he gave in" (Fields, p. 
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106), Portius becomes a successful and respected lawyer in the growing, 

prospering community, largely through Sayward's insistence and support. 

One more instance of Sayward's decisiveness will serve to exemplify 

Richter's conscious portrayal of her forceful, domineering attitude. 

After she has reared her family of ten children, she learns from her 

father's dying words that her sister Sulie is living in Vinita, Indiana, 

as the wife of an Indian. Sulie had been lost in the woods as a young 

child, and no word about her had been received until her father, Worth 

Luckett, returns home to die. Sayward and her sister Genny almost 

immediately undertake the Journey to be reunited with their sister. 

They find the house, a run-down cabin, and approach it cautiously. They 

meet Mr. Harris, "plainly an Indiari' (Town, p. 170), and ask for Mrs. 

Sulie Harris. He tells them she is inside. Genny cannot believe her 

sister can possibly live in the dark and dismal place such as this, and 

she tries to prevent Sayward from going to the door, But Sayward per-

sists, declaring that "she had come this far. Nothing was going to stop 

her now" (Town, p. 171). It is a bold move, but a disappointing one. 

After a brief conversation with Mrs. Harris, they leave, having received 

only a slight hint that the aged and dark-complexioned woman is their 

sister. 

Sayward is perhaps the epitome of dominance in Richter's novels, 

but several other women possess this trait also. One of these women is 

Grandmother Murdoch, a character in a humorous novel set in the hill 

country of Maryland. The novel is named The Grandfathers, a slightly 

facetious title since it is clearly the women, most particularly the 
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grandmother, called Granmam, who dominate the action, As evidence of 

her domineering position, Granmam Murdoch gives orders to Chariter, her 

granddaughter, to use good manners, especially while eating, when she 

accepts employment as a maid at the Squire Goddem mansion, She says, 

"NOW mind you put your best foot forward up there. . , . Remember we're 

not like some town bodies who don't care how they act at the table. We 

don't eat with our forks and then stick them in the pot with everybody 

else's. Forks are for spearing bread, meat and potatoes. The knife's 

the proper tool to eat with." 

On another occasion, Granmam demands that her husband, Granpap 

Murdoch, get his aching tooth pulled. He wants to apply the standard 

relief for a toothache, a heavy dose of whiskey. The difference of 

opinion turns into an argument in which "they had it out hot and heavy. 

Granpap made the most noise but it was Granmam who won out like generally" 

(Grandfathers, p. 80). He agrees to have his tooth pulled when he learns 

that Tom, the blacksmith, who doubles as the local dentist, has a bottle 

of Indian Pain Killer in his shop. Tom pulls the tooth with his huge 

nippers, dragging Granpap around the shop twice in the process. Granpap 

is furious after the ordeal and determines to gain revenge on Tom, but 

Granmam prevents his return by physically throwing him into the granary 

and locking the door. It is obviously a comic situation; but it is, at 

the same time, a realistic portrayal of the domineering mountain woman 

who takes the responsibility and control of familial concerns. 

11 Conrad Richter, The Grandfathers (196^; rpt. New York: Knopf, 
1970), p. 117. All further references to this work appear in the text 
as Grandfathers, followed by a page number. 
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In two novels of the Southwest, Richter created strong, dominating 

Earth-Mother types. One is Tacey Cromwell, in a novel entitled Tacey 

Cromwell, On the occasion of funeral preparations at the home af a miner 

killed in a mine accident, Tacey takes control of the preparations—and 

of some of the men who are engaged in questionable antics. "Slow, cool, 

watchful, and very intense, she carried herself as if this was her element 

and she was in charge. When men held a bottle to the mouth of a six-

year-old sitting on the kitchen table, she snatched it away and quickly 

sobered the uproarious laughter.""̂ '̂  In the other novel, The Sea of Grass, 

Richter depicts the commanding character of Lutie, a newcomer to New 

Mexico who marries Colonel Jim Brewton. She lives with him on his ranch 

for a few years, learns to despise the isolation and primitiveness, and 

deliberately leaves the territory. She feels no emotional or instinctual 

compulsion to resist her own desires. Fifteen years later she returns 

for the funeral of her son Brock. Arriving at Salt Fork, where her 

nephew, Hal Brewton, is now a doctor, she insists on going immediately 

to the ranch where the funeral will be held. Hal tries to make her wait 

until the day of the funeral. Hal's resistance is in vain, for, as he 

admits, "her clearly modulated voice impelled me toward the livery 

stable as effectively as twenty years ago it had turned rough men about 

and whipped off their hats until the aisle had opened for us into the 

Conrad Richter, Tacey Cromwell (19^2; rpt. Albuquerque: Univ. of 
New Mexico Press, 1971+), p. 58, All further references to this work 
appear in the text as Tacey, followed by a page number. 
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crowded Salt Fork courthouse." "̂  Both Tacey and Lutie exemplify the 

strong and dominating women who lived in the Southwest in the early 

pioneering days, 

In three novels set in Pennsylvania, Richter continued the portrayal 

of domineering women. In A Simple Honorable Man Harry Donner wants to 

hire a girl to help his wife with the housework; but his wife, Valeria, 

refuses to allow this extravagance, defying both the girl, who wants a 

Job, and Harry, who insists on the expedience of hiring the girl, But 

Mrs. Donner holds "her quiet ground. The boys were no longer babies and 

she could manage" (Simple, p. 111). In The Aristocrat Miss Alexandria " 

Morley, eighty years old and still the most powerful citizen of the small 

Pennsylvania mining town, freely gives orders to members of her household 

and anyone else who happens to be within her range of command. The 

narrator, Tommy, hears Miss Alexandria order his father "to go to the 

doctor at once or have Dr. Howell come and see him"l^ when Tommy's 

father is too ill to chauffeur her one day. Finally, in Always Young and 

Faira Johnny, the narrator, is impressed with the dignity and commanding 

aura radiated by Lucy Markle. He notices with awe that as she walks down 

a street one day, there is a "hushed, delicate quality about her"^ which 

1-̂  Conrad Richter, The Sea of Grass (1936; rpt. New York: Bantam, 
1971), p. 109. All further references to this work appear in the text 
as Sea, followed by a page number. 

l^ Conrad Richter, The Aristocrat (1968; rpt. New York: Knopf, I872), 
pp. lf3-liU. All further references to this work appear in the text as 
Aristocrat, followed by a page number. 

15 Conrad Richter, Always Young and Fair (New York: Knopf, 19^7), 
p. ik. All further references to this work appear in the text as Always, 
followed by a page number. 
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sets her apart and above the rest of the people. Johnny admires her 

another time as she sits side-saddle on her horse, "her body slender and 

erect, her skirts long and sweeping, There was a gallant quality in the 

way she sat there, pointed upward, the complete mistress of her mare" 

(Always, p. 1+5). 

In suggesting that Sayward Wheeler, Granmam Murdoch, Tacey Cromwell, 

Lutie Brewton, Valeria Donner, Miss Alexandria Morley, and Lucy Markle 

are classified with the strong and domineering quality of the Earth-

Mother, one must necessarily recognize that they are not goddesses nor 

do their feats of dominance rise much beyond the level of trivia compared 

to the supernatural feats of classical Earth-Mothers. But in their own 

way and in their own social. contexts, they exert superior force and their 

leadership is consciously respected and even feared by the members of 

their communities. 

Strength and dominance are complemented by a second characteristic 

of the Earth-Mother, that of her great influence, which makes her pres-

ence and her concerns noticed in civic and community affairs. Most of 

the women in Richter's novels stay out of personal involvement in business 

affairs; they prefer to make their influence felt through their husbands 

or children; however, one woman literally rules a small mining community, 

She is Miss Alexandria Morley, in The Aristocrat, In creating the persona 

of Miss Alexandria, Richter accomplished an almost goddess-like figure. 

She is a beneficent creation, a crusader for Justice and equality. 

One of her crusades' in behalf of her fellow townsfolk finds her 

leading the fight against the Primrose Coal and Iron Company because it 
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does not pay taxes. The battle is not easy, but she trusts her ability 

to win. A recognition of her noble efforts comes from Miss Eulsilie, a 

friend of Miss Alexandria's, who explains to the local doctor that Miss 

Alexandria "has only four or five houses in Primrose township. She gets 

thirty or forty dollars a month for all of them put together. And for 

that thirty or forty dollars she wants to fight the big coal companies, 

the county and all the rest" (Aristocrat, p. 3̂ +). Miss Alexandria tells 

Miss Eulalie and Dr. Howell that the "sheriff and Judges are in on it 

and the people are afraid to do anything. It's why a Morley has to 

step in and take a hand" (Aristocrat, p. 35). Convinced of the rightness 

of her cause and her principles, she continues her battle without fear 

and without legal counsel, When the doctor tells her she should employ 

counsel, she assures him that she has counsel; she asks "Fanny and Martin 

and sometimes Tommy and Mr, January. Like Queen Elizabeth, I listen to 

all my counselors and then do as I please, and nobody can say I didn't 

ask other people's advice" (Aristocrat, pp. 35-36). Challenged by the 

doctor regarding her purposes and her capabilities, she makes it clear 

that she intends "to restore moral decency in the coal business. Like 

in my father's generation" (Aristocrat, p. 36). Miss Alexandria eventually 

succeeds in shutting down the coal mines, to the chagrin of the owners and 

the miners. The narrator's father, also a long-time local resident, dis-

approves of her actions but concedes that she has done the right thing; 

he says, "Miss Alexandria did right, understand, Tommy. She always does. 

She says they're her people and she has to look after them. Some did 

work for her father once upon a time" (Aristocrat, p. k6). 
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In civic affairs Miss Alexandria uses her powerful influence in 

regard to health matters, First, after a lengthy struggle with the 

borough council, she succeeds in eliminating the use of a nearby dried-

up canal as a town dump. The stench and the disease-breeding potential 

of the dump endanger the health of the community, according to her; so 

she summons the council to her mansion and proceeds to give them a lecture, 

"They listened silently to what she had to say of the evils of a,ir pollu-

tion, of her increased asthma attacks and of the long tradition of clean 

pure air in Unionville" (Aristocrat, p. 82). They listen but fail to 

act. She does not give up. Tommy explains, "She made life miserable 

for the town council. She had my father argue for her at council meet-

ing and when he begged off, she attended herself against Dr. Howell's 

orders, harassing the councilmen who didn't know what to do with her 

gracious Morley superiority and icy rejoinders" (Aristocrat, p. 85). 

She continues her crusade by writing to the governor, whose mother 

she had known; then she writes to the local Weekly Luminary and to the 

Miners' Journal; finally, she gives her story to a news reporter who 

was sent by an editor to interview her. Tommy's father, who has known 

her many years, says, when he learns that the town council and the 

"county seat men were putting their heads together to see how to stop 

her, 'They'll do something but they'll never gag Miss Alexandria'" 

(Aristocrat, p. 86). 

Miss Alexandria also takes the responsibility upon herself to train 

the new doctor who has moved into town. The first time she calls for 

him to pay her a visit for medical reasons, she has to wait longer than 

usual. She is upset because, "as a rule, Unionville people came promptly 
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at Miss Alexandria's call" (Aristocrat, p. ik). Realizing that the new 

doctor, Dr, Howell, will need to be trained, she calls him a second time 

and issues orders that he come immediately, When he arrives, she proceeds 

to tell him what medication he shall prescribe for her, and she even tells 

him where to eat and where not to eat in town, Later, on another visit, 

she orders him to stay for dinner, She tells him to wash in a bathroom 

at the head of the stairs, He finally musters enough courage to speak 

his mind: "'I don't need to go to the bathroom' he answered brutally, 

He seemed vexed with her for trying to manage his life and at himself 

for being tempted" (Aristocrat, p, 22). She, in turn, feels satisfied 

that she has accomplished another task. In each of her accomplishments, 

fulfilled through the exertion of her superior influence, she exercises 

what could be analyzed within the Earth-Mother tradition as an almost 

supernatural control over people. 

In another Pennsylvania town a young woman grows up to be the center 

of attention because of her influence, Although she launches no crusades, 

as Miss Alexandria does, she retains a position of superiority and 

mysterious power. Brokenhearted over the death of her lover, Tom Grail, 

in war, she avoids social contacts for many years. Then she announces 

her engagement to Will Grail, a cousin to her former lover; and her former 

beauty and radiance is again evident. Johnny, the narrator, comments 

that "he had not realized . , , what an institution Lucy was, in and 

about Pine Mills, rich, beautiful, traveled, beloved and looked up to 

as few rich are today" (Always, pp. 1+8-1*9). Later, Lucy attends the 

dedication of the American Legion home which is named the Tom Grail Post, 
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When she arrives everybody becomes quiet and respectful, awed by her 

presence. It is a tribute to her quiet, unassuming, nevertheless influ-

ential position in the town. 

A similar respect and awe develops for Lutie Brewton in The Sea of 

Grass, a novel set in a frontier New Mexico town. As Lutie and her 

nephew, Hal, walk to the courthouse, they are confronted with a crowd 

of men at the town square. Hal prefers to detour around the ominous-

looking congestion, but Lutie lifts her head high and demands, "May we 

pass, please?" To Hal's surprise "the gentle lady's voice of hers turned 

rough men about and tumbled off their hats as if a bullet had whipped 

them" (Sea, p. 12). Lutie, as well as Miss Alexandria and Lucy, knows 

her powers and uses her influence to achieve personal goals. 

Another trait of the Earth-Mother is her fearlessness. Often she 

moves and acts in circumstances that shame her male counterparts. She 

demonstrates amazing courage in the face of danger. In the Ohio trilogy, 

Sayward epitomizes the fearless pioneer woman, alone in a dark wilderness, 

courageously providing a home for her family. Sayward takes charge of 

the household after her mother dies and her father leaves home. She 

singlehandedly braves the awesome challenge of making a home, first for 

her brother and sisters, and later for her own children. The frontier 

life is rugged and dangerous, and the forest is teeming with wild 

animals and, occasionally, Indians. One night her son Resolve sees a 

face outside the window. Frightened, he reports to Sayward that someone 

is peeking in. Sayward looks but sees nothing; then she decides to go 

outside. She "felt no fright. She went to the door, aiming to look 



k3 

outside, When she opened it, Put, the hound, came in stretching and 

yawning" (Fields. p, 37). In another situation she rejects her sons' 

pleas for her to take a gun for protection against Indians when she 

goes alone to walk the boundaries of her extensive landholdings. She 

is not afraid to go unarmed; she trusts explicitly in her own strength 

and fearlessness. 

Other women who exhibit a lack of fear in Richter's novels are Dona 

Ellen, Lutie Brewton, and Miss Alexandria. Dona Ellen, in The Lady, is 

returning to town from her ranch in New Mexico with two young boys in a 

l̂ uggy. Suddenly a blizzard obliterates the trail and threatens to maroon 

the three travelers in a sea of snow. Dona Ellen never flinches; she 

calmly releases her hold on the reins of the horse and lets it find its 

way home. Lutie Brewton, in The Sea of Grass, is known throughout the 

region for her bravery. After she leaves her husband and the territory, 

rumors of her whereabouts begin to circulate. Hal, the narrator, dis-

counts all of the rumors except one. It is the account told by Superintend-

ent Bedford, of the railroad, who says that he had been at a dance held at 

the bottom of a Colorado silver mine. During the dance all of the dancers 

except a woman and her partner were frightened off the floor by a rock 

slide nearby. While the rocks were still falling, "she had kept on gayly 

dancing with her partner, encouraging the orchestra and laughing to her 

partner as if nothing had happened" (Sea, p. 76). Hal believes that 

only Lutie could be that brave. 

The'third woman is Miss Alexandria, in The Aristocrat, who puts to 

shame the fears of several coal operators from the coal mines in eastern 
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Pennsylvania, The coal operators meet one evening in Miss Alexandria's 

home to discuss with her some matters concerning the coal industry, 

During the evening a severe electrical storm strikes, She turns off 

the lights in order to enjoy the magnificent stom. The four coal 

operators huddle in terrpr as lightning bolts flash across the sky and 

thunder crashes in frightening explosions. Although she is deaf she can 

see the lightning and feel the crashing thunder shake the house. Toward 

the end of her life, she becomes bedfast and has to suffer the indignity 

of being confined to a hospital bed "with sides like a crib so she couldn't 

get out alone. She lay in it like an animal in a cage, her eyes burning 

through the bars" (Aristocrat, p. 132). Tommy, the narrator, comes home 

one day and leajrns that she has died. He asks his father, who had been 

at her bedside when she died, if she had been scared. His father replies, 

"l never saw Miss Alexandria scared. She wouldn't run from the devil 

himself" (Aristocrat, p. 133). And, it is apparent, neither would Sayward, 

Dona Ellen, or Lutie. 

The Earth-Mother is also known for her superior physical and emotional 

strength. Although these two kinds of strength are not necessarily insep-

arable, they usually exist as complementary traits in Earth-Mother types. 

In Richter's novels, as one might expect, this trait, or combination of 

traits, appears most notably in Sayward, As a young girl of fifteen, the 

oldest child of five in the Luckett family, she bears more than her share 

of the burden in the long Journey by foot from eastern Pennsylvania to 

southeastern Ohio. In many instances, her physical and emotional strength 

becomes evident, both through Richter's description of her and through his 
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accounts of her actions. 

The first instance, which emphasizes her physical strength, occurs 

shortly before the family arrive at their destination, They have stopped 

to cook a meal over a campfire, and, as the fire illuminates Sayward's 

bare legs and shortgown, Richter writes that it "took no trying to carry 

her breasts and head up, Life flowed through her calm and strong as 

current down the river, She could throw the other yoiing ones, four at a 

time, and hold them squirming to the ground. 'Not so all-fired hard'I 

they would yell at her when she'd comb or scrub them" (Trees, p. 3 ) . 

Following this description, Richter refers to a previous incident in 

which Sayward had seen a buck swimming in the river. She ran into the 

deep water, and, after a brief encounter, she drowned it, took it home, 

and butchered it. When her father came home "with a few skins and 

nothing more than a skinny possum for meat, he found three quarters of 

venison hanging up and a small fresh deerhide pegged to one of the trees" 

(Trees, p. 1+). 

At another time, Richter describes her standing in the kitchen, 

"mixing meal with meat scraps, a forebearing, independent figure with the 

firelight playing on her long yellow braids and muscled legs that were 

bare above the knees" (Trees, p. 5 2 ) . Sayward not only prepares the 

meals, but she also works in the fields where the raw food grows; she 

plows, sows, harvests, and clears more land for larger fields. She 

drives the oxen and swings an axe, cleans the cabin and cooks the meals; 

she never bothers to determine which is man's work and which is woman's 

work. When her sister Sulie disappears in the woods, Sayward Joins in 
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the search and refuses to quit when rain soaks the forest, John Covenhoven, 

a neighbor helping in the search, urges her to return to her cabin; but she 

says, "I ain't sugar and salt. I won't melt" (Trees, p. 108). Sayward 

continues to fight the frontier battle and to gain ever-increasing acre-

age for her farm. Her physical strength empowers her to continue the 

struggle, for she knows that one has "to be a stout body to be a woman 

way back here, for this was up West in the Ohio wilderness" (Fields, p. l). 

Sayward also possesses a high degree of emotional strength. She 

accepts without trauma her mother's death and her father's desertion. 

She accepts also the responsibility to rear her siblings. Death, hard-

ships, and loss fail to destroy her. Personal insults cannot crush her 

spirit. For example, on her wedding night she will not be humiliated 

when Portius turns and runs instead of allowing himself to be pushed by 

the male wedding guests into bed where she is waiting. The men pursue 

him in order to force him back, but return to inform Sayward that he has 

escaped. She turns on them and commands them to "leave him alone. Don't 

you reckon you dogged him enough tonight?" (Trees, p. I85). She tells 

them that if Portius returns she will not force him to stay, but that he 

must make his own decision. With that word of explanation, she opens the 

door to allow them to leave. She "swung the door wide and stood there 

in her bare legs and feet, a strong figure dependent on no one or nothing" 

(Trees, p. I85). 

Four other women in Richter's novels possess exceptional emotional 

strength. One is a young girl, Chariter Murdoch, a strong, independent 

character who resents her mother's warning her about the dangers of be-
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coming too friendly with men. Her mother says, "They're all good and 

bad. The trouble is they're more bad than good and I'll tell you to be 

keerful with any one of them." Chariter replies, "l can take care of 

myself" (Grandfathers, pp. 30-31); and for the remainder of the novel 

she resists advances, helps control a cantankerous grandfather, and 

marries the man of her choice, all without apparent undue emotional 

stress. A second emotionally strong woman is Tacey Cromwell, a prostitute 

who has moved from New Mexico to Arizona to begin a new life. Her 

attempt is soon threatened as one of her fonner lovers comes to live with 

her, but she refuses to bow to the ridicule and ostracism of the self-

righteous community which disapproves of her life style. She holds 

her head high and makes a home not only for her former lover, Gaye 

Oldaker, in a relationship which is purely platonic at this point, but 

also for Gaye's half-brother, Nugget, plus two orphaned children. It is 

a noble effort on her part to remain in the town, but she rises in 

heroic fashion to the challenge. Finally, late in the novel, she becomes 

the source of emotional strength for Rudith, a self-appointed moralist 

who throughout the story has fought to rid the town of Tacey. Tacey's 

strength soothes, comforts, and sustains; it heals and restores broken 

relationships in the small mining community of Bisbee, Arizona. 

Another emotionally strong figure is Dona Ellen, the heroine in 

The Lady, who owns a sheep ranch in New Mexico. During the depression 

and the dust-bowl days of the l890s, sheep ranchers are undergoing a 

crisis of low prices and a lack of grass and water. Dona Ellen, also a 

victim, flourishes as a personality during these difficult years, and 
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becomes a stabilizing force and a comforting voice to the worried, despond-

ent sheepherders on her ranch. Jud, her cousin and the narrator of the 

story, says that "it was singular to see Ellen unworried. The worse her 

situation, the more her debtors hounded her, the more it seemed to mend 

the deep wounds of her unsolved tragedy, to help her believe that perhaps 

1 f\ 
Willy's and Albert's deaths were for the best after all." Jud continues, 

"It all agreed with her. Activity was her nature. I never saw her looking 

better. There were no visible signs of debts or difficulty" (Lady, p. 17I+). 

It is a tribute to a woman who has lost her husband and her son through 

foul play, supposedly, somewhere on the desert, She continues her duties 

as a stalwart force and carries out her responsibilities to the independent 

sheepherders on her sprawling ranch. 

Finally, there is the incredible emotional strength of Miss Alexandria 

Morley. She is a great lady, revered and occasionally feared, a powerful 

influence in the Pennsylvania town where she owns property and controls 

the mining industry. She is an available source of comfort and encourage-

ment. The people know that even in her old age her mind is stable. 

Situated in her prominent mansion on the edge of town, she draws them to 

herself in times of stress and trouble, and she seems always to have an 

appropriate answer or remedy. 

Although all of Richter's women possess and exhibit exceptional 

emotional strength, they are, nonetheless, human. They are vulnerable 

to tragedy and succumb to its forces, Recovery, however, is certain; 

^^ Conrad Richter, The Lady (New York: Knopf, 1 9 5 7 ) , PP. 173-7^-
All further references to this work appear in the text as Lady, followed 
by a page number. 
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but it occurs from internal, not external, power, Sayward twice suffers 

from overwhelming emotional traumas, The first occurs when her daughter 

Sulie is burned to death, She has to let other women prepare her child's 

body for burial. She can only sit back and watch, too stunned and weak 

to help, The second tragedy occurs when she learns from the sheriff that 

her son Guerdon has killed a man. After receiving the news, she seems, 

to her son Chancey, "humbled, debased, beaten down like a runaway black 

woman he heard tell of that a Kentucky sheriff took back to slavery" 

(Town, p. 79). In both cases she recovers. The other women in the 

novels also experience times of frustration and apparent defeat, and 

they also recover. The recovery is a tribute to their ability to over-

come destructive forces with superior emotional strength. 

The need for a woman to act alone, to face trials and tragedies in 

her own strength, leads into a fifth characteristic of the Earth-Mother, 

that of supreme independence in her attitudes and actions. Seldom does 

she receive more than token support from her husband or from other men. 

She acts and thinks alone. Independent and sometimes isolated, she forges 

ahead, accepts challenges, and takes matters into her own hands. She 

will not hesitate, nor will she be forced to act contrary to her own 

wishes. For example, Lucy Markle is continually pressured by society 

to marry the eligible bachelor, Will Grail; but she resists all his 

advances and the urgings of other people, partly because of her pride 

and partly because of her stubborn loyalty to Will's cousin Tom, with 

whom she had been in love before he was killed in a war. But she resists 

chiefly because she will not be forced against her will. She does, however. 
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eventually concede to marry Will, but only on the condition that the 

wedding be small and simple, When the day of the wedding arrives and 

she is dressing in her room, she hears wedding guests arriving. She 

soon learns that her father has invited numerous guests and that the 

wedding will be an extravagant, grand occasion. She locks her door and 

refuses to come out, even at her father's insistence, and the wedding 

has to be cancelled. She will not violate her right to follow her per-

sonal wishes. Many years later, at her initiative, she marries him. 

Another woman who acts independently, as might be expected, is 

Sayward Wheeler. She holds strongly to traditional values and believes 

in a life of simplicity. She cuts down the trees to make way for gardens 

and fields, but she sees no need for complicated interstate commerce 

provided by canals and roads. She learns to read and write when it be-

comes a necessity, but she deplores the misuse of publications designed 

to upset the system. She sees little need for a denominational church 

in the frontier settlement; but when a church is constructed and her 

husband, Portius, ridicules the idea of going to church, she decides to 

find out "for herself what was against this thing and what was for it" 

(Fields, p. 18). Sayward's reaction to Portius' attitude regarding the 

church is a typical example of the independent relationship in their 

marriage. When Portius wants to build a new house in town, he must wait 

until his wife provides a lot on which to build because she still owns 

most of the land on which the town is situated. Portius knows that he 

cannot proceed without her permission, nor can he force her decision; he 

must wait until she is ready to move from their rural log cabin into a 
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new brick house in town. Besides her natural reluctance to leave her 

original home, she will not make a move until it is her idea. 

Throughout the Ohio trilogy, Sayward maintains her independent 

attitude, from the time she assumes the position of substitute mother, 

until she is the subject for a portrait painter's depiction of her as a 

representation of the pioneer woman in America. Between these two inci-

dents she exerts her influence and demands conformity to her wishes on 

numerous occasions, Seldom does she allow herself to bow to the desires 

or demands of others, On one occasion she is returning home in a covered 

two-wheeler with her daughter Huldah, who has shamed herself, her mother, 

and the whole community by offering herself naked to George Holcomb, a 

charcoal burner whose furnace is in the woods. When Sayward and Huldah 

arrive at the river to be ferried across, King Sam, the operator of the 

ferry, refuses to let her on board. She arrogantly guides her horse into 

the high water and begins to ford the river. Realizing the danger into 

which he has forced her, King Sam tells her to go back and wait for him 

to come for her; but, Richter writes, "seldom had Sayward turned back in 

her life, and hardly would she now" (Town, p. 55). Sayward's determina-

tion not to subject her will to the desires of others is epitomized in 

this experience of crossing the river. 

In the incident referred to earlier concerning her ordeal with the 

portrait painter, Sayward consents for the sake of her children to pose 

for the portrait, which has been requested by the Pioneer Society of 

Americus, Ohio. She is old, still rational, but quite impatient. The 

artist sets up his easel and begins to paint, She sits patiently, at 
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first, resigning herself to her children's and the Pioneer Society's 

request. All goes well until the painter tells Libby, Sayward's daughter, 

to get 

the red velvet pillow from the blue brocaded stool. The 
painter said it was the very daddle. He laid it on the 
floor in front of Sayward's chair and had her lift one foot 
on it, so her shoe showed outside her skirt, 

"Now what's that for?" she wanted to know. 
"It's for composition, Mrs. Wheeler," the painter said. 
"It's the fashion, Mama," Libby told her. "It makes 

you ladylike and genteel." 
Libby should have known better than say that. Up to 

this time Sayward had done everything they told her though 
it meant feeling foolish and acting like a body in her second 
childhood. But now they had gone too far. This she woxild 
never submit to, sit here for her picture with her shoe 
resting in plain sight on a red velvet cushion, as if the 
floor wasn't good enough for her feet or anybody else's. 

Before she knew it she had raised up and kicked that 
pillow out of the way, not caring if it knocked down the 
easel or not. 

"Now I've had enough of this," she said, heaving a little. 
"If you want to draw me like I am, you can. If not, I'm going 
upstairs and take these Sabbath things off." That's all she 
said, but she could see her daughter and the painter fellow 
look at each other. (Town, p. 276) 

On the surface, the scene is humorous; but, in reality, one must appre-

ciate the significance of her action as it reveals a fiercely independent 

mind nurtured and developed over three-quarters of a century of frontier 

life. 

Underneath her independence is a heart of love which occasionally 

comes into conflict with her own mental desires and, in one case, her 

better Judgment. Her youngest son, Chancey, publishes and circulates a 

nonconformist newspaper, the New Palladium, which challenges American 

capitalism, the pioneering spirit, and traditional work ethics, all of 

which Sayward and her other children have followed and endorsed. Chancey 
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is overwhelmed when he learns, while his mother is on her deathbed, that 

she has provided, through secret means, the funds for his publication, 

He ceuinot believe 

that his cherished patron, his philanthropic and ardent 
reader, who had supported not only his paper but his own 
courage and spirit, was nobody save his own mother. His 
pride and world of achievement came crashing down around 
his ears. But, no, it couldn't be. Why should she spend 
money making it possible for him to say and print what he 
wanted, things she didn't believe in, even attacks upon 
herself and her kind? (Town, p. 283) 

Even within the context of this incident, Sayward actually exerts her 

independence, choosing to let love overrule her own desires and beliefs 

as well as the desires and beliefs of her other children, who are indig-

nant when they discover that she has been supporting Chancey's newspaper 

with her money. 

Another woman in Richter's novels distinguishes herself by her 

independence. Throughout her life, Miss Alexandria Morley has believed 

and acted according to her own desires. On her deathbed Miss Alexandria 

derides the minister who, against her express orders, has said an audible 

prayer for her. Helpless in her bed to escape his spiritual endowments, 

she retaliates by pretending not to know him. She pretends to take him 

"for the steward at the Chamber City country club. She ordered him to 

make two highballs. . . . He kept telling her he was the minister but she 

wouldn't have it" (Aristocrat, p. 13^). Tommy, the narrator, hearing 

about this from Fanny, a servant, remembers that Miss Alexandria had 

promised to run anyone out of the house who prayed for her when she was 

sick, Now, on her deathbed, she resorts to "the next best thing, a grimly 
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humorous thing, macabre, exactly like her" (Aristocrat, pp. 13^-35). As 

Tommy contemplates her dogmatic spiritual independence, he remembers 

something that she had told him some time earlier, a statement which 

reiterates and summarizes an ultimate positional statement which all of 

Richter's heroines could have made: "'When I die, Tommy,' she had said, 

'there won't be anybody around here like me any more. I'm not in business. 

I'm beholden to nobody. I speak my mind and do as I please. I'm the 

last, and when I'm gone, that will be the end'" (Aristocrat, p. 135). 

After reading Richter's novels, one is left with the impression that 

Sayward, Lutie, Chariter, Lucy, Dona Ellen, Clair Stanton, and Valeria 

Donner could have expressed the same sentiments. 

A sixth attribute of the Earth-Mother character types in Richter's 

novels is the quality of competence and efficiency, evidenced in the 

heroines' ability to handle with skill and dispatch any matter from the 

mundane to the urgent. Richter depicts this quality most vividly in the 

characters of Tacey Cromwell, Lucy Markle, Dona Ellen, and Sayward Wheeler. 

Tacey sets up housekeeping in Bisbee, Arizona, in a remote, poor area of 

town called Brewery Giilch. Nugget, who narrates the story, is impressed 

with her competence and efficiency from the management of household 

affairs to the minor housekeeping chores. It is in the latter area that 

he realizes her exceptional control of every situation. He explains that 

she is "surprisingly competent at housework. A fling at one end of a 

sheet or blanket and the far corner would drop accurately into its place. 

Kitchen, front room, and porch she swept each morning whether they needed 

it or not, Very soon every thing in the little house was done" (Tacey, 
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p. 1+9). To his young mind, these acts are significant indications of her 

great skill in all areas of life. He is impressed with Tacey's concern 

for the poor and the unfortunate in Bisbee, Disregarding social class 

differences, she befriends the friendless. When two young people want to 

get married but cannot afford even a modest wedding, Tacey offers to have 

the ceremonies performed at her house, She makes all the arrangements, 

provides the preacher, and sets out a wedding feast. Nugget "thought it 

a great success for our small house and wondered that Tacey felt no 

prouder. She ruled all with an efficient hand and forgot nothing" (Tacey, 

p. 91). 

The second example of competency and efficiency is Lucy Markle, in 

Always Young and Fair. Amid setbacks, tragedies, and familial opposition, 

she retains her composure and allows no one to control her life. She 

handles her affairs with grace and confidence. When she finally decides, 

late in life, to marry Will Grail, she goes to New York City to buy her 

wedding gown and other items for the occasion. In a moment of extravagance, 

she also purchases a new Pierce-Arrow automobile and has it delivered to 

Pine Mills, Pennsylvania, her hometown. Although she has never driven a 

car, she accepts a few instructions from someone and in one week learns 

how to drive it. The narrator soon observes her "expertly raising clouds 

of dust through the countryside" (Always, p. 155). 

A third competent woman is Dona Ellen, in The Lady. Jud, the narra-

tor, for whom Dona Ellen has accepted the responsibility of providing a 

home after his father deserts him, is amazed at her control of people, of 

situations, and even of horses. Regarding this last item, Jud marvels at 
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her ability to handle a horse and buggy, observing, "Just the way she 

spoke to it [the horse] as she took the lines gave me complete confi-

dence which did not waver though we turned the corner of Iglesia Street 

on two wheels and went down what is now Center Avenue with a cloud of 

dust behind us" (Lady, p, 50). 

Finally, there is Sayward Wheeler, whose competency and efficiency 

are evident throughout the Ohio trilogy. She cooks the meals, washes 

the clothes, cleans the cabins, farms the land, chops down trees, disci-

plines children, and visits the sick, all apparently without sacrificing 

one for any other of her duties, When company arrives unexpectedly, she 

fixes meals and offers overnight accommodations without frustration. Her 

qualities are obvious to her family and are taken for granted. Once, 

when her son Guerdon suffers a rattlesnake bite out in the nettle patch, 

he has to administer his own medical remedy, but he "wished he was home. 

His mam would know what to do, but he was a good ways from home" (Fields, 

p. 130). 

Although the examples cited in the lives of these four women refer 

to commonplace incidents, they express the larger image of coiirageous 

women who are fully and competently in control. The Earth-Mother, as a 

deity, would by her very nature possess and exercise this kind of compe-

tency and efficiency. It must be said to Richter's credit that the inci-

dents exemplifying this attribute do not seem exaggerated, forced, or out 

of place within the plots of his novels, The incidents fit; they enhance; 

and they enrich the characters and the plots, 

The Earth-Mother is also a preserver and a defender, offering security 



57 

and stability in a society. She is reliable and trustworthy, a ready aid 

in times of difficulty. At times she must exert her own strength in order 

to facilitate preservation and defense, as Clair Stanton does in A 

Country of Strangers when she rescues Nan, a white girl, from Indian 

captors. Claire forces Nan to keep walking through the rough woods for 

two days, stopping only for a short night's rest. On the third day "Nan 

said she could walk no more. It was barely daylight under the trees when 

Claire shook her awake, She had to twist her wrist to get her up and 

still her complaints. All day Claire harrassed her, driving her on, 

refusing to let her speak aloud, treating her worse than the savages 

17 had." ' Finally, Nan collapses; but Claire persists, "shaking the child, 

pinching her arms and legs, Jerking her to her feet again and again, forc-

ing her to take one step then another, and finally dragging her like a 

sack of deadwood over roots and rocks till Nan didn't know if she were 

alive or dead" (Country, p. 115). Claire finally arrives with Nan at 

Nan's father's house. 

Tacey Cromwell is another preseiwer and defender. Without her, the 

two men, Gaye and Nugget Oldaker, have difficulty ordering their lives. 

They realize her superior position and willingly subject themselves to 

her direction. When Gaye comes home after an evening of gambling in town, 

he gives her his earnings, telling her, "I bucked the wheel a little at 

the Sports Club. Took a hundred and sixty from the house. It's there for 

you on your bureau" (Tacey, p. 65). Tacey also becomes the preserver and 

17' Conrad Richter, A Country of Strangers (1966; rpt. New York: 
Bantam, 1975), p. 11̂ +̂. All further references to this work appear in 
the text as Country, followed by a pa^e number. 
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defender of a neighbor girl, Seely, an orphan. Seely is a strong-minded, 

undisciplined child who is taken in by Tacey. Tacey succeeds in instill-

ing some measure of decency and self-respect in the child, but the deep-

seated bitterness eventually drives Seely, as a teenager, away from home 

and from Bisbee. Tacey continues her beneficent concern for the girl and 

eventually manages her return. Although her reform is questionable, 

Gaye tells Nugget, who believes it is too late, "Maybe it is, But if 

anybody can do anything for that kid, it's Tacey" (Tacey, p. 207). Seely, 

herself, has had her moments of dependency upon Tacey. When she is or-

phaned, Seely turns to Tacey for comfort. Nugget, still a young boy at 

this time, and Seely, who comes to live in Tacey's house, along with her 

baby brother, form Tacey's family. As they accompany Tacey on errands, 

Nugget observes that Tacey "would sail along with a slow genteel air of 

security, her little brood about her, all of us taking turns carrying the 

baby" (Tacey, p. 78). The important word is security; the children trust 

Tacey, their preserver and defender, 

Another woman who preserves and defends is Granmam Murdoch, in The 

Grandfathers. Upon her shoulders rests the responsibility for the actions 

of her family. During one crisis, in which Granpap sets fire to the 

house and barn belonging to the blacksmith, who has pulled Granpap's 

tooth in a violent manner at the blacksmith shop, Granmam is left with 

the Job of making amends, Her staunch attitude in all crises evokes the 

comment from her granddaughter that "no matter the high water, Granmam 

had always been the rock that stood in the middle of the creek. The 

flood had to go around her" (Grandfathers, p, 90). 



59 

Miss Alexandria Morley notably acts as a preserver and defender in 

her small town, One example summarizing Miss Alexandria's position is 

the statement offered by the narrator, a fifteen-year-old boy, Reminisc-

ing about her life, he characterizes her as a lady "who, as long as she 

lived, was the source of our security, welfare and standing in the com-

munity" (Aristocrat, p. 1+). 

Finally, one must credit Sayward with the attribute of preserver 

and defender. Shortly after the family arrives in Ohio, the mother, 

Jary Luckett, becomes too ill to care for her family; so, when Sayward's 

younger brother and sisters "wanted anything, they came to Sayward now 

rather than their mother" (Trees, p. ll+). With Sayward in charge of 

the household, her brother and sisters feel secure. Once, when a boy 

comes looking for Genny, who is hiding in the loft of the cabin, Sayward 

tells him to look around outside, Genny sums up Sayward's attribute as 

follows: "She stood by you. Wyitt would get streaks like his father. 

Achsa would turn on you like an Indian. Sulie was too little to be of 

much account. And Jary was half rotted away in her bury hole. But you 

could count on Sayward. She never went back on you" (Trees, p. 7^). 

Genny's evaluation of Sayward is supported by the settlers. Sayward 

is readily available in times of sickness and distress. Richter expli-

cates her virtues as a preserver on the occasion of a serious illness. 

A young neighbor girl comes to request Sayward's aid for her mother who 

is seriously ill and possibly near death. The more Sayward hears about 

the mother's condition, of 
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how her good friend lay out there at the point of dying, 
the steadier she got. It would make an ailing person feel 
better Just to see her, You could tell here was somebody 
that wasn't scared, Just the way she stood there and asked 
the right questions showed she was a master hand at sickness. 
She knew good as a doctor what teas to brew and what poultices 
to lay on suffering flesh. (Fields, p. 92) 

Although the above situation reveals several of the Earth-Mother traits, 

the one trait that dominates is that of the preserver and defender. 

The Earth-Mother is also calm and forbearing; seldom does she become 

frustrated to the point of distraction. She is in control of her emotions 

in the face of opposition, danger, and death, Six of Richter's novels 

have as their heroines women who possess this trait. One of these novels, 

The Sea of Grass, contains the story of small towns and sprawling sheep 

ranches in-New Mexico, where living is primitive and civil law is gener-

ally disregarded. The heroine is Lutie Brewton, who begins her life in 

New Mexico confident of her ability to conquer the West. Her first attempt 

fails. She deserts her husband and children for fifteen years; then she 

returns and becomes a faithful wife and mother. Now content and mature, 

she faces calmly and graciously the challenge of accepting her duties as 

the lady of the ranch. As her husband, Colonel Brewton, and her nephew, 

Hal, watch Lutie working in the house, the Colonel comments, "Have you 

noticed how young she still looks, Hal? It was a hard thing for a lady 

to go through. But she's one in a thousand, Hal. No one else will ever 

be like her" (Sea, p. 115). 

Calmness and forbearance are also demonstrated in the person of Dona 

Ellen, in The Lady. Her husband, Albert, is a territorial Judge. His 

duties take him to many places in New Mexico, On one trip, he and his 
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son, Willy, accompanying him, fail to return home, and, in fact, are never 

seen or heard of again, Dona Ellen remains stalwart and composed. She 

even follows the trail herself to investigate their disappearance after 

the sheriff and the county authorities have given up the search. She 

finally accepts the fact that her husband and son are dead, but she shows 

no emotion. She says in Spanish, "God forgive me that I've never been 

able to cry" (Lady, p. 119). Jud is amazed at her composure; he observes 

that 

through it all Ellen bore up splendidly, her cheeks a little 
feverish, her eyes too brilliant perhaps. Sometimes I 
thought that she bore up too well, that she almost enjoyed 
the excitement, the attention, the stream of visitors, 
especially the constant consolation of Tom Dodd and Dr. 
Gammel. She must feel some responsibility, I thought. 
And yet, here she was, affected certainly but going on 
almost as before, still the lady, in the last extremity 
untouchable, the possessor of some quality difficult to 
name. You could see and hear it and yet never know 
exactly what it was except that in sorrow, as in pleasure, 
she was Just a little beyond reach, not wholly duty-bound, 
answerable only to herself. (Lady, pp. 118-19) 

The "quality difficult to name" is, of course, her position as an Earth-

Mother heroine; she rises above and beyond earthly tragedies. Within 

the context of the novel, Richter skillfully portrays her as an emotionally 

stable pioneer type who refuses to be defeated by the rigorous life of the 

Southwest. 

The greatest amount of opposition and emotional stress endured by the 

women in Richter's novels of the Southwest is that which threatens the 

well-being of Tacey Cromwell. In trying to make a new life for herself 

in Bisbee, Arizona, she buys a house in Brewery Gulch and proceeds to 

make friends with the poor and the outcast. She does not try to infiltrate 
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anonymously the respectable society of the town, Her house is open to all 

who need a sympathetic ear and a comforting arm. Although she is separated 

from the respectable people, she does not escape their watchful, censoring 

eyes, When she makes a home for two orphaned children, Seely and her 

baby brother, instead of being commended for her sacrificial beneficence, 

she receives a summons to appear in court where her qualifications as a 

foster mother will be Judged. The sheriff comes to get her on the day of 

the court appearance. She is inwardly apprehensive, but she calmly accepts 

the sheriff's orders and prepares to go. Nugget, the narrator, is im-

pressed; he states, "She glanced down at Seely and me and I saw her grow 

calmer. She was respectable and secure. She wasn't afraid. If it had 

to be, she would go down and show these women what kind of person she 

was" (Tacey, p. 97). 

In court Tacey answers deliberately and accurately the questions 

asked of her by the Judge and attempts to ignore the accusing eyes of the 

women in the audience. She defends her actions by stating that she wants 

only to do what is best for the children. Her motives are questioned and 

the Judge decides against her; the children are taken from her. Only 

then does she bow to the pressure. Nugget sees her dejection and thinks 

to himself, "Her forehead where it met the hair was not the young Tacey 

we knew. She looked beaten, not with sticks but by words and thoughts. 

You could tell she had fought but these.women had fetched in their men to 

see the deed through. Only Tacey's eyes were alive" (Tacey, pp. 102-03). 

Tacey, however, quickly recovers her self-control and explains the situa-

tion to Seely, who is fighting violently the women who are trying to take 
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her away from Tacey, Tacey firmly commands Seely to go with her new 

foster mother. It is a heartbreaking moment for Tacey; but she bears 

up admirably, continues her life in Bisbee, and eventually gains the 

respect and admiration of the community through her almost superhimian 

efforts. One must admire Richter's ability to portray effectively and 

sympathetically a woman who, from another author's point of view, could 

be an anti-heroine, at least throughout most of the novel. 

The women in the remaining three novels containing calm and forbear-

ing heroines are Lucy Markle, Valeria Donner, and Sayward Wheeler, all 

from the Pennsylvania-Ohio area. Lucy shows her self-control and calm-

ness when she receives the news of Tom Grail's death. She and Tom were 

planning to be married after his return from the war. Later, she takes 

the initiative in a marriage to Tom's cousin, Will Grail, and she makes 

all the arrangements. On the day of the wedding she dresses and goes to 

the church. The preliminaries get under way, but Will fails to arrive. 

Lucy waits patiently, undisturbed, confident that he will arrive. For a 

half hour she waits, seemingly without concern or frustration. Then Will 

arrives; Lucy smiles and signals for the ceremony to proceed, and one 

would never know that anything untoward had happened. It is an amazing 

demonstration of patience under pressure, executed apparently without 

effort. Although one almost tends to question the humanness of Lucy and 

of the other characters who remain calm. under pressure, within the con-

text of the total characterization described by Richter, their actions 

and emotions are plausible. 

In the case of Valeria Donner, one statement spoken by her husband. 
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Harry Donner, to their son Johnny sums up her attribute of calmness and 

forbearance. Donner says, "They said she took after her English grand-

mother, I guess it was true. She kept calm all through life like the 

English" (Simple, p, 297). As the wife of a small-town minister who 

seldom stayed more than a few years in a church, Valeria is forced to 

endure many hardships. The novel is about her husband, but she appears 

frequently enough to emerge as an Earth-Mother heroine. 

Sayward Wheeler must be considered as the epitome of calmness and 

forbearance. Regardless of the difficulty, she demonstrates grace under 

pressure. Many times her children admire her calmness. One of the 

greatest hurts which she suffers is the news that her husband is the 

father of the young schoolteacher's child. Sayward is Justifiably 

crushed by her husband's unfaithfulness. Instead of releasing her 

emotions through tears and self-pity, or by lying down to rest as her 

children urge her to do, she hitches the plow to the team of oxen and 

goes to work in the fields. Here she can release her emotions and think 

about a solution. Above all, she will not show weakness and defeat. 

She remains emotionally stable and calm on two other occasions. One 

is the wedding of her son Resolve, who is getting married to Fay Morrison, 

the daughter of a wealthy businessman. The ceremonies take place in 

General Morrison's new mansion. Sayward arrives with her family, enters 

the house, and sits down "quiet and steady-headed, taking things as they 

came" (Town, p. 1+7). The second occasion is the funeral of her husband. 

She sits quietly through the service and remains dry-eyed even when her 

children begin to cry. She tries to cry, for "it didn't look right, she 
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felt, sitting there like a dry stone in the run. Those crowded in the 

upstairs hall could look right in and reckon she still held against 

Portius what he had done to her thirty years ago. But she couldn't help 

it. If she couldn't cry, she couldn't. Tears had never come to her 

easy" (Town, p. 258). The last statement is significant; tears never 

come easy for any of Richter's heroines. On the surface, this lack of 

emotional reaction may seem somewhat unrealistic and a bit contrived on 

the author's part; but within the full context of the personalities of 

these women, evidenced as their stories are told, the calmness and self-

control are normal and expected. One is neither surprised nor insulted 

to read of their self-control in even the most trying circumstances. It 

is the pioneering spirit at work in the personalities of women who helped 

and, in some ways, led the way in the settlement of the frontier in 

America. 

Yet another trait, closely related to the origin of the Earth-Mother 

in her role "as the bringer forth of the fruits"^^ and "the mother of all 

things" (Motif Al+01.), is her role as a provider, nourisher, and sustainer, 

As the earth provides nourishment for plants to grow, so the Earth-Mother 

provides for her dependents. She is unselfish as she provides for others 

before she gratifies her own needs. Richter delineated this trait in 

most of his women protagonists, but it is particularly evident in Sayward 

Wheeler, Lucy Markle, Tacey Cromwell, Lutie Brewton, and Granmam Murdoch, 

Sayward demonstrates the greatest degree and provides the greatest 

18 "Earth," p, 33̂ +, 
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number of instances of unselfishness in her role as a provider, nourisher, 

and sustainer; this fact is true partly because of her position as a 

pioneer woman with a large family and partly because Richter tells her 

story in three volumes, Richter begins her story in The Trees when she 

is fifteen years old and ends it with her death in The Town when she is 

more than eighty years old. Her exceptional qualities as a provider begin 

when, as a young girl, she serves as a nurse for her mother and cares for 

her brother and sisters. Her father, a woodsy, lacks both the sense of 

responsibility and even the capability of domestic labors. Sayward tells 

herself that a "whole cabin couldn't go to pieces this way. . . . No, 

if her mother couldn't take hold of things now and her father wouldn't, 

some person had to" (Trees, p. 35). Before the family's arrival in Ohio, 

Sayward had demonstrated her ability to provide food when she had drowned 

a buck in the river and had butchered it. Now, with her mother ill and 

her father traipsing the woods for days at a time, she assumes full re-

sponsibility for the needs of the household. 

For many years after her mother dies and her father takes to the 

woods, Sayward chops down trees to clear the land for crops, plants and 

harvests, cooks and sews, and performs the roles of father and mother to 

her siblings, When she marries Portius, her duties continue because he 

is a lawyer and she insists that he spend his time in his law practice 

instead of on the farm. During a severe famine which sweeps the forest 

following a massive hunt in which the men had killed most of the game 

animals in a laxge area, Sayward admirable provides for her family, She 

had opposed the hunt because she knew that without leaving enough game to 
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breed for the next year, there would be a shortage. Now, in the dead of 

winter, she must do what she can for her family. In sacrificial self-

lessness, she eats almost nothing herself so that her family can have 

more; she "was big and hearty and could go without" (Fields, p. 67). 

She carefully measures out spoonsful of food for her husband and children. 

She shakes out the wheatstraw bed ticks and combs the straw to find a 

few kernels for another meal. 

One day she takes her husband's rifle, which she has never loaded 

or fired before, and tramps all afternoon through the snow looking for 

some kind of game animal. She comes home empty-handed. The next day, 

going outside with a kettle to get some snow to melt for water, she sees 

a large "dark-colored fowl big as a goose halfway run and halfway fly 

across the corn stubbles" (Fields, p. 67). She gets the rifle, follows 

the trail of the bird, and soon sees its head rising above a log. It 

is the head of a large male turkey. She loads the rifle and clumsily 

raises it, her hands shaking and her frozen finger groping fpr the trigger. 

Somehow the gun fires. Sayward can hardly believe her eyes when she sees 

the turkey lying in the snow. She is grateful that she will now have 

enough meat for some time for her family; but, in unselfish gratitude she 

decides to "take some white meat, a drumstick and second Joint over for 

Mrs. Covenhoven, Genny and Guerdon" (Fields, p. 69). Mrs. Covenhoven is 

a neighbor; Genny, Sayward's sister, and Guerdon, Sayward's son, are em-

ployed by the Covenhovens; Sayward is therefore not directly responsible 

for supplying their food, 

Sayward continues her faithful care for her family through many years 
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of frontier hardships, True to her reputation and position as a provider 

and sustainer, she meets and conquers many challenges. On one occasion, 

she promises Resolve a new suit to wear on the final day of school when 

he is to give an oration. His mother orders material at George Roebuck's 

store, but the material fails to arrive on the keep boat. Resolve's con-

fidence in his mother begins to waver; this time, he thinks, she will 

not be able to keep her promise. Mentally he catalogs her past accomp-

lishments which to him seem extraordinary. To the reader, however, 

these accomplishments indicate her Earth-Mother attributes. Resolve 

reminds himself, as he works in the field, that 

his mam could do most anything around the plantation. 
She had raised this team of oxen from bull calves and 
gelded them her own self with nothing more than a butcher 
knife. . . . His mam could lay a worm fence good as John 
Covenhoven, locking each rail with the next, and six to 
eight rails high to keep the stock from jumping. She could 
still outmow him, never hitting a stump or missing a stalk. 

Oh, his mam could do nigh about anything. Lose her in 
the woods, and she'd come out. Shake the meal bag dry, 
still she'd find something for supper. But this time 
she'd be stumped. How could she sew him up a fine new 
suit when George Roebuck didn't have the goods. (Fields, 
pp. II+7-Í+8) 

Resolve is overwhelmed when he learns that his mother plans to shear 

some sheep and make a suit of the wool. He realizes again that he "could 

always count on his mam. She never went back on him and never would she" 

(Fields, p. 150). In less than a week, Resolve wears his new, bright 

blue suit with horn buttons, 

Besides providing food and clothing, Sayward provides emotional 

sustenance to people in the community. She is often called upon to assist 

neighbors in times of illness and death, Her mere presence is a sustain-
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ing force, In a tribute to her position in the community, Chancey, her 

youngest son, records the stories he hears from people who have exper-

ienced her provision. The occasion is the gathering of the family and 

of concerned friends at the Wheeler mansion when Sayward is on her death-

bed. He hears one woman.tell 

how his mother had fed her father and mother when first 
they came through. "That was before you were born," she 
said. And a stout bareheaded woman from the country told 
how her mother had come to town one day when it was still 
Moonshine Church and had been sheltered at the Wheeler 
house. "Your father was away and she slept with your mother 
that night. I often heard my mother tell hpw Mrs. Wheeler 
shared her bed with her. That was when you still lived 
down in the cabin." The callers weren't all women. A 
very black Negro with the whitest fleece told him of the 
time "Miz Wheeler" stood off the Kentucky sheriff and his 
posse, wouldn't let them lay foot on the steps of her 
house where he lay trembling in the cellar. (Town, pp. 28O-81) 

Finally, Chancey is astonished to learn from his brother Resolve 

that Sayward has been the benefactress of his hewspaper, that not only 

has she been supporting him secretly but she has left directions in her 

will that his revolutionary newspaper, which has attacked the pioneering 

spirit and the work ethic in America which Sayward has supported all her 

life, can continue to be published for as long as he lives. It is more 

than he can understand, and it is also, of course, a tribute to Sayward 

as an unselfish provider. 

A second provider and nourisher is Lucy Markle, an heiress who for 

many years mourns the death of her lover, a man killed in a war. In 

order to pass the time and to overcome the loneliness and bitterness, 

she instigates her own philanthropic services by helping people in need. 

The narrator boasts that "there wasn't a poor needy horse, dog, man. 
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woman or child in Pine Mills who didn't receive the benefit of her 

charity. . . . Every day now since old Mr. Seibert had died she carried 

dinner to his widow who lived alone and helpless in her white house down-

town" (Always, pp. 82-83). Lucy soon becomes seriously ill from exhaustion 

and grief. After a lengthy confinement, she slowly recovers, begins to 

circulate about town, and becomes again a notable personage. She resumes 

her self-imposed duties of providing meals for the poor, this time direct-

ing her efforts most specifically to Will Grail, a once prosperous man 

who has become broken, isolated, and bitter. She takes meals to him, 

even when he refuses to eat. She suggests outdoor walks so he can breathe 

fresh air. Consistently and insistently, she makes herself a force for 

life and sustenance among the inhabitants of the community. 

The third heroine in this category is Tacey Cromwell, who, as a 

single person, sustains and provides for a young boy and his older 

brother, plus the two orphaned children mentioned above. Tacey has no 

legal obligation to support these four people, but she senses a strong 

moral obligation which grows out of her unselfish desire to serve others. 

She cooks the meals and mends their clothes. When the young boy, Nugget, 

who narrates the story, arrives at her apartment in Socorro, New Mexico, 

before she moves to Arizona, she knows only that he is a brother, act-

ually a half-brother, to her friend Gaye Oldaker. She takes him in, 

pulls off his ragged and dirty garments., and gives him a nightshirt and 

a bed. Throughout the novel, Tacey resourcefiilly provides for her 

"family" and for other people around her in the mining community. 

A fourth provider is Lutie Brewton, the wife of a sheep rancher. 
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As the lady of the ranch, Lutie has many opportunities to extend and to 

express hospitality. Hal, the narrator, comes back to the ranch after 

his second year away at school and learns that Lutie had had company 

almost every day; he explains that he "soon found out that scarcely a 

day was intended to pass without midday dinner guests or overnight 

guests or guests to stay the week" (Sea, p. 2l+). Hal also notices that 

Lutie has redecorated and refurnished the ranch house, and that she has 

put her personality into the new appearance. In doing so she has provided, 

in addition to food and lodging, an attractive place for her family to 

live. Hal is especially impressed with her remodeling of the storeroom; 

he "hardly knew the room with a Brussels carpet on the floor and heavy 

dark-red hangings at the windows and tufted horsehair chairs and sofa 

around the walls and a square piano with legs curved and lid polished 

as elegantly and offensively as the piano at school" (Sea, p. 23). 

Lutie displays a master hand at making her home comfortable and beautiful, 

open to guests and family alike. 

In the only humorous book which Richter wrote, The Grandfathers, he 

follows the antics of a grandmother who must assume full responsibility 

not only for her immediate family, but also for her grandchildren, nieces, 

nephews, and other dependents from the neighborhood. Granmam Murdoch, 

the fifth in this list of providers, is always prepared for guests at 

her dinner table, Just as Lutie, Sayward, and the others are. Once, 

when a stranger stops by, he stays all afternoon. When "supper came . . . 

the big man sat down with them at the table. That wasn't uncommon its own 

self. Most anybody who stuck around was asked to have a bite with them" 
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(Grandfathers, p, I5), Besides Granmam's reputation as a cook who wel-

comes anyone to her table, she is known for her dandelion wine, "the 

best in the valley, pale, mild and sweet with a kick like Nicodemus's 

mule" (Grandfathers, p. 5I+). Granmam, like Sayward, Lucy, Tacey, and 

Lutie, is a mainstay in her society. Each of these women in her own 

way provides, sustains, and nourishes, as befits the character of the 

Earth-Mother. 

Another trait of the Earth-Mother is her attraction to the weak, 

parasitical element in society. To this element she can administer 

support, defense, and encouragement, It is an extension of her virtues 

of provision and nourishment. Sayward's offer to marry Portius is 

evidence of her attraction to someone who is weaker than she is. Before 

their marriage, Portius lived alone in a cabin deep in the woods, and he 

neglected his skill as an expert lawyer. He was called the Solitary. 

Sayward's initial attraction to him arises probably from a sympathetic 

inclination to help someone who is apparently a failure. He is a loner, 

purported to be a fugitive from domestic troubles back in Massachusetts. 

She also resents the treatment of him by some of the local rowdies who 

are trying to get him to marry Idy Tull. Sayward marries him, feeds and 

clothes him, and encourages him to practice law while she tends the farm 

and rears the children. Her accomplishment does not go unnoticed by the 

community. When Sayward is on her deathbed and people are assembled at 

her house, Chancey listens to eulogies concerning his mother. One lady 

directs her comments to Chancey and tells him 
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how his father was "brilliant but flighty and even queer" 
and if it hadn't been for his mother marrying and saving 
him, he'd "a gone crazy and been plumb ruined" when he was 
a "solit.ary" out in the woods. "What's more," she said, 
"your father was queer more or less all his life, and if 
it hadn't been for your mother to keep him on an even keel, 
he'd a never been a Judge or amounted to anything, (Town, 
p, 281) 

Another relationship involving the marriage of a strong woman to a 

weak man is that of Lucy Markle and Will Grail, After Lucy overcomes her 

grief at the death of Tom Grail, to whom Lucy was attracted because he 

was a sensitive, unaggressive young man, she instigates her marriage to 

Will when both of them are well advanced in years. Although he has been 

in love with her for many years and was at one point engaged to marry her, 

she deliberately waits to marry Will until he is too old to take care of 

himself. At that point, she feels needed, assumes the responsibility for 

his care, and arranges the wedding. Somewhat indignant at Lucy's past 

actions, even of her present attempts to care for his physical needs, he 

reluctantly concedes to the marriage; but he arrives at the church a half 

hour late in what amounts to a rather weak protest. Lucy, herself, sees 

in this marriage not a loving husband and wife relationship but an oppor-

tunity to extend her beneficent hand to one in need, one who is and re-

mains a parasite totally dependent upon her. 

Another parasite is Gaye Oldaker, who is taken in, nourished, and 

advised by Tacey Cromwell. Gaye is a grown man but is inept at making 

decisions and keeping a Job. He depends on Tacey for strength and 

direction. Realizing that he will always be a parasite, Tacey determines 

to make him at least earn his meals. Soon after he arrives, she begins 

her instructions: "Take a wheel Job for a while if you have to. But 
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remember, what you want to get in is faro" (Tacey, p. 35). In several 

other instances, Tacey is attracted to and reaches out to people whom 

she can help, When Nugget Oldaker arrives in Socorro, Tacey graciously 

takes him in and allows him to move with her to Arizona, where he matures 

under her tutelage. Later, Tacey takes the two orphaned children into 

her house because they need a place to live and someone to care for them. 

One day Tacey learns that a former acquaintance, Wee Bee, a prostitute 

from New Mexico, is planning to marry a mine foreman from nearby Tombstone, 

Arizona. Tacey realizes that, without some outside intervention, Wee Bee 

and the foreman will not be able to have a proper wedding because of 

prejudice against her as a former prostitute. Tacey voluntarily comes 

to their assistance, makes her home available as the location of the 

wedding, and manages to engage the services of an Episcopal vicar to 

perfom the ceremony. Wherever there is a need, Tacey reaches out to 

help. 

The help is not always requested, as is evident in Tacey's offering 

of her services in arranging for the wedding; and sometimes the help is 

even imposed upon ungrateful or unsuspecting recipients. In The Aristo-

crat, Miss Alexandria makes herself responsible for the actions and 

attitudes of other people, especially newcomers in the community, When 

a new minister, The Rev, Mr, Danner, begins his tenure of service at the 

Lutheran church, he visits Miss Alexandria a few times and they become 

good friends; however, Miss Alexandria's motives are not exactly righteous. 

She sees in Mr. Danner a basic naivete, which to her is a weakness, and 

she determines to educate him. Tommy, the narrator, hears her tell a 
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friend, "The Rev, Danner doesn't believe in wines or cards but I'm doing 

my best to broaden him. , , , He's such a nice young man. He always 

reminds me of an English vicar, I tell him he should be more worldly to 

cope with the sins of the world" (Aristocrat, p, 1+7). Miss Alexandria, 

as well as Sayward, Lucy, and Tacey, demonstrates the Earth-Mother quality 

of reaching out to the weak, of offering herself as a sustaining and 

directive force. In true Earth-Mother form, each woman imposes her 

motherly attention upon the failures and the parasites; she reaches out 

to them instead of their reaching out in supplication to her. 

Another major attribute of the Earth-Mother is that she is fecund 

or fruitful. Like the old lady who lived in the shoe, she has many 

children. The archetypal conception of the Earth-Mother is that she is 

the mother who begets the world with the Sky-Father as her partner (Motif 

A625.): "World-parents: Sky-Father and Earth-Mother as parents of the 

universe. The sky-father descends upon the earth-mother and begets the 

world." 

A number of Richter's heroines are mothers, but only one bears more 

than two children. That one is Sayward Wheeler, who gives birth to ten 

children, and, she says, "none hadn't been wanted" (Fields, p. 138). 

In what appears to be more than coincidence, the ten children of Portius 

and Sayward parallel the sexes of the first ten children of Uranus and 

Gaea, the Sky-Father and the Earth-Mother in Greek mythology. The first 

three children are male, the next six are female, and the last is a male 

in each family, Furthermore, Oceanus, the oldest son of Uranus and Gaea, 

is distinguished for his depth, an attribute referring, of course, to the 
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great depth of the ocean, Resolve, the oldest son of Portius and Sayward, 

is distinguished for his depth of knowledge; he is especially interested 

in classical literature. Phoebe, the eighth child in the mythical family, 

is known for her intelligence, as is Dezia, the eighth child in the 

Wheeler family. The youngest child of Uranus and Gaea is Cronus, a wily 

and dreadful child who hates his father. The youngest child of Portius 

and Sayward is Chancey, who hates both of his parents. Uranus and Gaea 

contihue to have offspring, most of whom are monster-like creatures; but 

the first ten comprise an immediate and an original family,-'-̂  and the 

similarities between the two families are intriguing. 

Finally, one quality which forms a consummation of all the other 

traits of the Earth-Mother is that she endures. Evans and Finestone 

culminate their definition of the Earth-Mother archetype with the state-

ment that "her peculiar virtue is that she endures."^^ In a discussion 

of Richter's female protagonists, Marvin LaHood observes that they are 

strong, undaunted women. They are involved in intense action and, occas-

ionally, violence; but "reality never intimidates them; their wills are 

indomitable. They are able to draw on some inner spiritual source that 

enables them to endure any adversity, and finally to prevail."̂ -̂  Against 

seemingly insurmountable odds, the Earth-Mother figures in Richter's 

novels overcome and endure. 

-̂ 9 Hesoid, "The Creation," in Classical Gods and Heroes, p. 12. 

^° The World of the Short Story, p. 58. 

^•^ Conrad Richter's America, p. 55, 
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One of these enduring women is Lucy Markle in Always Young and Fair. 

During an illness, when it seems that she has lost all will to live, 

suddenly she rallies, regains her strength, and becomes more vibrant than 

she was before. As she grows older, she continues to exhibit her strength 

plus her youthful attitude and beauty. Johnny, the narrator, describes 

her as "a sparkling spray" (Always, p. 78), and is amazed at her ability 

to retain her youthful radiance. She possesses the Earth-Mother quality 

of ageless beauty and vitality. Besides refusing to grow old, Lucy refuses 

to avoid problems and scenes of past heartaches. As an heir to a large 

fortune, she has the opportunity and is urged by friends to move to 

Philadelphia, away from the inconveniences, the familiar scenes reminding 

her of past griefs, and the provincialism of a small town. She is told 

that one with her money and her beauty should enjoy the benefits of a 

large city, but she chooses to remain in her old home with her familiar 

friends in familiar surroundings. 

Another woman who endures suffering and refuses to flee when heart-

aches threaten to destroy her well-being is Tacey Cromwell. Ostracized 

and insulted by the court's decision to take the orphaned children from 

her, Tacey ponders her future in Bisbee. Escape would be easy; Nugget is 

away at school most of the time and she has forced Gaye out of the house 

in order to help him gain a sense of independence and self-worth. Instead 

of leaving, she opens a sewing shop where she sews "for the madams and 

high-class hookers up the line" (Tacey, p. 130), as she describes them. 

As one might expect, Richter endows his heroine Sayward Wheeler 

with exceptional powers of endurance, Few women in historical fiction 
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have been given the awesome challenges which face Sayward. First of all 

as a young girl she must care for her brother and sisters soon after 

they make their home in southeastern Ohio. Then she must face the long-

range task of providing a pennanent means of survival. Unflinchingly and 

uncomplainingly, she tackles the Job of cutting down the big trees which 

are so close together they block out the rays of the sun. She knows that 

the Job may call for more endurance than she possesses, knows also that 

what 

she had ahead wasn't woman's work . . . but she could do it. 
No, it wouldn't be the light chore of grubbing sprouts out 
of cleared ground. An axe in a woman's hand was a scant 
tool against wild butts thick as oxen and hard as skull 
bone. A woman would have to whack at one till the ground 
lay white with chips, and still the big butts would stand 
there, hardly more than flitched at night. But give her 
time and she could fetch it down. (Trees, p. I89). 

Sayward is aided by her husband in much of the work of clearing the 

land, but she assumes the responsibility for the task and makes the 

decisions regarding which trees to chop down and how long to work each 

day. Portius does whatever she says; and later, when she tells him to 

work full time at his law practice instead of working on their fai*m, he 

obeys that order also. With some help from her sons, Sayward continues 

to clear more land, plow what is cleared, and plant crops in anticipation 

of a harvest. Sayward willingly endures hard work, childbirth, heart-

aches within and outside her family, disappointments, and deaths of family 

members and close friends; in honor of her endurance she is recognized 

as the personification of the pioneering spirit when an artist comes to 

her house to paint a portrait of her. Her portrait will represent for 
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posterity the pioneer women who settled the American frontier. 

In a tribute to Richter's portrayal of Sayward as the symbol of the 

enduring spirit in America's frontier settlement, Marvin LaHood has 

written that the Ohio trilogy, especially the second novel, The Fields, 

"is successful in developing Sayward's figure until she approaches the 

stature of the Great Mother. . . . Her origin in the woods and her 

instinctive perseverance to survive in the way she feels is best are 

part of her portrait as Great Mother. She is slow to act, but once she 

does it is with deliberate and unflinching movement.' 

In conclusion, it is obvious that Richter believed that women con-

tributed a significant measure of strength, stability, and endurance, plus 

many other Earth-Mother qualities, to the settlement of American frontiers 

Through their efforts major tasks were accomplished, and through their 

presence many people were encouraged. In his novels Richter paid tribute 

to a heroic element in America's frontier history, that of the American 

pioneer woman. 

^^ Conrad Richter's America, p. 70. 



CHAPTER IV 

"^ INITIATION AND MATURATION 

The transition from childhood and innocence to adulthood and maturity 

constitutes a major archetypal theme in folklore. Whether the transition 

involves a clearly defined ritual or results from experience and self-

discovery, the process whereby a child becomes an adult does occur and has 

become a popular theme in literature. The initiation and maturation theme, 

as an archetype, is the product of polygenesis, as no single originator 

or place of origin can be identified. In its development, it has been 

identified in numerous cultures. In some cultures, it involves sophis-

ticated rituals and ceremonies, often accompanied by pain and by tests of 

endurance. In others, it involves a recognition of the attainment of 

maturity by a renaming or an anointing ceremony. In still others, the 

initiate achieves maturity through self-discovery. Mordecai Marcus divides 

the initiation-maturation process into three types: 

First, some initiations lead only to the threshold of 
maturity and understanding but do not definitely cross it. 
Such stories emphasize the shocking effect of experience, 
and their protagonists tend to be distinctly young. 
Second, some initiations take their protagonists across 
a threshold of maturity and understanding but leave them 
enmeshed in a struggle for certainty. These initiations 
sometimes involve self-discovery. Third, the most decisive 
initiations carry their protagonists firmly into maturity 
and understanding, or at least show them decisively 
embarked toward maturity.-'-

^ Mordecai Marcus, "What Is an Initiation Story?" in The Young Man in 
American Literature, ed. William Coyle (New York: Odyssey Press, 1969), P- 32 
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In modern times, according to anthropologists, even "birth, marriage, 

and death, together with the ceremonies that accompany them in most 

societies, are all types of initiation, as is also the process, such as 

baptism or confirmation, by which an individual is received into a re-

ligious faith, a monastic order, or even a secret organization." What 

is important in all of these cultures is that a person recognize that he 

has made a transition from one level of maturity to another, whether it 

be by a ritual or by self-discovery and awareness. 

Conrad Richter was conscious of the archetypal theme of initiation 

and maturation, as he was conscious of the archetypal character of the 

Earth-Mother, discussed in the previous chapter. In employing the 

initiation-maturation theme, Richter alighed himself with and was influ-

enced by a host of authors in American and English literature, as well as 

in the literature of other countries. In this chapter, the experiences of 

various characters who undergo both ritualistic and experiential transitions 

from youthful innocence to knowledge and maturity will be delineated. 

Parallel characters and instances in well-known literary works, and de-

finitive critical statements regarding the maturing process, will be cited 

to support Richter's use of the theme in his novels. 

In a story set in the forests of western New York and Pennsylvania, 

entitled The Light in the Forest, the protagonist, True Son, experiences 

an initiation, told in retrospect at the. beginning of the novel. True Son 

is a fifteen-year-old white boy who had been captured by Indians when he 

2 Evans and Finestone, p. kk6. 
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was four years old. In his eleven years with Cuyloga, his Indian father, 

True Son has learned the ways of the Indians and considers himself a 

native of the Lenni Lenape tribe. Now, at fifteen, he hears that he will 

be returned to his white parents under a government order to Indian tribes 

to release all white captives. He accepts the news of his return without 

flinching because he is now a man; he has learned through an initiation 

process to endure pain and heartache. The process had involved placing, 

in summer, "a stone hot from the fire on his flesh to see how long he 

could stand it. In winter he would sit in the icy river until his father 

. . . said he could come out. It made him strong against any hardship 

that would come to him, his father said."-̂  In this case, the initiation 

process is not a single ritual but a repetitious one which brings about a 

gradual maturation, apparently achieved when the adult administrator of 

the ordeal decides that the initiate has passed the test. 

The endurance of pain as a part of initiation is common in many 

cultures. For example, in certain tribes in the Guianas and the Amazon 

Valley, "special stress was put on the occasion when a boy had his lip 

or his ears perforated to wear an ornament reserved to adults. . . . A 

boy is considered an adult among the Caribs and Arawaks of the Guiana when 

he has undergone with firmness the ordeal of the ant bites and of flagella-

tions." Other forms of physical torture are "fasting, filing or knocking 

3 Conrad Richter, The Light in the Forest (1953; rpt. New York: 
Bantam, 1975), p. 1. All further references to this work appear in the 
text as Light, followed by a page number. 

^ "Initiation," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and 
Legend. p. 525. 
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out of teeth, ear-, nose-, or lip-piercing, incisions, scarification, 

circumcision, subincision, etc."^ 

Another initiate in Richter's novels is Wyitt Luckett, in the Ohio 

trilogy. Wyitt is a young woodsy, eager to earn his right to own a gun 

and to spend his time hunting instead of farming. When he is eleven 

years old, he receives a rifle as a gift from his brother-in-law, Louie 

Scurrah, a woodsy himself, who believes Wyitt is old enough to own a gun. 

Upon receiving the rifle, Wyitt immediately begins his first hunt for 

big game, because he knows that his sister Sayward will not pérmit him 

to keep the rifle unless he can prove his ability to use it. He tramps 

through the woods for many hours but sees nothing more than a few squirrels 

and other small game on which he wastes his seven lead balls by missing 

on every shot. Having been knocked down by the kick of the rifle on his 

first shot and suffering from discouragement and fatigue, he prepares to 

return the gun to Louie. Suddenly, he sees two bucks, one young and one 

old. The old one seems to wait momentarily for Wyitt to shoot; however, 

his ammunition is gone. Then he remembers that the last shot had hit a 

poplar tree nearby. He frantically digs the lead out of the tree, carves 

the flattened lead into a sphere, and loads his gun. The buck has dis-

appeared in the meantime, but Wyitt is able to track it and shoot it. 

Quickly he straddles the fallen, but not dead, buck in order to slash 

its throat. But before he can get his knife out of his belt, the buck 

rises and plunges wildly through the woods with Wyitt on its back: 

5 "Initiation," p. 525-
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It whipped around like a crazy thing, bucking and kicking 
and running in circles. It bumped against this and that. 
It scraped every place it could to get him off. It dragged 
him through prickly haw thickets. One of his legs or the 
other it kept whacking against trees. How his knife stayed 
on he didn't know. His powder horn went, his leggins got 
torn to rags on thorns and brush and the roots and branches 
of windfalls. He could feel warm blood now but it was his 
own trickling down his legs that were wrapped like death 
around that deer's belly. No man could tell how this 
would come out. All he knew was his first buck wasn't 
going to get away easy. (Trees, p. 152) 

The buck finally collapses, and Wyitt cuts its throat. He has made 

his first kill and has survived. Night has fallen and he builds a fire 

to illuminate his next act, that of skinning the deer. In doing so, he 

thinks, "Not even his father had ever skinned a buck as smooth and as even 

as he would this one" (Trees, p. 1 5 3 ) . Finally, he cooks a "venison steak 

on a green stick" (Trees, p. 1 5 3 ) , This act celebrates the completion of 

the task. Instead of going home, he heaps more logs on the fire to ward 

off the wolves that may try to steal the hind quarters which he has hung 

on a branch, Then he makes a bed of leaves and lies down, using the warm 

hide as a cover, 

The next morning he makes his way home with the hide and the gun to 

show Sayward his accomplishment. She asks whose gun he has, and he 

answers, "Mine"; he stands straight and tall and Sayward "could see he 

was mighty proud of being a man today" (Trees, p. 1 5 ^ ) . Sayward strips 

his torn clothing off and washes the dried blood from his wounds. She 

"sopped the wet rag over his hard, naked, young body. When the caked 

blood washed off, you could see deep cuts in plenty places. He would 

carry scars and welts from this" (Trees, p. 1 5 5 ) . Then she tells him 

to stand by the fire to dry himself, telling him also, "I'll git something 
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on you till I fix you a new frock and leggins" (Trees, p, I56). 

Wyitt's ordeal follows the outline of the initiation rites described 

by Evans and Finestone, who write, 

One of the commonest forms of initiation known to anthropology 
occurs when a youth formally becomes a man and is invested with 
the rights and obligations of an adult male. The rites em-
ployed on this occasion are astonishingly similar, even in 
places that are very widely separated: they include a period 
of seclusion from the non-initiated; an ordeal of some kind, 
frequently involving a mutilation such as circumcision, or 
the killing of a large and dangerous animal; a feast or a dance; 
and a robing or anointing ceremony during which the individual 
is given a new name. . . ,° 

Wyitt's experience of killing his first deer corresponds almost pre-

cisely to the above outline. He is secluded for a period of time as he 

hunts alone and spends the night alone; he kills a large and dangerous 

animal; and he is wounded, or mutilated, and suffers permanent scars (a 

variant of circumcision). He prepares his own feast; he is anointed by 

Sayward as she washes his body; and he is robed by the new garments which 

she makes. In the act of skinning the buck more smoothly and evenly than 

his father had ever done, and in providing the meat for the family, he 

assumes the place of an adult male. He proves his ability to hunt and, 

of course, is pennitted to keep the rifle. 

In what amounts to a rather ludicrous initiation compared to True 

Son's and Wyitt's ordeals, Nugget Oldaker, in Tacey Cromwell, must endure 

a ritual which is common among children, In order to be accepted as one 

of the group in his class at school, Nugget must fight the class bullies 

after his first day at school in Bisbee, Arizona. On his way home he is 

6 The World of the Short Story: Archetypes in Action, p, 1+1+6. 
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confronted with the challenge: he must fight or suffer ridicule and ostra-

cism. He declines at first, but the pressure mounts as five boys taunt 

him and finally force him into a fight by throwing his cap into a tree. 

Nugget says, "That decided it, I could never go home and leave it behind 

me now, And if I climbed for it I was a fool" (Tacey, p. 73). A fierce 

battle of fisticuffs and wrestling ensues, with Nugget losing until his 

neighbor girl, Seely Dowden, comes to his rescue. Nugget had had to fight 

Seely earlier in order to receive acceptance into the neighborhood of 

Brewery Gulch. Now she helps him defeat the school bullies; despite her 

help in defeating them, they accept him into their ranks. He has passed 

the test. Pain and endurance, plus a new position among his peers, are 

present in his initiation. 

The ritualistic initiations described above occur generally in prim-

itive cultures; but modern variations of primitive rituals are present in 

children's peer groups, street gangs, neighborhood clubs, and some adult 

organizations. A second type of initiation involving a more gradual and 

subtle initiation process than the above is that of self-discovery and 

awareness. The initiate comes to realize intuitively that "he has crossed 

a threshold and that this boundary will have the effect of forever separ-

ating him from the period of his boyhood."' 

All three types of processes which Marcus has identified may occur 

within the life of one individual, For example, Nugget's initiation into 

the peer group at school is an identifiable ritual; a larger and more 

T̂  Evans and Finestone, p. ̂ ^7. 
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gradual initiation into maturity takes place as he learns a series of 

lessons about people and about himself. Nugget begins his education 

about unfamiliar life as he arrives in Socorro, New Mexico, where he 

knows his half-brother, Gaye, is living. Upon inquiry after Gaye's 

whereabouts, Nugget learns that Gaye is at the White Palace. Nugget 

innocently enters but does not realize what'kind of place it is. He 

is impressed with the beautiful women, "most of them dancing, talking, 

or drinking with men, none in the short skirts and low waists of later 

days, all of them dressed like any other women I knew, only better. I 

thought they were the ladies of Socorro decked out in their Sunday 

finery and my heart beat proud that my brother should work in such a 

fine place" (Tacey, p. ll+). During the brief duration of his stay in 

Socorro, he remains innocent. 

At the White Palace he is shunned by Gaye, but he is taken under 

wing by Gaye's friend, Tacey Cromwell. She takes him along when she 

moves to Arizona, and under her tutelage he matures. He recognizes in 

her the will and the power to overcome obstacles. He learns what it 

means to live in dignity, to develop self-worth in the face of a scorn-

ful, self-righteous society. In the introduction to the novel, Pilking-

ton writes that "Nugget's increasingly clear-eyed and knowledgeable view 
o 

of his home town is a gauge of his growing maturity." He achieves ma-

turity as he becomes aware of his own strengths and weaknesses and of his 

relationship to a capricious, insensitive society. 

o 
Introd., Tacey Cromwell, p. x, 



88 

Chariter Murdoch, in The Grandfathers, is another young person who 

matures through self-discovery. She grows up in an extended family which 

includes her mother, several half-brothers and half-sisters, some cousins, 

a grandfather, and a grandmother, all living in the same house. As a 

child, she is, of course, oblivious to self and social awareness; but as 

she matures physically, she begins to feel an estrangement from the rest 

of the family, Not knowing who her father is and wondering whether he 

is someone of a higher social class, she finds herself looking with some 

disdain at her family. While walking with most of the family members to 

the school house to hear a preacher one Sunday afternoon, she isolates 

herself in order to sort out her thoughts and to observe the others from 

a distance. She 

looked over them troubled. Most times it felt good trooping 
down the lane with her folks around her. Now wasn't it queer 
that today it went against her, that for once in her life 
she hankered to be alone? Well, she didn't know as she liked 
it, feeling fussy and special like her own folks weren't good 
enough for her. But that's the way it was. She wanted to 
sit in that school house private by herself today. (Grand-
fathers, p. 1+2) 

After an embarrassing scene at the school in which the revivalist, Morg 

Gandy, attempts to seduce Chariter, her family becomes especially protec-

tive of her. Her reaction, however, is that she feels more independent 

than ever. 

Chariter continues to grow in self-awareness and self-worth. She 

is only fifteen when her boyfriend, Fulliam, proposes a living arrange-

ment which she declines. He is an apprentice undertaker, but he has 

grown uninterested in that occupation, He now suggests to Chariter that 
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he would like to work for her uncles in the logging business and to 

secure room and board at her house. Chariter has seen the results of 

that kind of arrangement in the lives of her Aunt Dib and of her own 

mother, and she is mature enough to resist the temptation: 

First thing she'd know she'd have a young one at her skirts 
and then another and not a marriage paper for her or her 
young ones either. No, she'd seen too much of such business. 
She held herself more than that, and if she didn't, she would 
for her young ones. She wasn't going to bring them in the 
world unlawful if she could help it. They weren't going to 
cast it up to her some day that she hadn't done right by 
them. (Grandfathers, pp. 6I+-65) 

Her Judgment in this situation is clear evidence of growing maturity, 

and her maturity continues to reveal itself in her reaction to Fulliam's 

rebuttal. He says that if she will not go along with his idea he will 

find someone else; she tells him that she will not hinder his search. 

Even when she finds out that he has someone definite in mind, someone 

whom she knows, she refuses to bow to the pressure. Later, when she is 

sixteen, he proposes again. He is now in the undertaking apprenticeship 

again, and when he declares that he will marry her or someone else, she 

decides that beneath his threats is a worthy husband. She rationalizes 

maturely in this situation: "He needed, she told herself, some solid body 

like her to hold him down and sober him up so folks could depend on him 

to bury them right and not go off on a tangent" (Grandfathers, p. I60). 

Before she gets married, she becomes employed for some time as a 

maid in the mansion of Squire Goddem and Miss Belle. At first she is 

homesick; but, as she begins to care for Miss Belle, who is bedfast, 

Chariter loses her homesickness. Seeing Miss Belle's emaciated and 
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helpless condition "cured her, She could be of plenty use here, she 

reckoned, She needn't feel sorry for herself any more" (Grandfathers, 

p, 121), As Chariter discovers her self-worth and her abilities, she 

matures into a stable, capable individual, Later she marries Fulliam 

and provides for him the mature influence which he needs in order to be 

successful in his business, 

Numerous experiences serve to develop the maturity through self-

discovery in another of Richter's protagonists, Sayward Luckett. An 

initial experience soon after the family's arrival in the Ohio wilder-

ness amounts to a combination ritual and self-discovery process whereby 

she crosses the threshold of maturity. She goes to the river to bathe, 

as usual; but this time, after scrubbing her body with grease and sand, 

and after rinsing herself off, she stands for a while "inspecting with 

matter-of-fact criticalness her strong breasts and hams. . . . Yes, she 

was a woman now, she told herself, a white woman in this country of the 

men of the Western waters. It was good enough being a woman" (Trees, 

p. 53). She is only fifteen years of age, but already she is assuming 

the role of a mature woman as she becomes a substitute mother for her 

younger brother and three sisters, following the death of her mother. 

The act of Sayward's entering the water as a girl and emerging as 

a woman is a ritual corresponding to baptism, which, besides its signifi-

cance as a religious ceremony, also contains significance as an initiation 

rite. In many primitive cultures, baptism marks the acceptance of a 

child into the social framework of the community; in others, it is accomp-

anied by a naming, or christening, ceremony; in still others, it is a 
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safeguard against demons and witches." Sayward's bathing experience on 

this occasion becomes a symbolic baptism, and her self-inspection 

delineates a self-discovery of her maturity. Throughout the Ohio 

trilogy, she demonstrates mature actions, Judgments, and decisions. 

In conclusion, one can note demonstrations of maturity from all the 

Earth-Mother heroines and from young men such as True Son, Wyitt, and 

Nugget. Sayward matures early and commands respect from the grpwing 

community for many decades, She possesses the mature virtues which sus-

tain and preserve her family and the settlement. Tacey Cromwell wisely 

and competently guides her foster children through severe difficulties, 

an accomplishment which causes Nugget and others in the small Arizona 

town to realize, as Pilkington writes, that "true strength of character 

is formed only in the crucible of conflict and struggle. . . . Tacey 

suffers and endures and, as a result, becomes a source of strength, a 

refuge, and a returning point for her beloved 'family.'" Nugget him-

self learns to evaluate and accept human nature, his own as well as that 

of others, on a mature level. Wyitt becomes a woodsy and leaves home 

for more distant frontiers than Ohio before he is twenty years old. 

While it may be questioned that he has achieved full maturity, he has 

at least crossed the threshold by means of his hunting experience. Miss 

Alexandria Morley, Dona Ellen, Lucy Markle, Lutie Brewton, and Mary Stanton 

9 "Baptism," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and Legend, 
p. 111+. 

Introd., Tacey Cromwell, p. xi. 
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also exhibit a strong degree of maturity in their respective coramunities. 

Although Richter has not expressly identified the process whereby these 

five women have been initiated or in what experiences they have realized 

self-discovery, he has unmistakably portrayed them as personages who have 

attained full maturity, These five, as well as the others discussed in 

this chapter, have, in one manner or another, made the transition from 

innocence to maturity. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE QUEST FOR TRUE PARENTS 

• í •> < 

y' 

As an inquisitive and rational being, Man is constantly seeking 

for something better, greater, or more suitable than his present con-

dition, He is the only creature who can wish for circumstances other 

than those in which he finds himself. His wish and his search are not 

always definable, nor are they always socially acceptable; nevertheless, 

he continues to wish and to search. In doing so, he is said to be on a 

Quest. The theme of the Quest is universal; as such, it becomes an 

archetypal theme. Evidence of its existence is found in the literature 

of many countries. Evans and Finestone write: 

Few themes are more universal than that of the Quest: a 
Germanic version of it is seen in the epic poem of the 
Nibelungenlied, where Siegfried succeeds in acquiring the 
treasure hoard of the Nibelungs; and a Norman French version 
is found in the Arthurian romances, in one of which (by 
Cretien de Troyes) Percival seeks unsuccessfully for the 
Holy Grail, and in which (by Thomas Mallory) Sir Galahad 
actually attains it.-̂  

Other Quests are pursued by Oedipus, Theseus, Jason, Odysseus, Telemachus, 

and Sohrab in ancient accounts. 

A variety of motifs forms the basis for the Quests; Thompson lists 

the following in the Motif-Index: "Quest for unknown parents" (H 138.1., 

Irish, India, Chinese), "Quest for unknown father (H 1381.2., India), 

•̂  The World of the Short Story: Archetypes in Action, p. 253. 

93 



9k 

"Child seeks unknown parent" (H 1381.2.2.), "Son seeks unknown father" 

(H 1381.2.2.1., Irish, English, and others), and "Child seeks unknown 

mother" (H 1381.2,2.2.). In this chapter Richter's use of the Quest 

theme will be delineated. Three characters search for their fathers or 

father-substitutes, and one character searches for his real parents. 

First, there is Nugget Oldaker, in Tacey Cromwell, who searches for 

a substitute father in the person of a half-brother; but he finds instead 

a substitute mother. Nugget, whose real name is Wickers Covington, is 

orphaned when his mother dies the night he is born, and his father is 

killed in a quarry accident not long afterward. He is placed into the 

home of his uncle in eastern Kansas, but his presence is unwelcome and 

he is treated badly. He dreams of going west to find his older half-

brother, Gaye, in New Mexico. At age eight, Nugget leaves his uncle's 

home one night and begins the long Journey westward, walking and hitching 

rides on wagons. He finds Gaye, but Gaye is too immature to be a sub-

stitute father and is himself seeking a parent. Both Nugget and Gaye 

find a substitute parent in Tacey Cromwell. 

The Quest is not always successful.; and, when it is, it may not 

necessarily end happily. John Donner, in The Waters of Kronos, comes 

back to his home town of Unionville, Pennsylvania, in search of his 

father. The man he finds is, in fact, his biological father, Harry 

Donner; but John feels no kinship with him. Other family members and 

relatives express great admiration for Harry Donner. John senses only 

a mystifying estrangement; he realizes that "only he, Johnny, his oldest 

son, was uncomfortable with him. As a child he couldn't easily fathom 
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it except that the constriction must come from his side, which was why 

the boy resented it so keenly, coming from one who was so open, friendly 

and companionable with everybody else."^ 

Two unsuccessful Quests are described in somewhat lengthy detail in 

two of Richter's novels. One is Chariter Murdoch's Quest for a father in 

The Grandfathers, and the other is Chancey Wheeler's Quest for his true 

parents in The Town. Chariter lives with her mother and has no.particular 

problems in their relationship, but she does not know who her father is. 

Chancey, on the other hand, lives with his parents, but he believes that 

they are only taking care of him until his real parents return for him 

someday. 

Chariter searches in vain. She is an alert, wise, mature young girl 

who lives in an unpretentious house in the western Maryland mountains. 

She knows her place in the hierarchy of the family structure, with her 

grandmother as the authoritarian head. But she senses a restlessness; 

she believes that somewhere she has a father who may be of a higher social 

class than the one in which she finds herself. One day Chariter goes with 

her uncle to visit a woman named Vedna, who shows Chariter a picture of 

her brother, Morg Gandy. Knowing that Chariter is searching and thinking 

that possibly Morg could be Chariter's father, Vedna watches Chariter 

carefiaiy as she looks at the picture; but there is no sign of recognition 

on Chariter's part. Chariter, however, accedes to the possibility of 

Morg's being her father. 

^ Conrad Richter, The Waters of Kronos (New York: Knopf, 1960), p. 1+5. 
All further references to this work appear in the text as Waters, followed 
by a peige number. 
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Sometime later, Morg Gandy, a revivalist, holds services at a rural 

schoolhouse, Chariter and her family attend, Morg enters from the rear 

after the audience is seated. Sitting next to the center aisle, Chariter 

hears him coming but does not turn around. She 

waited for his shadow to fall on her as he passed between 
her and the potbellied stove. Something went over her then 
as she felt him close, something she never felt before, as 
if up to now she had been a Chinese Jigsaw puzzle lacking 
one part lost a long while, but now that missing part had 
been found and put in its place, and she could be whole and 
in one piece for the first time. (Grandfathers, p. 1+7) 

Chariter's supposition that perhaps Morg is her father gains a hint 

of confirmation when Morg's wife gets up to speak. Her loud, commanding 

voice makes Chariter question, "Now wasn't it curious . . . that Morg 

Gandy had a weakness for women who yelled? It sounded almost like Mam 

up there bawling somebody out" (Grandfathers, p. 1+8). Then she hears 

Mrs. Gandy denounce the harlot "who enticed men into her den, even a holy 

young man of the Word, and now brings up her lawless offspring without 

benefit of the kingdom. Shame her and fetch her forward this afternoon 

to confess her sins as scarlet" (Grandfathers, p. 1+9). Chariter looks 

at her mother to see if there is any adverse reaction. She is sure now 

that Morg must be her father because the Gandys had once lived close to 

her mother's house. 

When Morg comes down to preach directly to individuals in the 

audience, he avoids Chariter's mother and comes directly to Chariter. 

She sits still and listens to his graphic description of the fires of hell; 

but when he gets down on his knees with his 
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violently folded hands on her lap and thighs where they had 
no right to be, she couldn't help looking at him in a kind 
of terror and shame. There his face flared hardly a foot 
away from hers. . . . Still she sat and stuck it out, but 
when the lame man started moving his hands around on her 
hams, calling her Sister, she got to thinking it had gone 
on long enough. 

"I'm not your sister!" she called out, giving him a crack 
across the face. "Nor your darter or any other relation 
either." (Grandfathers, p. 52) 

After this disappointment and humiliation, Chariter still wonders who 

her father is. She questions her mother about Dick Goddem, Squire Goddem's 

son, who, she thinks and hopes, may have been her father. Squire Goddem 

is a wealthy land owner and the Judge in the community. Dick Goddem had 

been killed in a war, and Chariter now suspects that he may have been her 

father since he used to stop in at the Murdochs on his way home from a 

tavern to regain his sobriety before going home. Chariter begins to ask 

questions of her mother about Dick, but her mother silences her by saying, 

"Now don't you go getting any notions. You're Just common folks like the 

rest of us. Don't try to fool yourself with hifalutin idees" (Grandfathers, 

p. 106). 

Chariter receives a request to work as a maid in Squire Goddem's 

mansion shortly after the above incidents. The Squire's sister, Miss 

Belle, is ill and needs special care. Chariter capably cares for her. 

After Miss Belle dies, the Squire debates the issue of keeping Chariter 

as a maid; he is afraid of the gossip his retaining her may create. Hear-

ing about his hesitancy, Chariter becomes angry and wonders what kind of 

"notions went on in his mind anyway? What kind of talk was that from 

somebody who might be your own grandpappy for all you know? She couldn't 

say for certain since her own mam claimed she didn't know" (Grandfathers, 
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p. 130). Chariter wishes she had a lock of Dick Goddem's hair so she 

could be certain whether he was her father. She has red hair, and even 

though her mother has told her that Dick did not have red hair, she is 

not convinced. 

Chariter continues as a maid in the mansion, and she begins to assimie 

that she is the Squire's granddaughter. When her boyfriend, Fulliam, 

wants to marry her and take her away to live with him, she resents his 

"lashing out against her poor old grandpappy squire, wanting her to run 

off and leave him alone in this empty pile of a house" (Grandfathers, 

p. 162). She finally consents to marry Fulliam. During the wedding 

ceremony, which Squire Goddem performs, Chariter wonders what would 

happen if he would say Chariter Goddem instead of Chariter Murdoch. 

But Chariter's wishes t\irn out to be only a dream, a "flighty notion of 

a bride on tenterhooks, something she knew she never should have thought 

of when the Lord had already given her all he had" (Grandfathers, p. 171). 

After the wedding she asks where her Grandfather Murdoch is. Informed 

that he is in Jail, she pleads with Squire Goddem for her grandfather's 

release so that he can attend the wedding dinner. She has given up her 

search and is content to have one grandfather. 

Chariter's story is a mixture of humor and poignancy, but the story 

of Chancey Wheeler is a mixture of pathos and tragedy. Chancey is the 

youngest son of Portius and Sayward Wheeler. A spoiled child, he believes 

that too much walking is a detriment to his heart; he wants always to be 

ca,rried. The desire to be carried and the possession of a weak heart are 

incongruent with the demands of the frontier, especially with the kind of 
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demands under which his mother has labored for many years. His father 

feels some pity for him, but his mother refuses to extend sympathy; she 

believes that his weakness is the result of his imagination. It is true 

that as a baby he had been very pale, had caught every sickness that cir-

ciaated in the settlement, and had had a slight case of "rheumatism," 

probably rheumatic fever, which "had left his heart too poorly to race 

around" (Town, p. 5). But, as a young boy, he has outgrown his child-

hood weaknesses and now wallows in self-pity. 

One day a frightened settler and his frail daughter come to Portius 

to seek his aid in resolving some legal matters. As they leave, Chancey 

wishes he could go with them, 

for he knew Just how they felt in this gloomy and alien 
world. . . . He felt closer to them than his own family. 
Oh, never would he breathe a word of this even to Massey, 
but in his heart he knew that those he lived with here in 
this house were not his real people. No, they were only 
his foster people with whom he had been given by his real 
parents to live. Who his real father and mother were, he 
did not know, only that they must be like he was. (Town, 
pp. 8-9) 

He continues to think about the man and his daughter and remembers the 

man's smile and the touch of the man's hand on his head. He believes 

that the man must be his real father and the frail daughter must be his 

sister. 

Chancey continues his search and intensifies it every time he comes 

into conflict with the desires of his parents or other members of his 

family. A number of times he wishes for his real mother, because he 

feels more at odds with his mother than with his father; his father some-

times carries Chancey on his back and in other ways shows at least some 
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measure of sympathy toward him, But Chancey thinks there is no one more 

stubborn and hard than his mother; consequently he speculates: 

Oh, if his real mother was here, it would be different. 
She would run to his side and bear him up with her soft 
vhite arms. She would make him sit down and beg him not 
to try to walk any more, for he didn't have to. As long 
as she lived, she would take care of him, wait on him hand 
and foot. She would wash and dress him, bring his food and 
read to him. With her he would have security. 

But all this woman they said was his mother would do was 
turn toward him a cruel and bitter face when she thought he 
wasn't looking. (Town, p. 96) 

Chancey's rejection of a cruel mother follows Motif J391. in Thompson's 

Motif-Index: "Kind foster-parents chosen rather than cruel parents." 

Chancey imagines how his real mother would act and look. He believes 

that his true mother "would be a lady with pale golden hair" (Town, p. 69), 

and when she would find him, she would "take him up in her white arms and 

kiss him and thank God for his safe return. She would tell how she had 

missed him all these years he spent among alien folk who refused to believe 

his truest words" (Town, p. 69). He also imagines what his real name might 

be and thinks of some possibilities, such as "Davenport or Ponberton or 

Ormsbee, most likely Ormsbee" (Town, p. 69). At the time he is thinking 

about these things, his family is preparing to go to the river to see the 

damage caused by the heavy rainstrom which has Just occurred. After the 

others leave, Chancey decides to go. He goes to the road and catches a 

ride on a cart; he tells the driver he is "going home to my father and 

mother and my little sister and all my brothers and sisters who pray for 

me every day to come home" (Town, p. 70). The driver asks him what his 

name is, and he replies, "It's Ormsbee, sir" (Town, p. 70). Later he 
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tells someone his name is Henry Ormsbee, 

Chancey arrives at the flooded river and proceeds to cross the bridge. 

He stops midway and climbs into a place in the bridge timbers to rest. 

The rising water causes the bridge to collapse and Chancey finds himself 

floating down the river on a piece of wreckage. He is rescued down river 

and taken to the house of a small lady with black hair and with a gold 

chain around her neck. She gives him hot brandy to drink and carries him 

to a beautiful bedroom upstairs. He feels at home here, as if this is his 

birthplace; and he thinks that this lady, "with the gold cross who was so 

good and tender to him, might be his secret mother" (Town, p. 7I+). 

At the time of the occurrences described above, Chancey is perhaps 

eight or nine years of age. He continues to be frustrated with his alien-

ation and identity problem for many years. As a young teenager he falls 

in love with Rosa Tench, who is actually his half-sister, the daughter of 

Portius and Miss Bartram, the schoolteacher. Chancey, of course, is 

unaware of their blood relationship. He finds in her one like himself 

who is an alien to the established society of the community, Americus, 

Ohio. With her, his troubled mind and his weak heart seem quieted and 

strengthened. On a long walk in the woods one day, he is surprised at 

his strength; he notices that his "heart only flopped a little. Now 

wasn't it strange that over here away from his mother and sisters he 

could walk? It showed they weren't his real mother and sisters" (Town 

p. 102). 

Chancey fails in his quest to find parents other than Portius 

and Sayward. After he grows up and leaves home, he becomes the editor 
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of a radical newspaper, the New Palladium, which denounces the pioneer-

ing spirit and the work ethic for which his mother and her contemporaries 

stand. While she is on her deathbed, he learns that she has supported 

his venture financially and has made preparations in her will that will 

allow him to continue the publication of the newspaper. It is a sober, 

humbling experience for him as he realizes finally who is and always 

has been his real mother, 

As Chancey Wheeler, John Donner, Nugget Oldaker, and Chariter 

Murdoch are made to realize, the Quest for one or both parents is 

frustrating and sometimes futile, In the cases of John and Chancey, 

the parents are present, but close family relationships are severed. 

In Chariter's case, there is no known father, and she must accept a 

substitute father. Nugget, an orphan, finds in Tacey Cromwell a cher-

ished substitute mother. In his use of the theme of the Quest, Richter 

has availed himself of a major archetypal theme. 



CHAPTER VI 

LOST AND CAPTURED CHILDREN 

During the pioneering epoch of American history, an ever-present 

threat to a family's well-being was the loss of a family member by means 

other than death. The pioneers could accept death as part of their rugged 

existence and as a natural consequence of sickness and age; but a child 

lost in the woods never to be found dead or alive, or a child or parent 

captured by Indians was a continuing grief to the remaining family members 

and to the community. Disappearances of family members were commonly 

attributed to Indian abductions, rather than to other causes, in early 

America. For example, when Rip Van Winkle fails to return from his 

hunting expedition, the townspeople assume that he has been "carried off 

by the Indians." In Richter's novels, the accounts of lost and captured 

people center almost entirely on the capture or kidnapping of children by 

Indians. 

Richter's two novels, The Light in the Forest and A Country of Strangers, 

which deal entirely with Indian captivities, and his inclusion of Sulie 

Luckett's capture by Indians in The Trees place him in a well-established 

tradition in American historical fiction. Numerous stories of captivity 

are extant; the Newberry Library contains a collection of "more than five 

hundred captivity narratives." A private collection in Maine exceeds five 

Howard H. Peckham, Captured by Indians: True Tales of Pioneer 
Survivors (New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, 195^), p. ix. 
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hundred narratives. Although some doubts are cast regarding the authen-

ticity of some narratives, especially the ones containing gruesome, 

2 
terror-filled accounts of Indian torture, captivities were a reality. 

One authority estimates that "possibly as many as two thousand captives 

were carried to Canada by the Indians as war prisoners. Countless others 

were adopted into Indian tribes and lost forever to white society. The 

Indian captivity was a massive historic reality."^ 

Widespread interest in the reality of Indian captivity stories is 

evident in the many variants and editions of certain popular accounts. 

Richard VanDerBeets notes that many of the narratives 

went through a remarkable number of editions. There are 
some thirty known editions of the Mary Rowlandson narra-
tive; Jonathan Dickenson's account went to twenty-one, 
including translations into Dutch and German; there are 
over thirty editions of the Mary Jemison captivity; and 
the popularity of Peter Williamson's narrative carried it 
through forty-one editions.^ 

Indians captured white children for basically four reasons: "to use 

^ See Roy Harvey Pearce's essay, "The Significance of the Captivity 
Narrative," in American Literature, 19 (19^+7), 1-20. Pearce comments at 
one point, "And the captivity narrative is interesting and valuable to us, 
I submit, not because it can tell us a great deal about the Indian or 
even about immediate frontier attitudes towards the Indian, but rather 
because it enables us to see more deeply and more clearly into popular 
American culture, popular American issues, and popular American tastes. 
As religious confessional, as propaganda, and as a pulp thriller, the 
captivity narrative gives us sharp insight into various segments of 
popular American culture" (p. 20). 

3 James Levernier and Hennig Cohen, eds., The Indians and Their 
Captives (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1977), p. xiii. 

^ Held Captive by Indians: Selected Narratives, l61+2-l836 (Knoxville: 
Univ, of Tennessee Press, 1973), p. xi. 
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as slaves; to ransom (to the English and, later, Americans); to sell (to 

the French or to other tribes); and to replace, by adoption, those members 

of the tribes lost or slain in battle."'' Captured children were gener-

ally treated well, and attempts to assimilate them into the culture were 

quickly instigated and usually successful. According to many narratives 

on record, adults frequently were tortured and killed. 

In Richter's novels, three children are captured by Indians. All 

three become a part of the Indian culture and reject white civilization. 

Two of these are forced to return to their white parents, and one remains 

as the wife of her Indian husband. Besides these three victims, several 

characters in the novels tell stories of lost and captured children. 

First, there is Mary Stanton, the daughter of Colonel Peter Stanton, 

of eastern Pennsylvania. As a five-year-old girl, Mary is taken by the 

Lenni Lenape Indians in a raid on the white settlement. Her name is 

changed to Stone Girl, and she becomes a member of the tribe. She learns 

the language of her captors and eventually marries one of the Indian men. 

When governmental orders demand the return of white captives by the 

Indians, Mary's husband takes her deeper into the western wilderness; he 

promises, to her great Joy, not to allow the white officer to effect her 

removal from him and from Indian life. A war ensues among Indian tribes, 

her husband is killed in the war, and she is stranded, with her son, in 

a French settlement in Michigan. She is finally forced to return to her 

parents, whom she fails to recognize after her eleven years' absence. 

-^ VanDerBeets, p. xi. 
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They eQ-SO fail to recognize her as their daughter. Rejection is mutual, 

and Stone Girl and her son become wanderers, living in "a country of 

strangers," 

Richter knew from his careful research that returned children often 

rejected their white parents. In the Foreword to A Country of Strangers, 

Richter writes that this story 

concerns the fortunes of one of many white captives taken 
prisoner as children and adopted into families of the early 
Indians. When later forcibly returned to their white homes, 
no small number of these tried desperately to run away and 
return to the free wild life of the forest and to their 
Indian fathers and mothers whom they admired and considered 
their real parents. (Country, p. xi) 

In the companion novel to the above, Richter tells the story of a 

white boy, Johnny Butler, who is kidnapped by Indians attacking harvesters 

in a field. Most of the harvesters escape or are killed, but four-year-old 

Johnny, seated under a shade tree some distance from the workers, is taken. 

Soon after his capture, he submits willingly to an initiation ritual and 

receives the name True Son. Eleven years later, a government order forces 

the tribe to return him to his white parents. He determines not to go and 

hides in the forest. Finally, he is found and is forcibly returned. He 

fails to adapt to his new home and escapes to Indian country. Again he 

^ A well-known western account occurs in Carl Coke Rister's Border 
Captives (Norman: Univ. of Oklahoma Press, I9I+O) in a chapter entitled, 
"Indianizing Texas," in which the account of the capture of Cynthia Ann 
Parker is detailed. She was nine when captured. Efforts to ransom her 
failed, partly because she ran and hid when white officers approached her 
village. She was finally recaptured after about twenty-five years in 
"captivity." She was reluctant to leave because of her half-Indian 
children, one of whom became the famous reservation chief, Quanah 
Parker, on the Anadarko reservation. 
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is returned, this time by his Indian father, Cuyloga, who tells him, "I 

am no longer your father, nor you my son." True Son cries in despair, 

"Then who is my father?" (Light, p, ll6). Cuyloga leaves him beside a 

river next to a road which leads to white civilization. He must make 

7 
his own choice.' 

The third kidnapped child in Richter's novels is Sulie Luckett. As 

a three-year-old girl, she goes with her brother, Wyitt, into the woods 

to bring the cows in for their neighbors, the Covenhovens. When the cows 

stubbornly proceed in the opposite direction, deeper into the woods, Sulie 

lets Wyitt chase them while she takes the path directly to the Covenhovens. 

She fails to arrive, and soon a massive search is conducted by the settlers. 

The only trace of her is a scrap of her dress in a little playhouse built 

of sticks which the men find in the woods. Some tracks lead to the play-

house, but none leads away from it, 

The search itself follows several motifs cited by Thompson in the 

Motif-Index: "Quest for lost persons (HI385.), "Quest for vanished daugh-

ter" (HI385.2.), and "Quest for lost sister" (HI385.6.). One Tale Type 

resembles the search for Sulie: "The Quest. Three brothers, one after 

the other, set out to search for their lost sister" (Type 1+71). 

Richter employs the occasion of the search for Sulie to insert 

several other narratives concerning lost children. While the men search, 

the women gather to keep vigil at the Lucketts' cabin. The subject of 

^ Autobiographical overtones exist in the desire of Stone Girl and 
True Son to return to Indian life. As a young boy, Richter "had tried 
to run off to Indian country without the benefit of ever having lived 
among the savages" (Light, Acknowledgements). 
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lost children is obviously uppermost in their minds, and various women 

tell stories, all indicating in some way what may have happened to Sulie: 

Tod Wyler's woman told about a boy called Chris that had been 
lost in the woods back in York state. This was in the olden 
times. When they found him, a panther had scratched leaves 
over what was left of him till it would get back that way 
again, and that's why it took so long to find him. Then 
Sally Harbison was acquainted with a lost girl it took four 
years to find in Virginia. An Indian had shot her for a 
deer and buried her so the whites wouldn't find out. But 
her grave fell in and when they dug it up, they found the 
bullet in her breast bone. (Trees, p. 112) 

These stories and others provide no consolation for Sayward. When she 

hears Granny MacWhirter tell of a young boy lost in the woods for seven-

teen days who acted like an animal when he was brought home, Sayward de-

termines inwardly that she "wouldn't mind if their little Sulie snapped 

at them like a pet for a while, Just so they found her alive" (Trees, 

p. 113). 

Sayward eventually finds Sulie alive about forty years later. She 

is married to an Indian named Harris and lives with him in Indiana. Say-

ward learns about Sulie's whereabouts indirectly from her father who has 

returned home to die. On his deathbed he informs Genny of Sulie's sit-

uation and place of residence. Genny tells Sayward, and they immediately 

make plans to visit Sulie. They take with them Sayward's two youngest 

children, Massey and Chancey. The visit is a disappointment; Sulie shows 

no sign of recognizing them, and they are not sure that the woman with 

the dark skin is their sister. Living in squalor in a dark cabin, she 

remains mute and unattentive to Sayward's questioning and to Genny's 

singing; however, she does say her name is Sulie Harris. 
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Sayward realizes the awkwardness of the situation as she sees Sulie's 

dusty bare feet and ragged clothing standing out in contrast to Genny's 

and her own soft leather shoes and fine clothes. Sayward thinks of a 

story her father used to tell of a girl taken by the Shawanees [sic], and 

of how "years later, when her folks found her, she had an Indian family, 

and even though her Shawanee man was dead, she wouldn't go back. She 

would be a disgrace to her white people, she said" (Town, p. 173). 

Sayward and Genny begin their departure, only to be halted by one 

of Sulie's sons, who requests of them that Chancey and Massey be allowed 

to return with him to the cabin. Sayward gives her permission. After a 

long while, the children come out, pale and frightened. Asked what Sulie 

did, Massey replies, "She didn't do anything. She Just stayed in there 

with us. After a while she took Chancey's hand and stroked it. She said 

how he minded her of somebody" (Town, p. I7I+). Genny wants to return to 

Sulie, but Sayward reminds her that their father had said once "that a 

white person never does the Indian any good. He always tries to make a 

white person out of them. Pap said he never knew a single Indian who made 

a good white person, though he knew plenty whites who made good Indians" 

(Town, p. 175). 

With this parental statement influencing her, Sayward has difficulty 

sympathizing with Sulie. Sayward submits to the belief that the primitive 

life of the Indians is superior to that of the whites. Again she quotes 

her father who 

used to say that white folks like to think their life the 
only way and that any savage ought to Jump at the chance to 
be a white person. But, he used to tell them, none of those 
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white prisoners his old colonel took frora the Indians ever 
thanked him for giving them back to their white folks. Most 
of them, he said, fought like cats and dogs to stay with 
their step-mammies and pappies. Even when they got home, 
some ran off to lead the Indian life again. (Town, pp. 
175-76) 

In the entire incident involving Sulie's capture and her life with the 

Indians, Richter follows the familiar pattern of capture and assimila-

tion, and of the captive's rejection of white civilization. 

Several accounts of kidnapping appear within the context of other 

events besides Sulie's ordeal. It is known among the settlers in the 

Ohio wilderness that Louie Scurrah, a wild-looking hunter living in a 

dark cabin in the woods, had been captured by the Delawares when he was 

a child. Another character, an old, half-blind man named Jonathan Penny, 

tells the Wheeler family about his being taken captive by Indians when 

he was a child. At a Christmas gathering one year in the settlement, 

the subject of captured children happens to be discussed by the neigh-

bors. A Captain Butler tells of his exploits in recapturing white 

children and returning them to their parents. But, he tells them, he 

was seldom thanked by the children. 

Ungratefulness for their return and a failure to recognize their 

family members were the two most difficult problems within the trauma 

of their return, so far as the captives and their families were con-

cerned. Only occasionally did a lengthy separation end in happiness 

for the white parents and a returned child. In The Fields Wyitt Luckett 

listens to a group of men telling stories as more men arrive for the big 

game hunt in the woods. He hears one story about a white girl, Regina 

Hartman, who had been captured by the Indians and had been recaptured 
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by white authorities many years later. Neither Regina nor her mother 

recognized each other, but then her mother sang "an old Dutch meeting-

house catch, and that made her run to her mam, for she still minded it" 

(Fields, p. 5I+). 

The theme of captured children is touched upon emphatically and sig-

nificantly by Richter in the two novels about Indian captives and in the 

various accounts included in the Ohio trilogy. Based on reality, the 

accounts enter the realm, of folklore as the stories are perpetuated by 

way of oral transmission. Richter expertly chose from among many accounts 

as he researched books such as John Heckewelder's Indian Nations and 

David Zeisberger's History of North American Indians. Above all, Richter 

sought to present an objective picture of Indians and pioneer settlers. 

This he accomplished. 

o 

In the Acknowledgements in The Light in the Forest, Richter 
acknowledges his debt to Heckewelder's ndian Nations, the full title 
of which is An Account of This History, Manners, and Customs of the 
Indian Nations Who Once Inhabited Pennsylvania and the Neighboring 
States. 



CHAPTER VII 

1/ FOLKTALES, MYTHS, AND LEGENDS 

One of the most popular pastimes in any culture, but particularly 

in a culture without a written language or where the literary rate is 

low, is the telling of stories. As these stories are repeated, they 

develop numerous variants and become folktales. Folktales include 

fairy tales (German Marchen), jokes and anecdotes, animal tales, and 

formula tales. Closely related to the folktale are myths and legends. 

Conrad Richter expertly interwove and alluded to many folktales, myths, 

and legends in his novels; he incorporated them skillfully into his 

stories so that they became integral parts. In this chapter the defin-

ition of folktales and Richter's use of folktales will be delineated 

first; then will follow a definition of myths and legends and Richter's 

use of and allusions to them. 

A folktale is a short story transmitted orally within a given cul-

ture. Although in its original telling it may have been based on some 

fact, it becomes in its retelling a fictional story. It may have a 

moral lesson or a truth to teach. It may be simple or highly complex 

in form and plot; it may range from snappy one-line Jokes to lengthy 

stories; and it may be humorous or serious. Finally, it may be found 

in amazingly homogeneous forms in widely separated parts of the world. 

•'• Brunvand, p. 103. 
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It is perhaps the homogeneity of plots which has attracted the 

attention of folklorists. How and why, they ask, do the same basic 

plots appear in different countries and languages? In his "Author's 

Preface" to The Types of the Folktale, Antti Aarne writes, 

More than any other branch of folk-lore the popular tale 
is international. Tales wander with especial ease from 
one land to another, from folk to folk. The boundaries of 
language, which bring to a halt, or at least render very 
difficult, the wanderings of the metrical productions of 
the folk spirit, hinder in only a limited degree the spread-
ing of tales told in non-rhythmic speech. It thus so happens 
that usually the same tales are known among various peoples, 
some of them indeed, so far as can be judged from the present 
conditions of the collections, practically everywhere.^ 

The folktales which Richter used in his novels fall into the cate-

gories of jokes and anecdotes, tall taleSj and animal tales. Richter's 

familiarity with the specific motifs and tale types is quickly evident 

as one notes his use of them in his novels. 

The Jokes and anecdotes in the novels center entirely on religious 

topics. In The Fields Portius Wheeler tells a story of a traveling dominie 

to entertain the men and women with whom he is working in the construction 

of a meeting house for worship services. He says that back in the Bay 

State there was a traveling dominie who made a bet that he could make 

those behind him laugh while those in front of him cried. During the 

sermon, delivered in a hayfield, the dominie's sad expressions and the 

melancholy context of the sermon topic drew tears from the audience before 

him. Then "he reached around to scratch himself. Now when he parted the 

^ The Types of the Folktale: A Ciassification and Bibliography, 
Folklore Fellows Communications, No. 7^ (Helsinki: Suomal, 1928), p. o. 
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tails of his fine coat, those that stood in back of him had to snicker, 

for they could see the dominie's bare behind" (Fields, p. 75). Granny 

MacWhirter says sarcastically, "That's an old one. . . . I heerd that 

long ago. And it didn't happen in the Bay State either. If I mind 

right, it was in Pennsylvany" (Fields, p. 75). 

Two important details emerge in the stories about the dominie. One 

is that the same story is purported to have occurred in different loca-

tions, a fact which indicates that a story is widespread and that the 

origin is difficult, and probably impossible, to establish; it may have 

a single original form, or it may be the product of polygenesis. The 

second detail is that Richter employs a popular type of folktale, that 

of the Jokes about parsons and religious orders. In the Type- ndex Aarne 

and Thompson classify these Jokes in Tale Types I725-I87I+; and in his 

Motif-Index Thompson lists "Jokes on Parsons" in Motifs Xl+lO-52. Por-

tius' story of the betting dominie coincides with Motif Xl+l6.: "Parson 

preaches so that half the congregation weeps and half laughs. Has 

clothes torn in the back. Those that see this laugh. He wins the 

wager." As a folktale it follows Tale Type I828: "The parson preaches 

so that half the congregation weeps and the other half laughs. Without 

breeches." 

After Granny MacWhirter tells her version of the betting dominie, 

she tells about a dominie who liked to play cards. He played late one 

Saturday night. In church the next morning he fell asleep while the 

choir was singing. When the choir was finished, the director nudged 

the dominie and told him it was his turn. The dominie woke up. "'Whar's 
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the Jack o' diamonds?' he called out, a rubbin' his eyes" (Fields, p. 75). 

The card-playing dominie is also a motif and a tale type. Both state: 

"The card-playing Parson. The parson plays cards all Saturday night. 

He goes to sleep at church and calls out the names of the cards" (Type 

I839A and Motif N5.). 

In A Simple Honorable Man Richter records another Joke about relig-

ious orders. Two characters, Pete and Tom, discuss the position of Harry 

Donner, a minister, in Harry's presence. Pete reminds Tom that Harry is 

not a Father; he is a Protestant. Pete says that reminds him of a story: 

"TWO micks seen a High Church of England prist coming along. 'Hi, 

Father,' said one. 'He's no father,' said the other. 'He's got four 

kids'" (Simple, p. lOO). 

A second category of folktales is th/s tall tale. Most tall tales 

are told in the company of sympathetic listeners, and Richter's charac-

ters demonstrate no exception. The first tale concerns long walks. 

Guerdon and Kinzie Wheeler attempt to avoid strenuous land labor by 

loading a sack of corn onto the back of a cow and leading the cow to 

the grinding mill to let the river do their work. While they wait for 

their corn to be ground, they listen to the stories of the other men who 

are also waiting their turn. One story is about a woman in Pennsylvania 

who operated a hemp mill and a boring mill to bore rifle barrels. Her 

mills were burned down by Indians, but she rebuilt them and supplied 

flour and rifle barrels for the soldiers during the Revolutionary War. 

After the war she lost her mills because of nonpayment by the government 

for her services, She walked to Philadelphia thirteen times, 150 miles 
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round trip, to try to collect damage money from the government. Although 

this story has no exact corollary in a tale type, it is reminiscent of 

some of the long Journeys classified in Tale Types I+6O-80, "Superhuman 

Tasks." Other similar stories exist, such as Baby Doe Tabor's frequent 

walks from Leadville to Denver, Colorado, and back, a distance of about 

ninety-five miles one way, for the purpose of facilitating business 

matters. The reality of the long walks is not to be questioned, but the 

frequency with which the women performed these almost superhuman feats 

has become exaggerated in the retelling. 

Guerdon and Kinzie hear another tall tale regarding the extraordinary 

feats of a blind man. It is the story of a blind mill operator who was 

adept at grinding, measuring grain, and maintaining machinery. One night 

a black man sneaked into the mill at midnight to steal some grain. The 

storyteller explains to his hearers, 

"The mill door was never locked and he sneaked right in. 
He went to the toll bin and helped himself. He'd spread 
his sack and scooped some in when he heard the blind miller 
talking. 'Well, Sam,' he said, 'your sack's half full. I 
reckon you got enough now. ' Sam dropped his sack and ran. 
Next morning when some came with grist they found Sam's sack 
in the toll bin. It was half full like the blind miller said. 
That's what raised the hair on the black man. He couldn't 
make out how the miller knowed him and how much he took in 
the dark. They said he moved out of the country and never 
came back." (Fields, p. 99) 

Many unprinted stories circulate extolling the extraordinary abilities of 

blind people. Thompson lists only one motif, "Theft from a blind person" 

(K333.). 

A third tall tale is told at another gathering. It is the occasion 

of the inauguration of Resolve Wheeler as the governor of Ohio. A recep-
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tion is held at the governor's mansion and is attended by many digni-

taries. Before the formal events begin, some of the men meet in a 

"large back room upstairs" and begin to exchange stories of the past. 

One story provokes another until, true to pattern, the tales become 

quite exaggerated. Richter records only the story of a senator who 

tells about a pair of buckhide pants which he had been made to wear as 

a boy and about his efforts to ruin them. One day as he was ploughing 

with oxen in a swamp field, which his father had planned to drain some-

day, a locust thorn poked one of the oxen, and both oxen "lit out." The 

senator says that he hung onto the plow handles, his buckhide pants 

caught on a locust stump, and "when we got to the lower end of the field 

I found we had pulled out the stump, dragged it behind us and dug the 

prettiest drainage ditch you ever saw clean across that swamp" (Town, 

p. 255). This tall tale falls within the categories of "Tales of Lying" 

(Types 1875-1961) in Aarne-Thompson's Type-Index and "Humor of Lies and 

Exaggeration" (X900-1099.) in Thompson's Motif-Index. The specifically 

frontier nature of the senator's story excludes it, of course, from 

having an exact parallel in either the Type-Index or the Motif-Index. 

Another tall tale involves the many narratives based on artificial 

appendages, usually wooden legs or false teeth. Stories circulate in many 

societies about missionaries or explorers who give cannibals a slice of 

a wooden leg and are thereby saved fromdeath. In The Grandfathers a 

family outing sets the scene for a story by Grandpap Murdoch. As he 

watches Chariter and her boyfriend climbing among some large rocks 

nearby, he tells them to get down becåuse that was how "Uncle Robby got 
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his peg leg." Then he proceeds to tell them of a humorous event which 

occurred later in connection with the artificial limb:' 

"I mind the time me and a woman from Molleystown found 
your Uncle Robby laying out in zero weather. He'd had 
a couple of drinks and was froze stiff. He couldn't get 
up. I started to rub the good leg and this woman started 
on the peg, only she didn't know it. 'I kain't git this 
leg warm,' she kept on saying. 'lt's froze hard as steel-
yards.'" (Grandfathers, pp. 57-58) 

Many cultures contain accounts of great catastrophes which have 

destroyed vast amounts of property or great numbers of people. Stories 

of the flood detailed in Genesis, chapters seven and eight, are also 

preserved and perpetuated among many other cultures. Although they may 

initially have been historically factual, great fires, floods, earth-

quakes, and other disasters often become varied and exaggerated in the 

retelling. As a literary ingredient one or more disasters of some type 

occur in almost every adventure story. In Richter's novels a flood 

washes out a new bridge and parts of the town in The Town; a fire destroys 

nearly all of downtown Bisbee, Arizona, in Tacey Cromwell; and a fire set 

by the Indians destroys houses and crops over a large area in A Country 

of Strangers. 

The third category of folktales which Richter used is the animal 

tale. Animal tales are sure to abound in a frontier setting, and, 

although only a few are told in Richter's novels, they provide a fair 

sampling of the many tales that circulate among the people. Again, as 

in the case of the previously discussed stories, the animal tales are 

told by people who are assembled for some occasion. In The Fields 

Guerdon Wheeler suffers a rattlesnake bite, The neighbors gather out-
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side the Wheeler cabin to wait for his recovery or his death. While 

they wait, they discuss rattlesnakes. One woman, Mary Harbison, tells 

of coming into her house one day and seeing a rattlesnake lapping up milk 

spilled by her baby, who, seated on the floor, was drinking milk from a 

bowl. When the baby tried to feed the snake a spoonful of milk, Mary 

screamed and the snake slid out of the house. Mary killed the snake, 

but felt some regret in doing so because she "felt sure it knew Salomy 

was Just a babe and harmless and she felt grateful to it for not hurting 

her" (Fields, p. 12). 

Traditionally in folklore snakes are fond of milk. Thompson records 

three motifs, as follows: "Child feeds snake from its milk-bottle" 

(B391.1.), "Snake eats milk and bread with child" (B765.6.), and "Snake 

grateful for pouring milk into its hole" (B391.1.3.). One tale type also 

exists: "The snake drinks from the child's bottle" (Type 285). A similar 

motif is recorded in The Foxfire Book, by Eliot Wigginton; he writes 

that a southern Appalachian told of a "frail girl who was given milk 

with bread every day in an attempt to strengthen her. She went off 

behind the barn each time to eat it, and once she was followed by a 

man who, to his horror, found her sharing her meal with a snake that 

would stick its head out from a hole in the barn's foundation. He 

killed the snake, and not long after, the girl also was found dead." 

Another story about snakes is told by Mollie Weaver. She tells 

about a woman whose baby "always cried in the morning because she had 

^ The Foxfire Book (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1972), p. 290. 



120 

no milk for it. One night her man got awake and found a snake in bed a 

sucking at her breasts" (Fields, p. 195). One motif in the Motif-Index 

parallels Mollie Weaver's story: "Snake attaches itself to a woman's 

breasts and draws away her milk, while she sleeps" (B765.I+.I.). 

The lore of myths and legends has fascinated people in many lands 

for many centuries. Allusions abound in written and spoken narratives. 

Although myths, legends, and folktales are often difficult to distinguish 

from one another, certain identifiable peculiarities do exist. Folk-

tales are aJjnost always regarded as fictional, although as stated earlier, 

some basis of fact may have been present in the genesis of a tale. lytyths 

and legends are traditionally regarded as historically truthful accounts 

but not necessarily verifiable. Myths are regarded "as sacred, and 

legends as either sacred or secular; myths are set in the remote past 

in the otherworld or an earlier world, and legends in the historical 

past; myths have as their principal characters gods and animals, while 

legends generally have humans in the major roles." Modern usage tends 

to allude to myths and legends, not for the sake of supporting or deny-

ing their veracity, but for purposes of illustrating, clarifying, or 

emphasizing a point. Clear-cut distinctions between myths and legends 

are not of prime importance. 

Conrad Richter's use of myths and legends is entirely for the pur-

poses of illustrating, clarifying, and emphasizing. His frequent allu-

sions prove his acquaintance with myths and legends, and his appropriate 

Brunvand, p. 79« 
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use of the allusions enhances the quality of his novels. As a systematic 

discussion is not possible, the allusions will be grouped according to 

the characters who make the allusions. 

First, there is the educated, pedantic, aloof Portius Wheeler, 

whose frequent references to myths and legends prove his knowledge of 

ancient literature and tend to set him above and apart from the other 

settlers. A number of years after his marriage to Sayward, Portius is 

ordered by Sayward to work full time as a lawyer. He argues that he 

needs to help on the farm, but she insists that people will take their 

business elsewhere if they see he is really a farmer who is working as 

a lawyer only as an avocation. During the course of the argument, he 

calls his wife "Juno one time and Hera another, but that was only to 

save face when he gave in" (Fields, p. 106). Juno, in Roman mthology, 

and Hera, in Greek mythology, were the names of the queen of the Olympian 

deities. 

On a later occasion Sayward learns from her oldest son that Juno 

was the consort of Jupiter. Sayward asks him what Juno looked like. 

Upon hearing that Juno was "on the plump side," Sayward thinks, "So 

that was it, Portius taking a dig at her and at the same time giving 

himself a puff. She could be Juno, the fleshly consort, but he was 

Jupiter, the god. Well, if he liked it that way, it was all right to 

her" (Town, p. 83). 

Besides wanting Portius to set up a full-time law practice, Sayward 

wants him also to initiate a school in order for her children and the 

other children in the settlement to learn to read and write and to pro-
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nounce words correctly. She asks Portius, "You reckon it's right holdin' 

back a young'un who's crazy for larnin'?" Portius replies, "Who is 

thirsting for the Pierian spring?" (Fields, p. 107). The Pierian spring 

was a fountain in Pieria, an "idyllic district in northern Thessaly where 

Mount Olympus was located."^ It was the birthplace of the Muses, and the 

fountain was the source of poetic inspiration. 

Portius establishes a school and becomes its first teacher. His son 

Resolve is eager to be in school but is delayed in enrolling because he 

has a broken leg. He studies at home and takes an oral entrance examin-

ation which is given by his father when he is ready to attend classes. 

After correctly translating several Latin passages quoted to him by his 

father, Resolve is relieved to hear him say, "That will do. . . . Your 

answers are acceptable. I welcome you to the shrine of the muses. Salve, 

Zaipel While you are here, bear in mind you are in a seat of iearning. 

The temple of the Delphinian god was originally a laurel hut" (Fields, 

p. 112). Here, in the crude, rough-hewn log structure, Resolve is re-

minded that the temple in Delphi, the site of the oracle of Apollo on 

the slopes of Mount Parnassus, was once an unpretentious rural hut. 

Portius' obvious interest in and knowledge of Greek and Roman myth-

ology is demonstrated in his Friday afternoon classical reading session 

at the school. One of his favorite stories is Vergil's Aeneid; and, in 

The Fields, Richter summarizes the part in which "Aeneas, blown by a 

tempest on the shores of Carthage, was hospitably entertained by Queen 

5 Classical Gods and Heroes, p. 3l6. 
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Dido, who fell in love with him" (Fields, p. lHi). Richter then proceeds 

to quote a number of lines from the epic poem. 

A reference is made to the goddess Diana and the vestal virgins by 

a doctor who is caring for Portius. Portius is ill with "gravel and 

pleurisy," and he calls for Dr. Howie to administer the standard cure 

of phlebotomy or bloodletting. Dr. Howie is a young doctor who has Just 

finished medical school and has more confidence in modern medicine than 

in traditional cures. He tells Portius that "he would prescribe pills 

to the goddess Diana and administer physic to the vestal virgins, but 

the only patient he'd practice phlebotomy on would be a brass monkey" 

(Town, pp. 19U-95). Diana was the Roman goddess of the moon, of woods 

and hunting, and of fertility. The vestal virgins were chaste women 

dedicated to the task of keeping the sacred fire burning upon the altar 

of Vesta, the Roman goddess of the hearth fire. 

Two allusions to the legendary Seven Sleepers of Ephesus appear in 

Richter's novels. The first instance occurs when the Luckett children 

are alone in their forest cabin after their mother has died and their 

father has gone off to hunt wild game. Genny goes outside to "Holler 

Fortunes" one evening. As she stops to listen for replies, she can hear 

only the whippoorwills which are "loud enough to wake the Seven Sleepers" 

(Trees, p. 1+2). In the second occurrence, Sayward thinks about the new 

meeting house and of the circuit-riding .preacher; she ponders the forms 

of worship and the evidence of God's presence. She thinks about how the 

spirit of the Lord is present sometimes quietly and peacefully and some-

times "a slaraming and banging to wake the Seven Sleepers" (Fields, p. 79). 
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The Seven Sleepers of Ephesus were seven youths who hid in a cave to 

escape the persecutions of Decius in ancient Asia Minor; they slept for 

187 years. Variants of the long sleep abound in folk legends and are 

classified by Thompson in the Motif-Index under the category of "Magic 

Sleep," Motifs DI96O. to D1978.5. The motif of the Seven Sleepers is 

DI96O.O.; others are the Kyffhauser motif (DI96O.2.): "King asleep in 

mountain (Barbarossa, King Marko, Holger Dansk, etc.) will awake one 

day to succor his people" and the Sleeping Beauty motif (DI96O.3.). In 

his note following the story of "Rip Van Winkle," Washington Irving 

refers to the "little German superstition about the Emperor Frederick 

der Rothbart, and the Kypphauser mountain," The long sleep is also 

listed as a tale type, "Sleeping Beauty," in which the "King's daughter 

falls into a magic sleep. A prince breaks through the hedge surrounding 

the castle and disenchants the maiden" (Type 1+10). 

In two other novels Richter alludes to ancient myths and legends. 

In A Simple Honorable Man Jake Schneck, a mine worker, threatens to com-

mit suicide. He goes to his upstairs room and vows to kill anybody who 

follows him. A friend, Tom Staller, tries to follow, and Jake shoots him 

fatally. The Reverend Harry Donner arrives and seeks to counsel Jake 

from a distance. Jake says Tom was at fault for doubting his word. 

Donner tells Jake that there are times when one should break a vow, as 

King Agamemnon should have when he "vowed to sacrifice the most beautiful 

thing in his possession, which turned out to be his daughter Iphigenia. 

But Diana released him. She snatched Iphigenia away and put a stag in 

her place" (Simple, p. 2l+7). 
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In the other novel, The Lady, Richter refers to the Sphinx riddle. 

When Dona Ellen, Jud, and their two Mexican helpers fail to find any 

trace of Cousin Albert, a territorial Judge in New Mexico, and his son 

Willy, they resign themselves to the fact that Albert's and Willy's dis-

appearance would be an unsolved mystery, "their fate swallowed up like 

the riddle of the Sphinx in the well-kept secrets of this aloof and 

silent land" (Lady, p. 130). The Sphinx was a monster, near Thebes, 

which had the body of a lion, the head of a woman, and the wings of a 

bird. To all who passed by she proposed the riddle, "What is it which 

has four feet in the morning, two at noon, and three at night?" Those 

who could not answer were slain. According to legend, Oedipus solved 

the riddle by answering, "Man." The Sphinx then threw herself over a 

cliff and perished.^ 

Finally, two American folk heroes, Simon Girty and Johnny Appleseed, 

appear in Richter's novels. Simon is an object or personage of fear and 

warning. When Worth Luckett discovers Louie Scurrah's cabin, he tells 

his children that Louie was once a companion of Simon Girty. The chil-

dren remember that when they were back in Pennsylvania, "Jary would say, 

don't you do this and that or Simon Girty will get you!" (Trees, p. 87). 

Simon had been a white frontiersman and scout in America during the 

eighteenth century. He became known as "The Great Renegade" during the 

Revolutionary War when he turned traitor and "led raiding parties of 

British and Indians along the northern and western frontiers." After 

^ "Sphinx," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and Legend, 

p. 8186. 

7 Ur'-; •-.+ - o-t'— " F-.Y!>.T̂  ̂  Wagnalls Encyclopedia, I96O ed, 
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the war he aided Indians in attacks on white settlements and, according 

to perhaps exaggerated accounts, participated in massacres, tortures, 

and burnings of whites. 

The other folk hero is Johnny Appleseed, whom Chancey Wheeler meets 

on a visit to a place known as Welsh Valley. Chancey is fascinated with 

Johnny's philosophical views based on Emanuel Swedenborg's Heaven and 

Hell. Johnny Appleseed was the nickname of John Chapman, who, in the 

early l800s, traveled the rural areas of America as a preacher of 

Swedenborgianism, chiefly in the states of Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois. 

He also planted apple seeds. His deeds and character have become a 

legend in America. B. A. Botkin refers to him as an "eccentric itinerant" 

who won the respect of white settlers and Indians; his fame rests in "a 

trail of legends and anecdotes, folk memories and public memorials, 

orchards and monuments, not only throughout the Middle West but from 

o 

coast to coast." 

In his numerous allusions to myths and legends and in his use of 

folktales, Richter demonstrates his interest in and knowledge of folk-

lore. The subtle and appropriate integration of these folk elements 

into the plots of the novels gives credence to his craftsmanship as an 

author. 

^ B. A. Botkin, as quoted from Standard Dictionary of Folklore, 
Hythology, and Legend, p. 555-



CHAPTER VIII 

SUPERSTITIOUS BELIEFS AND PRACTICES 

Conrad Richter's novels contain many references to and accounts of 

the superstitious beliefs and practices of the frontier populace in early 

America. Living in primitive conditions, close to the soil, the pioneers 

developed a keen awareness of the exigencies and controlling forces of 

their existence. Life was a day-to-day battle for survival; thus many 

factors and events ordinarily taken for granted in modern American society 

were viewed by the pioneers as having extraordinary influence upon their 

lives. They associated certain results with certain conditions and 

causes; and, as accounts of these results and conditions were perpetuated 

by oral expression, a rather well-defined catalog of superstitions devel-

oped. 

Superstitions are not necessarily confined to primitive cultures. 

They can be identified in even the most sophisticated, affluent socie-

ties. Wherever and whenever people believe and follow what are generally 

unscientific, often illogical, usually unsubstantiated beliefs, they 

succumb to the phenomenon of superstition. Brunvand has defined super-

stitution as beliefs "based on conscious or unconscious assumptions about 

conditions and results—causes and effects—in the everyday world. How-

ever unsound these assumptions may be, superstitious beliefs and behavior 

are remarkably widespread at every level of society. 

^ The Study of American Folklore, p, 179. 
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Richter was highly knowledgeable in the superstitions of the 

frontier people of the Pennsylvania-Ohio and the New Mexico-Arizona 

areas. As a native of Pennsylvania and a long-term resident of New 

Mexico, he knew the beliefs and behavioral patterns of the people. 

He also researched diligently and thoroughly the subjects about which 

he wrote. What emerges in his novels is a realistic portrayal of life 

in the frontier settlements. It was a life strongly influenced and 

controlled by superstitions concerning astrological and earthly signs; 

spells and hexes; good and bad luck; the relative merits of various 

days; courtship and marriage; the origin of children and races; death 

and burial; weather predictions; and numerous miscellaneous beliefs 

and practices. Superstitions relating to these areas in Richter's 

novels will constitute the subject of this chapter. 

The study of the heavenly bodies and of their relationship to the 

affairs and attitudes of people on earth has been a subject of inves-

tigation for centuries. Astrological charts such as those listing the 

signs of the zodiac purport to predict and explain the destinies and 

behavioral patterns of people. Within this context, some of Richter's 

characters sense that their circumstances are controlled by the stars. 

In The Town Chancey Wheeler believes that he and Rosa Tench, his half-

sister and best friend, have been "wronged by the stars, caught in the 

blind machinations of birth and life" (Town, p. 197). Rosa had been 

conceived in a moment of passion when Portius and Miss Bartram, the 

young schoolmistress, had consummated their love in the forest. Now, 

as teenagers, Chancey and Rosa are forbidden to see each other. During 
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one of their last times together, they see falling and shooting stars. 

Rosa knows'that she and Chancey have not seen this phenomenon by acci-

dent; she ponders what this sign means: 

That it tokened something, she felt certain, for if she and 
Chancey hadn't gone to Welsh Valley this day, if the Griffins 
hadn't asked them to stay for supper, if it hadn't been the 
summer's last weekend so that they agreed, and if it hadn't 
-turned out that for the longest time no boat came so that 
they had to wait out here on the locktender's bench, they 
would never have seen the sign. She would have been asleep 
in her bed and Chancey in his. But the sign spoke to both 
of them together, and that it was a true sign, she knew, 
for stars ever spoke the purest truth. The sailor on the 
trackless oceans sailed by them and never did they lie. 
Nor were they lying now. But what they said in their fear-
ful message, neither she nor Chancey could make out. (Town 
pp. 226-27) 

About a week later, after Rosa's mother accusingly claims that a dead 

baby wrapped in a newspaper and found in a street is Rosa's and Chancey's 

baby, Rosa commits suicide. The stars have presumably predicted dis-

aster. 

As an event controlling people's destinies, falling and shooting 

stars have been interpreted variously. Thompson lists a positive inter-

pretation in Motif Dl8l2.5.2.6.: "Shooting stars as good omen" and a 

negative one in Motif E7I+I.I.I.: "Shooting star signifies that someone 

is dying. 'One star for each person. At his death it falls.'" Brunvand 

cites an example of a good luck saying related to shooting stars: "If you 

see a shooting star (sign), you should say 'money' three times before it 

disappears (conversion), and then you'll have good luck (result). 

2 The Study of American Folklore, p, 179. 
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Finally, classical literature is replete with the effects of the stars 

upon the lives of people. An excellent example occurs in The Tra^edy 

of Julius Caesar as Cassius and Brutus are discussing Caesar's power 

and their own forced submission to it. Cassius tells Brutus, "The 

fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, / But in ourselves that we are 

underlings."-̂  The generally accepted opinion which Cassius counters is 

that the stars control a person's behavior and his destiny. 

The moon also exerts control and influence in the lives of people, 

according to folkloristic beliefs. In the Ohio trilogy Richter cites 

several instances of the effects of a full moon on people's behavior. 

One evening when Louie Scurrah, a frequent visitor at the home of the 

Lucketts, accompanies three of the girls, Sulie, Achsa, and Genny, to 

a home in another part of the woods, he suddenly escorts Genny to a 

place where they can be alone, leaving the others to find their own 

way. When Worth Luckett hears of Louie's actions and Genny's willing 

compliance, an "old saying stuck in his mind. Women were dull in the 

dark of the moon, but when the moon was full they were bold and free" 

(Trees, p. 99). Later, when Sayward makes what seems to be a sudden, 

irrational decision to marry Portius, Genny says, "I only hope, Saird, 

the full moon ain't got you"; whereupon Sayward gazes at the "yellow 

moon rising from the woods, and it was round and full. That gave her 

pause, for the moon can bend humans to strange ways. You could always 

tell on Jake when the moon was full or near it, for then he'd act the 

3 The Tragedy of Julius Caesar, I. ii. ll+O-l+l. 
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fool the worst, bellowing crazy Jokes to folks half a mile off through 

the woods" (Trees, pp. 17-8-79). 

After Sayward marries Portius, she wonders if perhaps she may have 

acted from some strange impulse beyond her control. Portius had escaped 

into the woods after the ceremony, and now Sayward watches the men who 

have gone in pursuit of him, As they disappear into the woods with a 

full moon lighting their way, Sayward begins to wonder if everyone on 

that night has been "touched in the head," She knows the powers of the 

moon: 

You hadn't dare wash and warp wool in a waning moon or it 
would shrink, like it would stretch if the moon were wax-
ing. You hadn't dare lay roof boards when the moon was 
tipped up at one end or it would turn up those solid oak 
clapboards easy as the toe of a boot. But a moon blown up 
full of air as a bladder raised the most mischief of all 
for it made you lightheaded as itself. (Trees, p. I8I+) 

Sayward's observation is supported by a popular folkloristic belief that 

the "waxing or waning moon has its sympathetic influence on sublunary 

affairs: shingles, for example, laid in the waxing of the moon tend to 

swell as the moon grows." As a dynamic power the moon is believed to 

cause "changeableness, fickleness, irresolution, inasmuch as it con-

stantly changes shape. Because it waxes and wanes, it is symbolic of 

increase and decrease."'' 

Other signs in nature are also significant. In The Trees Sayward 

^ "Moon," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and Legend, 
p. 7I+I+. 

5 Gertrude Jobes, Dictionary of Mythology, Folklore and Symbols 
(New York: Scarecrow Press, 1962), II, 1119. 
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knows that good times are ahead after she and Portius have cleared part 

of the forest to make room for fields: "Only yesterday she had seen a 

golden fly at the dogberry flowers.' Portius said that was a good sign. 

Where the honey bee went, the white man's fields and orchards weren't 

far behind" (Trees, p. I98). Much later, as she walks through her fields, 

she thinks that if she has not yet realized the full significance of the 

positive signs, she does now "that the red birds had come. That was a 

sure sign" (Fields, p. 175)« 

A second category of superstitions in Richter's novels has to do 

with spells and hexes. These two phenomena are closely related as both 

work a kind of magic upon their victims. The following discussion of 

spells will center on the casting of spells by way of eye contact. 

Hexes will be defined and discussed later. 

Richter employed the casting of spells on several occasions. In 

The Trees Sulie goes to Louie Scurrah's cabin to see a certain lilac 

tree. The door is open and 

a copper snake lay coiled up on the doorstep looking in, 
waiting for a deer mouse or some foolish small creature 
just off the nest. Sulie kept her eyes off its ugly arrow 
head so that it couldn't put a spell on her. She knew 
Wyitt would tell her she had ought to've killed that snake. 
Now she had let her worst enemy get away for a whole year 
to plague her. (Trees, p. 88) 

Snakes also cast spells on animals. One day Kinzie Wheeler attempts 

to bring the family's two cows home from the woods, but they refuse to 

move. He realizes that a snake must have cast a spell on them: "Some said 

that when cows didn't come home, it meant a spell had been cast on them. 

Then they forgot they ever had a stable to stand in or a mistress to milk 
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them" (Fields, p. 129). Kinzie goes home, returns with Guerdon and a 

corn cutter, and finds the snake, a black-spotted rattler. Guerdon 

kills it, but not before he receives a bite from the snake. The cows 

then obediently head for home. Guerdon and Kinzie rush home and Say-

ward immediately begins to administer cures. 

While Guerdon lies in a state of deliriiam inside the cabin, neigh-

bors gather outside to keep vigil. As they wait, they tell stories about 

snakes. One man, Colonel Suydam, tells of a personal experience in which 

a snake cast a spell on him: 

Back home somebody from the country fetched a live rattle-
snake with twelve buttons and the store keeper put it in 
a hogshead where the boys had fun with it. First time the 
colonel looked down at it, he didn't know what came over 
him. He saw those snake eyes a blazing up at him from the 
dark hogshead and it made him feel faint all over. For the 
first time in his life he thought he was going to swoon. 
He believed he would have fallen in the hogshead if somebody 
hadn't helped him off. He Judged thát's how rattlesnakes 
put a spell on birds and small beasts—with their eyes. 
(Fields, p. 133) 

In another novel, Over the Blue Mountain, Richter refers to a belief 

that a person can control an object with his eyes. Two boys, Abie and 

Henner, visitors at a farmer's house, are given an upstairs room in which 

to sleep. A garret door in the bedroom frightens them. Henner says that 

during the night it will open, and something "a lot worse than black 

snakes" will come out. He tells Abie that they must not close their 

eyes, but that they must "keep looking at that garret. . , . That's 

how we can keep it shut." 

^ Conrad Richter, Over the Blue Mountain (New York: Knopf, 1967), 
p. 56. All further references to this .work appear in the text as Over 
followí»d bv a -Daffe number. 
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A reference to the power of birds to cast spells is made in A Simple 

Honorable Man. Harry Donner attends classes at a seminary where he learns, 

araong other things, some new words. One of these words is "halcyon," 

which, a professor explains to him, derives from the halcyon bird; the 

bird casts "a spell on the winds and waves to lay its eggs on quiet 

waters" (Simple, p. 1+5). Richter here alludes to an ancient belief that 

the "Halcyon Days" were a 

period of ca1m weather which exists during the seven days 
preceding and the seven days following the shortest day of 
the year: so called from a nautical tradition that the 
halcyon, or kingfisher, builds her nest on the water and 
that in spite of the violent weather prevalent at this 
time, the gods grant a respite while she hatches and rears 
her young.' 

Thompson includes a variant of the above in the Motif-Index: "Halcyon 

builds nest on sea-cliff to escape land hazards. Tempest blows nest 

away" (Motif N255.3.). 

While spells are basically actions performed by persons or animals, 

hexes exist both as beings and as actions. One can sleep with a hex or 

one can be hexed, or ferhexed, as the Pennsylvania Dutch say it. The 

word hex is 

a term of German origin found in many sections of the 
United States today, especially among the Pennsylvania 
Dutch. A hex can be either a man or woman, but usually 
it is a man; and a hex can be either amateur or profes-
sional; i.e. anyone can work hex spells but certain 
individuals are recognized as professionally competent. 
These are often referred to as hex doctors and their 

'^ "Halcyon Days," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and 

Legend, p. 1+75. 
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ministrations are usually supposed to result in good.^ 

Occasional references to good results appear, as when Henner and 

Abie eat food prepared by Lizzie, the farmer's wife, who, they fear, is 

a hex. They enjoy the delicious meal but attribute the culinary skill 

to hexes: "Never had anything tasted so good, but that's the way hexes 

can make it, Henner said on the way to the hayfield. Hexes coxild take 

a mess of those poisonous leaves Mary Heim had showed them on the mount-

ain and make a stew that would taste like heaven" (Over, p. 1+2). 

In most cases, however, the hexes are workers of evil and confusion. 

They cast spells, create transformations, and cause strange behavior. 

These phenomena occur in particular abundance in the short novel, Over 

the Blue Mountain, a story about the adventures of two Pennsylvania 

Dutch boys and the legend of Mary. According to a Dutch legend in the 

community of Unionshtetle, Mary goes over a nearby mountain on July 2 

each year. If it rains the day she goes over, it will rain for forty 

days; if it is dry on that day, it will be dry for forty days. No one 

has ever seen Mary; so on this second of July, two curious boys, Henner 

Ney and Abie Fidler, climb the mountain and wait for her. Soon a famil-

iar girl, Mary Heim, ascends, carrying a basket with a baby lamb inside. 

She is on her way to visit her cousin, Lizzie, and her uncle, Zack. The 

boys accompany her, although they believe that she and her father are 

hexes. They eat two meals at the home of Zack and Lizzie and help Zack 

stack his hay. They accept the invitation to spend the night, but they 

8 "Hex," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and Legend, 

P. ̂95. 
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awake at midnight and return to their village. They are met on the way 

by a search party of villagers who fear the boys are lost. Before retir-

ing for the night, they all meet at Abie's parents' home, where the boys 

explain that they had gone "to see Mary go over the mountain" (Over, 

p. 7I+). The story itself is an analogue of the Virgin Mary's visit to 

9 
the home of Elizabeth, as told in the Bible. 

Richter integrated many instances of the people's belief in hexes 

into the context of the story. The boys believe Mary Heim is a hex be-

cause her grandfather reportedly has caused strange things to happen, 

such as making a rabbit disappear after a hunter had killed it. They 

watch her approach on her ascent of the mountain, and their belief that 

she is a hex is confirmed as they see a black snake in the path; for 

"Aunt Grutzel says a black snake always goes in front of a hex. If you 

see a black snake, you know a hex is coming and here she is" (Over, p. 20) 

As she draws nearer, the boys' first impulse is to run; but they know 

running would do no good, "for a hex can stop you in your tracks" (Over, 

p. 23). She asks them to carry her basket with the lamb in it, and they 

oblige; they "knew they were caught. . . . Abie thought he seemed to 

feel a kind of spell upon him. It was as if a spider web had been 

woven about his mind" (Over, p. 2l+). They believe that escape is impos-

sible because their feet would freeze to the ground immediately. They 

know this to be a fact because "Aunt Grutzel said a hex once put a spell 

on a boy she knew. He was in bed at night when he dreamed a hex was 

after him, and he couldn't run. He woke up and still couldn't run. 

^ Luke i:39-56. 
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He couldn't move" (Over, p. 28). 

They accompany Mary to Lizzie's house but determine not to go in 

when they see Lizzie, for "her eyes are black and shiny as pieces of 

coal. That's a sign, old Soosie says" (Over, p. 36). She compels them 

to enter and serves them a meal; Henner tells Abie, "But we darsen't 

touch it. . . . Once we do that, we'd be in her power hand and foot" 

(Over, p. 39). Abie wants only to taste the food, but Henner says, 

"Nay, if we got that far, the Juice would run down our throats and we'd 

be as fast as the rabbit a snake puts a spell on" (Over, p. 39). The 

power to immobilize a person is a motif classified by Thompson as Motif 

Dll+lO.: "Magic object renders person helpless." 

The strong authority of oral tradition evolves in the above accounts. 

The boys, about nine years of age, have been thoroughly indoctrinated by 

aunts, uncles, parents, and others who pass on to the boys what they have 

heard from other sources regarding hexes and their powers. There are, 

of course, skeptics; for when the boys tell the men about being in the 

clutches of a hex, one of the men scoffs, "A hex! . . . What kind of 

foolish old women's talk is that?" (Over, p. 71). 

Also, in Over the Blue Mountain, Richter cites several instances 

of the ability of hexes to cause transformations. While trying to con-

vince Abie of the power of a hex, Henner tells him, "A hex can do any-

thing. . . . She can turn you and me into guinea hens if she wants" 

(Over, p. 21). Later, while explaining to Abie that a hex can immobil-

ize a person, Henner tells Abie to try to run away from Mary if he wants 

to; but when Abie says he does not want to, Henner says, "You're scared 
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to, that's what you are. . . . You don't know what would happen to you, 

maybe get turned into a tree" (Over, p. 28), The transformation of 

people into objects is quite common in folklore. Thompson lists two 

motifs: "Transformation of man to tree" (D215.) and "Transformation of 

man (or woman) to laurel, peartree, ash tree, linden tree, apple tree, 

mulberry tree, and almond tree" (D215.1.-D215.7.)• Transformation also 

appears as Tale Type 1+1+2: "The Old Man in the Forest, The maiden dis-

enchants a prince whom an evil woman has transformed into a tree." 

Transformation from one size to another is another motif. Henner 

tells Abie a story he heard from Soosie, a local woman known for her 

hex and ghost stories, about a "headless dog that chased a black cat 

into the room where she was sleeping. When she went after it with a 

broom, the cat ran up the wall and across the ceiling like a spider and 

then went out of a mousehole no bigger than her thumb" (Over, p. 29). 

The transformation from one size to another is classified as Motif 

D63I.2.: "Animal size changed at will." 

Hexes also perform feats of magic. Again, in Over the Blue Mountain, 

Richter reveals some of the beliefs of the Pennsylvania Dutch in regard 

to the power of hexes. Among Henner's attempts to convince Abie that 

hexes are real is Henner's account of a hex's ability to extract milk 

from a towel. He says that his Aunt Grutzel "once lived next door to 

a woman that sold milk when she had no cow. So Aunt Grutzel went over 

vith a kettle to buy some and when the woman went in the house to get 

it, Aunt Grutzel looked through the window and saw her milk the old 

towel that hung on the back of the kitchen door. She pulled and pulled 
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on that towel till she had the kettle full" (Over, p. 21). Later at 

Lizzie's house, the boys wash before a meal and dry their hands and 

faces on a towel hanging on a doorknob. Henner says, "Abie, that's 

the kind of towel I told you a hex milks milk from." Abie begins pull-

ing on the towel as though he were milking a cow, "but nothing came. 

'I knew it wouldn't,' he said" (Over, pp. 53-5I1). Obtaining milk from 

a towel is a form of sympathetic magic whereby similar objects appear 

to affect each other. When no physical contact occurs, the magic is 

called homeopathic magic. The woman's action of milking a cow thus 

produces milk from a towel. 

Henner also believes that hexes can see through opaque surfaces. 

As Mary Heim enters the place where the boys are hiding on the mountain-

side, Henner whispers to Abie, "I told you. . . . She knows we're in 

here. A hex can see you through a barn door" (Over, p. 22). 

Hexes can also cause unnatural births or the timing of births. 

Mary Heim is carrying a new-born lamb in her basket. Henner again in-

forms Abie of the powers of hexes: "See, I told you! Lambs are born in 

March or April and this is July. Who else but a hex could have a lamb 

born in the summertime? (Over, pp. 26-27). 

In several instances, sleep is disturbed by hexes, or people appear 

to have slept with hexes. In The Grandfathers Chariter has difficulty 

going to sleep one night. She "kept turning this way and that like a 

hex lay in bed with her" (Grandfathers, p. 1+1). Sulie Luckett describes 

•^^ Brunvand, pp. 191-92. 
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Louie Scurrah as a man who "looked like he slept with a hex!" (Trees 

p. 91); and when Portius Wheeler comes home after hearing the news 

that his daughter has suffered fatal burns, he "looked like he had 

slept with a hex. He had been way out at Keleher's improvement when 

he heard the news" (Fields, p. 1+1+). 

As the people in a superstitious society believe in the controlling 

forces of spells and hexes, they also believe in the controlling forces 

of good and bad luck. Signs and objects relating to luck abound and are 

courted or feared, depending on whether they bring good luck or bad luck. 

In Richter's novels the good luck and the bad luck signs are about equal 

in number. 

One good luck sign involves one's encounter with a funeral proces-

sion. In The Grandfathers Chariter is about to be married to Fulliam. 

She and her family and the rest of the wedding party are ready, but the 

bridegroom is absent. Suddenly he appears, proudly driving a new black 

hearse. Chariter "didn't mind the hearse. To meet a funeral was good 

luck they said, and that went for a hearse, too" (Grandfathers, p. 170). 

In The Trees Richter cites several examples of good luck signs. One 

is Genny Luckett's feeling of security and contentment after her marriage 

to Louie Scurrah. She and Louie have a cabin in which they plan to live, 

and she has two pots for her kitchen. In "one of her pots were the lucky 

salt and pepper she'd carry first over her own doorsill" (Trees, p. 129). 

After they move into the cabin, Louie gives Genny's brother, Wyitt, a 

gun and with it a piece of paper with the words, "Who hunts with this 

gun will be lucky" written in Dutch. Louie tells him, "A witch master 
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wrote that. . , . You're lucky, for a witch kin never spoil your aim 

now" (Trees, p. ll+9). That evening Wyitt shoots a buck and realizes 

that the paper has told the truth. 

Sayward also believes in signs of good luck. After she and Portius 

are married for some time, she reflects on her good life and especially 

her happy marriage: "Oh, it was hard beating back the woods. You had to 

fight the wild trees and their sprouts tooth and nail. But life was 

sweet sometimes, too. Only yesterday she had seen a golden fly at the 

dogberry flowers. Portius said that was a good sign" (Trees, p. 198). 

Signs relating to the moon and stars appear in The Free Man, a 

story of an immigrant boy, Henner Free, who works in America to free 

himself of the apprenticeship arrangement under which he came to the 

colonies. He had sailed to America on the Saint Andrew, a "fine ship 

with blue hants and turpentined sides, with half moon hinges on her cabin 

windows." At first, Henner tries to escape from his apprenticeship by 

crossing the Blue Mountains. In a small settlement, out on the western 

frontier, he meets some traders and hunters. One old hunter has a 

rifle "from the old country, small-bored, ornamented with a brass moon 

and silver stars on the stock, all worn with long use and the brush of 

many a mountain" (Free, p. 97). 

Bad luck signs are also commonplace. Certain black animals are 

especially notorious for their creation of bad luck, Perhaps the most 

^^ Conrad Richter, The Free Man (19̂ +3; rpt. New York: Knopf, 1971), 
p. 9- All further references to this work appear in the text as Free, 
followed by a page number. 
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common animal to avoid is the black cat. Richter refers to it only 

once; the reference occurs when Henner and Abie see Zack's coal-black 

team of horses. Henner exclaims, "Ai yai, Abie, what did I tell you? 

. . . You know what they say about a black cat" (Over, p. kk). Thompson 

catalogs three motifs concerning black cats: "Witch rides on black cat" 

(G21+1.1.1+.1.), "Cat as beast of ill-omen" (Bll+7.2.1.2.), and "Black cat 

as servant of giant" (B292.6.). None of these motifs, however, specif-

ically states that a black cat is a bad luck sign, but each implies it. 

Seeing black cats and having black cats cross one's path are bad omens 

in Germany, the British Isles, and the United States; however, it is 

lucky to own one. Furthermore, the southern United States Negroes 

"believe that black cats are powerful hoodoo; they cause bad luck, 

misery, disease, and death. A black cat is a witch; it is a witch's 

12 
familiar; it is the devil; it is a 'haunt' from the dead." 

Richter refers to black oxen as evil omens in the Ohio trilogy. 

When Sayward is worried about the health of her youngest child, Chancey, 

whose delicate white skin is almost transparent, she tells Portius 

"never to speak the name of any new plague or pox in the house or 

Chancey would surely catch it. But that didn't mean he had no chance, 

that the Lord's black ox had tramped him" (Town, p. 5). During an epi-

demic of cholera, Portius becomes a victim of the disease; however, 

Sayward's first thoughts are of Chancey: "He took everything that ever 

^2 "Black Cats," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and 

Legend, p. 197. Note: hoodoo is a category of magic, usually evil, 

similar to, but not exactly like, voodoo. 
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came along, and now God's black ox must surely tramp him" (Town, p. 8o). 

Another sign of bad .luck in the Ohio trilogy is a woods phenomenon 

known as corpse candles. As Sayward watches a procession of wedding 

guests leaving for home after her marriage to Portius, she sees their 

lights "floating through the woods like corpse candles over some boggy 

place fetching bad luck to them that saw it" (Trees, p. 18I+). -̂  Sayward 

also believes it is bad luck to name a baby after a person who has met 

with disaster. She tries it once as she names her first daughter Sulie, 

after her sister Sulie, who had disappeared in the forest. After her 

daughter Sulie burned to death as a young child, Sayward decides she 

will not name another child Sulie: "That was a name like a millstone 

to hang around a young one's neck, Twice it had been unlucky" (Fields, 

p. 56). 

Later, when Sayward sees her infant granddaughter, the child of 

Guerdon and Effie, she is reminded of her sister Sulie and her daughter 

Sulie. She hopes Effie will not call the baby Sulie: "Sayward didn't 

believe in signs and superstitions, but Just the same twice had the name 

turned up unlucky in her life time. Where there were two, her mother 

always said, there'd be three" (Town, p. 125). 

Another instance of a belief in bad luck happens in connection with 

Wyitt's receiving the gun from Louie. Wyitt knows the importance of a 

rifle on the frontier and has heard the superstitions regarding it. As 

indicated earlier, Louie has given him a paper with the words "Who hunts 

13 A further reference to corpse candles and an explanation of their 
association with death will be made later in this chapter. 
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with this gun will be lucky" and has told him that a witch cannot spoil 

his aim. Wyitt listens understandingly, for he "recollected how his 

father never would let a strange woman lay hands on his rifle" (Trees, 

p. 11+9). 

Many unlucky omens accompany marriage. Richter records one unlucky 

situation in The Grandfathers. As Chariter waits for Fulliam to arrive, 

she fears the unlucky consequences of having to postpone the ceremony. 

Putting off a wedding "was a sign she didn't know as she liked. She 

hoped all it meant today was that the rest of her life her man would 

come home late for dinner and bed" (Grandfathers, p. 170). 

An extension of the signs of good and bad luck involves the beliefs 

about the relative merits of certain days of the week and of certain holi-

days. References to Friday and Saturday appear in The Grandfathers as 

Chariter tries to make up her mind regarding Fulliam's marriage proposals. 

On one of these occasions, after saying no to him, she begins to think 

about what day it is after he goes home disappointed: 

Well, she'd be switched if it wasn't Saturday, the same 
day of th.e week he had given her the go by and taken off 
for Maybel. It Just went to show that the calendar didn't 
count as some folks thought. Saturday, they said, was 
little better than Good Friday, the worst day of the year. 
That's when they claimed the angels cleaned out the back-
house of heaven, so look out for trouble. You should never 
start on a Journey Saturday, Ant Dib said, and Saturday's 
child had to work for a living. (Grandfathers, p. l6l). 

Chariter's thoughts concerning the qualities of various days, and espec-

ially her reference to Saturday's child having to work for a living, 

derive from the old nursery rhyme "Monday's Child": 
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Monday's child is fair of face, 
Tuesday's child is full of grace, 
Wednesday's child is full of woe, 
Thursday's child has far to go, 
Friday's child is loving and giving, 
Saturday's child has to work for a living, 
But a child that's born on the Sabbath day 
Is fair and wise and good and gay.-̂ ^ 

Sayward also fears the consequences of events occurring on Fridays, 

the "Deil's Day." In fact, she feels better not knowing what day of the 

week it is, unless it is Sunday; but "Fridays were not like other days 

of the week. No, Friday was the deil's day, for the Lord was massacred 

on it. Oh, it could be fair enough one place on a Friday, but other 

places in the world it would be black and bitter as death" (Trees, p. 105). 

For Sayward, this particular Friday turns out to be a bitter day, as it 

is the day Sulie becomes lost in the forest, never to be found until her 

father sees her, married to an Indian, in Indiana about forty years later. 

It is also on this day that Sayward and her father plan but fail to warn 

Louie to be good to Genny if he marries her. The marriage does occur, 

but it turns out badly as Louie soon departs the settlement with Achsa, 

Genny's sister. Genny becomes temporarily insane from fright as a pan-

ther holds her captive in her cabin for a week. 

The evil and unlucky nature of Friday stems from the fact that 

Jesus was crucified on a Friday. In Christendom, it is generally called 

"Good Friday," but, as is evident in the events Just discussed and in 

the following quote, Friday is a day to dread. Many specific acts are 

l^ John Bartlett, "Monday's Child," Anonymous in Familiar Quotations, 
ed. Emily Morison Beck (Boston: Little, Brown, I968), p. IO96. 
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especially to be avoided on this day. For example, in European folk 

belief, 

it is bad luck to get born on a Friday or get married on 
a Friday. It is bad luck to take a new job on a Friday, 
cut one's nails on a Friday, or visit the sick on a Friday. 
If you turn your bed on a Friday, you will not sleep. 
Sailors are loath to begin a voyage on a Friday; and crim-
inals expect a hard sentence if they are unlucky enough to 
be tried on a Friday. "Wet Friday, wet Sunday," is a com-
mon saying in general weather lore. In Irish folk belief 
it is good to die on a Friday, be buried on Saturday, and 
get prayed for on Sunday. . . . The term "Black Friday" 
is a late coinage in England.-'-̂  

Opinions regarding the merits of Saturday are divided: "some believe 

that the sun will shine if only briefly every Saturday, and others that 

a moon on Saturday is unlucky. . . . Saturday, which marks the end of 

a cycle, is a bad day everywhere to get married or to begin work."-̂  

Two other days are cited in Richter's novels as being evil days. One 

is the first Monday in April, which is called Cain's birthday; the other 

is the last day in December when, the settlers believe, Judas Iscariot 

hanged himself. 

Sundays are good days. Sayward believes that any "washing she did 

on the Sabbath would be cleaner and sweeter-smelling and bleached whiter 

even though it had no sun handy to hang it in" (Trees, p. 105). She 

believes in the proverb, "The better the day, the better the deed." 

To her, Sunday is the best day of the week. 

-> "Friday," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and 
Legend, pp. 1+25-26. 

l é 
"Sa turday ," Standard Dic t ionary of F o l k l o r e , Mythology, and 

Legend, p . 97I+. 
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One holiday receives special attention in Richter's novels. It is 

Old Christmas, a day "bright as a new penny" coming in the middle of 

winter "to thaw out the veins for the Christ babe and to make a promise 

of shorter nights, for longer days were already a starting" (Fields, 

p. 27). It is commonly believed, as Granny MacWhirter explains, that 

a good person 

"couldn't die on Old Christmas. . . . Born, yes, but not 
die. One time the Monseys had Preacher Kindler tied to a 
stake. He wa'n't a preacher then. It was the night before 
Old Christmas and bitter cold. They never looked to find 
him alive next mornin', but he was good as ever. At twelve 
the clock midnight Old Christmas mornin', he said, a wind 
. came up from the south and thawed him out. It stayed warm 
all Christmas day. . . . " 

"I kin tell you what our pappy told us once, . . . " 
Genny called out with spirit. "He never seen it before or 
since. He caught a coon Christmas mornin'. When he got 
to his trap that coon was down on his knees. He didn't 
know if it was the way the trap had his foot or what, but 
'ar he was a kneelin' in the snow on Old Christmas. It 
went moughty hard to kill him, he said." (Fields, pp. 32-33) 

The previous generation to which Richter's characters refer in the 

above quote lived during the time when the Julian calendar was replaced 

in 1752 by the Gregorian calendar. Old Christmas came on what is now 

January 6. Despite the hesitancy on the part of the old people to 

change from the old calendar to the new, they still reyere Christmas 

as a time of new life and optimism. Death has no place on this special 

day. 

Yet another area in which superstitious beliefs and practices con-

trol the lives of people .is that of courtship and marriage. The discov-

ery of one's true lover constitutes an important motif in folklore. 
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Brunvand writes: 

Although few unmarried girls probably believe in divination 
nowadays, many will still pretend anyway to determine their 
future mates by consulting objects ranging from buttons 
(which are counted, "doctor, lawyer, merchant, thief"), an 
apple peel pared in a whole strip (which is thrown over the 
left shoulder to fall in the shape of the man's initial), 
or a drinking straw (which is pinched into a pattern and 
then flattened until one of the initialed ends is intact 
and thus indicates the spouse's name). ' 

In Richter's novels the motif is found only in the Ohio trilogy. 

The first occasion is simply a reference to a sign that indicates a 

thought pattern. As Genny climbs down from her bed in the loft of the 

cabin, her skirt catches on a splinter and is lifted up. Achsa calls 

out, "The bound boy's a thinkin' of you, Gin!" (Trees, p. 85). Another 

instance involves a magic object which overcomes a girl's resistance 

to the advances of a lover. At the launching of the new f erryboat, 

Sayward hears a peddler hawking his wares. One of his items is a diamond 

breastpin which, he tells the young men, was made "fifty feet under water! 

Give it to the girl you're afraid of, and she'll say you can stay with 

her before you get in the house!" (Fields, p. 192). The search for a 

bride is listed as Motif H1381.3.2.: "Quest for bride for oneself," 

and the use of an object to aid in the search for a bride is classified 

as Motif DI31I+.I.3.: "Magic arrow shot to determine where to seek bride." 

Although the breastpin motif in The Fields is quite different from Thomp-

son's motifs, the general idea of a man seeking a bride by using some 

artificial or magic means is present. 

^'^ The Study of American Folklore, p. I87. 
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Sayward succumbs to a superstition regarding the search for a 

husband as Achsa pleads with her to try something a neighbor woman had 

suggested to Achsa. According to the woman, "You had to swallow a dry 

thimbleful of salt before you went to bed, then whoever gave you a 

drink of water in your dream, that would be your man" (Trees, p. 132). 

Sayward protests but finally accedes. That night she dreams that Por-

tius Wheeler gives her a drink. When she awakens, she determines not 

to tell Achsa her dream, which she considers to be foolish and unreal-

istic. Shortly afterward, she marries Portius. Several motifs refer 

to the finding of a husband through a dream: "Love though dream" (T11.3.), 

"Lovers meet in their dreams" (Tll.3.1.), "The future husband met in a 

dream" (Dl8l2.3.3.9.), and "Future husband met during a magic sleep" 

(DI976.2.). This last motif is rendered poetically in John Keats's 

"The Eve of St. Agnes," a poem depicting a young virgin's belief that 

if she will perform certain rituals, she will dream of her future hus-

band. Another variant of the search for a husband is found in Stith 

Thompson's "The Star Husband Tale," a tale which, in its basic form, 

involves two girls who sleep outside and see two stars. They wish to 

be married to these stars and suddenly find their wish has come true. 

They become homesick and eventually return to earth. Variations of 

this tale are numerous. 

Fear of the bridal bed on the part of the husband is another super-

stition. In The Trees, immediately after the wedding ceremony uniting 

^^ "The Star Husband Tale," in The Study of Folklore, pp. I+1I+-7I+. 
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Portius and Sayward as husband and wife, the neighbor women follow the 

custom of putting the bride into her bed while the men prepare to push 

the bridegroom into bed with her, The bed is in the loft of the cabin, 

Sayward waits for the men to force Portius up the ladder and into her 

bed. When he reaches the top of the ladder, he sees Sayward "lying 

softly waiting for him in their bridal bed" (Trees, p. I83). Suddenly, 

he descends and escapes into the dark forest. The bridegroom's fear of 

the bridal bed is classified as Motif T171.: "Bridegroom driven from 

bridal chamber by magic. Usually by hornets or wasps" and Motif T172.: 

"Dangers to husband in bridal chamber." 

Portius is found several hours later and is returned forcibly by 

the men. Sayward serves him a meal and tells him to wash and to dress 

in clean clothing. She also tells him he can leave whenever he pleases. 

Then she goes outside for a brief time; when she comes in, she sees that 

he is in bed and is beckoning for her to come to bed. But Sayward 

"didn't know as she liked this so much, his going ahead and getting in 

first. For her to get in now would be the bride running after the bride-

groom. He should have waited and let the bride in first. Then if he 

had enough grit to come after, that would be no more than befitting a 

bridegroom" (Trees, p. I87). In having Sayward be reluctant to follow 

Portius into bed, Richter employs a variant of the motif, "Tabus for 

girl going to her husband" (CI6I.). 

In a variant of two motif s, Sayward's daughter Huldah attempts to 

attract a husband by offering herself naked to him. She hides her 

clothes in some bushes and approaches the house of George Holcomb, who 
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lives alone deep in the woods. She lives with him for about two days 

before Sayward arrives to take her home. In the Motif-Index Thompson 

records the motifs: "Girl as wooer. Forthputting woman" (T55.) and 

"Girl shows herself naked in return for youth's dancing hogs" (KI358.). 

An interesting superstition regarding Indian-white love relation-

ships appears in connection with Genny's love for Louie. A rumor has 

circulated in the settlement that Louie had once deserted a white girl, 

leaving her to die in his cabin. Sayward wants to make sure he will not 

do the same to Genny. Sayward also wants to be sure he has never had an 

Indian lover, because "everybody knows an Indian lover never will give a 

white man up, but after seven years to the day will come back to face him 

with his child in her arms" (Trees, p. IOI+). 

Superstitious beliefs about the origins of babies and of races of 

people have given rise to many imaginative interpretations. One of the 

most cbmmon beliefs in regard to "where babies come from" is that a 

stork brings them. Also prevalent is the belief that they originate 

in a cabbage patch or in a hollow tree. The characters in the Ohio 

trilogy have other variants. In The Trees, when Sulie is lost and the 

women gather at the Lucketts' cabin, the men prepare for the search. 

Just before the men leave, Jake Tench calls inside to Sayward: 

"Never you mind, Saird, . . . Jude MacWhirter kin find 
a young'un for you. Now John Covenhoven couldn't find his 
own choppin' block." 

The men's mouths opened round to laugh at this joke on 
the childless Covenhovens. . . . The women in the house 
laughed, too, pulling down their faces at each other, for 
behind the chopping log was where they told their youngest 
that babies came from. (Trees, p. 109) 
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When Genny anticipates her marriage to Louie, she dreams of a comfort-

able little cabin where they can make a home "for any young one they 

might find behind their chopping log some morning late next spring" 

(Trees, p. 130). Several origins are recorded by Thompson within the 

motif, "Where children come from. Explanation given to children" 

(T589.6.): "Children brought by stork" (T589.6.I), "Children brought 

by Earth-mother" (T589.6.2.), "Children said to come from underworld" 

(T589.6.3.), "Children said to come from a well" (T589.6.I+.), and 

"Children said to come from cauliflower" (T589.6.5.). 

Interesting interpretations of the origins of races are included 

in the novels. In A Country of Strangers Richter records the beliefs 

of the Indians regarding the origins of whites, Indians, and Negroes. 

After being returned to her parents and living for the first time in 

many years inside a house, Stone Girl tells her son, Otter Boy, about 

white people, and about their guns, their pride, and their fears. She 

tells him that the reason they have pale skin is that they are full of 

fear: 

"Your grandfather, Feast Maker, told me the pale skin comes 
from being afraid. You yourself know how fearful the white 
man is of poor Pitquok, the moth. He is still more afraid 
of other white men. He hangs heavy oaken doors on his 
houses and hides his ornaments in an iron box. But most 
of all he is fearful of dirt and scrubs every speck of dirt 
from his skin. He has done this so many years that today 
his skin is white and thin." .(Country, p. 76) 

The origin of Blacks or Negroes is also explained by the Indians. 

Stone Girl is forced to stay in the white settlement, although her 

father, Peter Stanton, refuses to believe that this dark-skinned girl. 
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fifteen years of age with a child of her own, can possibly be his 

daughter. Mrs. Stanton is not convinced, either; but she asks her 

husband why he thinks the girl is a savage. He replies, "All her 

notions are so typically Indian. She told Nan she heard that long ago 

the white people painted their servants black so they could tell them 

from their white masters and this went on so long that now slaves are 

born black. I think she said her Indian grandfather had told her" 

(Country, p. 67). 

Finally, there is the belief among the Indians concerning their 

own origin. While Stone Girl and Otter Boy are temporarily housed at 

a French fort, she is cared for by Simone, a maid. Simone tells her 

the story "of the time the Chippeways ate the ground hog, who was their 

own relative since the Indian race had once, like the ground hog, come 

out of the ground" (Coimtry, p. 33). 

Many superstitious beliefs and practices surround the occasion of 

death and burial. Most deal with predictions and premonitions of death. 

The hearing of certain sounds or noises can presage death. In A Simple 

Honorable Man Isaac Gottschall, a coal miner, is afraid to return to the 

mines. Harry Donner explains Isaac's dilemma to the superintendent of 

the mines; Harry says that Isaac "said he heard what they call the death 

tick. You know, the men think it's Vince Madden's watch. They never 

found the watch when Vince's body was dug out. They believe it's still 

in the mine and whoever hears it will be next" (Simple, p. 131). The 

death tick that Isaac hears is a variant of a folk belief concerning a 

"Tapping or ticking noise made by a small wood-boring insect . . . 
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called the death watch beetle. In general European and United States 

folk believe to hear it means there will be a death in the family."-^^ 

Also in this novel is the story about an old minister whose nearness 

to death is predicted by the flight of a pigeon into the church building 

during a service. It "circled three times above pulpit and congregation 

before flying out. Never had such a thing happened in the church before, 

and the people took it as a devout sign of their old pastor's proximity 

to heaven" (Simple, p. 17). 

In The Trees Genny asks for two signs, both of them audible sounds. 

Her father fails to return home when expected; so one night Genny and 

the other children decide to go outside and "Holler Fortunes till he 

came." Genny is first: 

If I am to die a maid, 
Let me hear my grave box made, 
If I am to wed and sing, 
Let me hear a little bird sing. (Trees, p. 1+2) 

Through the stillness of the forest comes "a faraway sound like Worth 

made when he fixed up Jary's box. Four or five fearsome strokes came 

slow and clear. Then you could hear only the river again" (Trees, 

p. k3). Genny is terrified, bUt the sound turns out to be the chopping 

down of trees by a new settler. 

Also, in The Trees, death seems near when Achsa is ill with swamp 

fever. Worth Luckett tells Sayward to "expect the worst. One night 

last week, he saw corpse candles, Not often had he seen such things 

19 "Death Tick," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and 

Legend, p. 301. 
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in the summer time. . . . He might have sneaked up close and seen 

faces in them. But he didn't want to know beforehand on whom Death 

had fastened its mark" (Trees, p. 83). Corpse light or corpse candles 

refer to a phosphorescent light which sometimes hovers over a marsh. 

When this light glows, according to superstitious belief, it "betokens 

death. Sometimes the light goes from the churchyard to the house of a 

person sick or near death; sometimes one is seen on the breast of a 

dying person; often, it appears on the rooftop signifying a death in 

the family of the house over which it hovers. Many stories are related 

of the appearance of these lights in connection with the death omen." 

In the above accounts, death is only predicted. Death not only is 

predicted, but realized in the following episodes. Earlier in this 

chapter, reference was made to black cats and black oxen in regard to 

bad luck. But certain death accompanies the sight of a black dog. In 

The Grandfathers Chariter Murdoch breaks her promise to ride with a 

fellow in his new car. She would have kept her promise "if something 

hadn't got ahead of her. And that something was the big black dog 

Granmam said runs ahead of Death. She didn't see the dog but she did 

Russell Allyn's woman running up the path from the shop" (Grandfathers, 

p. 72). She is running to inform Tom, the blacksmith, that his wife has 

been murdered. The black dog is apparently imaginary in this case, but 

the belief in its existence and its relation to death is real. 

In The Fields Resolve reports one night to Sayward that a dark boy 

20 "Corpse Candles," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology 

and Legend, p. 253. 
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is peeking through the window. Sayward goes outside to investigate, 

but sees nothing. Although she tries to disregard Resolve's report, 

she is uneasy. She "didn't like Resolve's notion he saw a little dark 

boy dressed in white a peeping in their window. Not when she was cariy-

ing a young one. And she didn't like the other token she had, the very 

day before the baby was to show up" (Fields, pp. 38-39). The other 

"token" is a black man whom she had seen in the graveyard. The child 

she is carrying is Sulie. When the baby is born, Sayward iramediately 

asks if it is dark or fair and if it has any dark spots. She is relieved 

to learn it is a beautiful, fair-complexioned baby. But when the child 

is three years old, she suffers fatal burns. As Resolve looks at the 

burned child, wrapped in white muslin, lying in the coffin, he suddenly 

cries out that this is not Sulie, but it is "the little dark boy I seen 

that time a peekin' at me and you through the winder" (Fields, p. 1+5). 

In one instance, a child predicts her own death. The child is Gerty, 

the daughter of Guerdon and Effie Wheeler. She often spends days at a 

time with Sayward. One day, before she goes home with her mother, Gerty 

tells Portius, "You better kiss me good, Grandpappy. . . . Because you 

won't never see me again" (Town, p. 127). The next day, a Friday, 

Sayward learns that Gerty has a "throat distemper." Sayward takes some 

thick broth to her, but she is unable to drink it; however, she informs 

Sayward that an angel has promised her that she "could get up Sunday and 

run out" (Town, p. 128). Meanwhile, she tries to give her few possess-

ions away. Shortly after midnight, early Sunday morning, she dies. 

Sayward then remembers other comments which had predicted the child's 
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death, 

like whenever she sent the child on an errand, Gerty would 
ask so serious, "What will you do, Granmam, when I'm not 
here to help you?" And the time a canaler told her how the 
small tyke cried to his boy not to beat the mules so. The 
boy told her to mind her own business, but she stood right 
up to him and what she preached, he said, was good as a 
sermon. She called him a sinner but said she'd ask the 
Lord to forgive him when she went to Heaven. (Town, 
pp. 129-30) 

Burial practices also conform to superstitious beliefs. One practice 

involves the direction in which a person's head and feet lie. When Jary 

dies Worth digs "the hole east and west like settlement graves were so 

the sun would shine in the faces of the dead when they sat up on resur-

rection morn" (Trees, p. l+O). The direction in which a grave is dug and 

in which the dead person's face lies is important and varies according 

to different cultures: "Moslems toward Mecca, Christian Europeans toward 

P"i 
the West, migrant tribes toward the homeland of their ancesters." 

Many motifs center on the inability of a dead person to rest com-

fortably in the grave. Sulie Luckett visits Louie's white wife, who 

now lies buried near the cabin. It is almost dark and Sulie becomes 

frightened. She has 

heard tell of humans who came out when they couldn't rest 
in their bury hole. Not humans that lived good lives and 
did what was right. No, they would wait for resurrection 
morn. . . . Now this whitefaced girl was young and likely 
full of life when they put her underground, and such would 
get plenty tired lying in one place so long. (Trees, p. 88) 

When Sulie becomes lost in the woods, on a later occasion, and is 

"Grave," Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and Legend, 
p. k6k. 
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feared dead, one of Sayward's concerns is that Sulie has not been bap-

tized; she cannot, therefore, rest comfortably in her grave, if she is 

ever buried. Failure on the part of a dead person to rest comfortably 

in his grave is the subject of a variety of motifs, as f ollows: "The 

unquiet grave" (E1+10.); "Dead cannot rest because of a sin" (E1I11.); 

"Murderer cannot rest in grave" (EI+11.1.); "Suicide cannot rest in 

grave" (EI+11.1.1.); adulterous, perjuror, usurer, swindler, and person 

who never said "good morning" cannot rest in the grave (EI+11.2-6. ); a 

person under religious ban, an excommunicated person, an unbaptized 

person, a person buried without proper funeral rites, and a child cursed 

by a father cannot rest in the grave (E1+12., E1+12.1-1+.); and a murdered 

person and a drowned person cannot rest (E1+13., E1+I1+.). 

It is also believed by the settlers that a person's hair continues 

to grow after he is dead. When Achsa combs her dead mother's matted hair 

in preparation for her burial, "it reared up like Jary was still alive." 

Achsa reminds her startled sisters, who are watching, of a "Conestoga 

girl . . . who had her hair sheared close against the fever, and when 

they took her up to move her grave, her hair was grown long and shaggy 

again as a winter wolf's" (Trees, p. 38). Although it is a fact that 

hair continues to grow for a short time after a person dies, superstition 

tends to exaggerate the extent of the growth. 

Two other beliefs focus on what happens to the body in the grave. 

One is that trees receive their nourishment from the bodies of the dead. 

Sayward feels a growing antagonism toward the woods as she clears the 

land for crops. At one point she declares, "The woods shut you in and 
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fought you while you lived, and sucked up your flesh and blood with its 

roots after you died" (Fields, p. 22), The second belief is that a body 

turns to stone. In The Waters of Kronos the grave diggers who move John 

Donner's grandmother's coffin to a new cemetery are sure her body has 

turned to stone since "four men could hardly lift the coffin" (Waters, 

p. 19). 

Provisions for the dead are supplied in some cultural groups. 

Aaiong Indians it is common for food and weapons to be buried with the 

dead body. Richter includes a reference to this practice in A Country 

of Strangers. Stone Girl receives news that her Indian husband has 

been killed in battle. Her immediate concern is how he died and whether 

he has been properly buried: "Had the Long Knives buried him suitable 

with rocks on his grave to keep away the wolves and wolverines? And 

had they left his gun, knife, and tomahawk for him to hunt with in the 

new land?" (Country, p. 32), Another rather humorous incident regard-

ing provisions for the future occurs in The Grandfathers. Chariter's 

mother, Dockey, is having her corns removed by the blacksmith. When 

Dockey tells him not to cut off her toe, Chariter's grandfather tells 

of an incident involving future provisions: 

"Barnaby Hill had a corn plagued him so bad he had Uncle 
Robby take off the toe with a cold chisel," Granpap put in. 
"'Now don't you throw that toe away,' Uncle Robby told him. 
'Stick it in the ground somewheres handy to where you get 
buried. Then you won't lack nothing when you're gathered 
at the river.'" (Grandfathers, p. 35) 

Many people believe that there is a specified, predetermined time 

for a person to die, They believe nothing happens by accident, espec-
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ially not death. This belief exists among the pioneers in Richter's 

novels. In The Trees Achsa becomes violently ill with swamp fever. 

She is warned not to drink cold water because it will kill her. Too 

thirsty to endure the lack of water any longer, she sneaks out of the 

cabin at night and drinks her fill from the nearby stream. Sayward 

hears her go out but cannot stop her. To Sayward's amazement, Achsa's 

health is much improved in the morning, She can only conclude that if 

"your time hadn't come yet, it made you slick as an eel and Death 

couldn't hold you. Not even if you lay at Death's door burning up with 

a fever and swilled yourself with cold water at the run. No, Achsa's 

time hadn't come yet. The Lord might have something he had in mind 

for her to do first" (Trees, pp. 85-86). 

A specific time of day when people die is also mentioned. In The 

Grandfathers that time is l+:00 A.M., according to Chariter. She takes 

care of Miss Belle and tries to make her comfortable during her last 

days. Chariter wishes she could give her a drink, but Miss Belle re-

fuses all sustenance, "even on the fateful night the clock struck four 

times for the mortal hour when most f olks, they say, depart from this 

world" (Grandfathers, p. 128). 

Chariter also believes in the superstition that a lock of hair can 

mysteriously create a link between a living and a dead person. She 

wishes Miss Belle had a lock of Dick Goddem's hair, because "a lock 

of hair fetched the dead closer than anything else, closer still than 

a picture or letter. Hold it with your fingers and you could see right 

in front of you the face that went with that hair" (Grandfathers, p. 125) 
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Finally, it is believed that when there is a sudden increase in the 

number of babies born in a community, the increase is a sign that hard 

times and many deaths are imminent. Sayward notices this unusual occur-

rence in the settlement and wonders what the immediate future holds: 

Wasn't it curious all the mortal sweet babies that crowded 
each other to get born in hard times! The less they had to 
eat, the more they came. That's the way it was through the 
worst years of the Revolution, Granny MacWhirter said. Then 
even a single woman had to watch out. She hadn't dare look 
at a man, or she'd be liable to find herself in a family way. 
It was Death, Granny claimed, making up in advance for all 
he would take away. (Fields, p. 59) 

Shortly afterward, a severe famine strikes the community. The death 

toll turns out to be light, but suffering is intense as the settlers 

forage desperately for food. 

Superstitious beliefs about weather and weather patterns abound 

universally. Methods and signs predict rain, fair weather, cold win-

ters, and hot summers. Richter records a number of weather predictions 

based on superstitions. 

Regarding rain, according to an old Pennsylvania Dutch legend, if 

it rains the day Mary goes over the mountain, there will be forty days 

of rain. If it is dry, there will be forty days of dry weather. The 

day she goes is always July 2. This superstition is similar to the 

current widespread belief that if the groundhog sees its shadow on 

Groundhog Day, February 2, there will be six more weeks of winter; if 

it is cloudy, an early spring is predicted. 

Rain is also predicted on the basis of other weather conditions 

and of certain events. In The Grandfathers Chariter tries to converse 
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with Miss Belle and chooses the weather as her topic: 

''Nice weather we're having," Chariter said to be sociable. 
"It's summer. We should have," Miss Belle told her. 
"We ain't had much yet," Chariter said. "Granmam looks 

for rain tomorrow. It had a heavy dew last night." 
"Is that a sign?" the old lady asked. 
"She says the farmer '11 have a hard time getting in 

their hay. Every time they mow it rains." (Grandfathers, 
p. 100) 

Chariter's reference to the heavy dew and to the new-mown hay as fore-

casters of rain are typical rural beliefs. 

Fair weather also has its signs. One day in early springtime, 

Guerdon Wheeler walks through the dark, wet forest. He notices that 

flowers and insects are beginning to appear. He is assured that fine 

weather is ahead when he hears the screeching of the cock of the woods 

and "all the little bitty birds . . . saying, 'Swee-eet Canader, Canader 

Canader,' a calling out the place above the English Lakes where they 

went to nest" (Fields, p. 96). 

A strange summer is predicted by Worth Luckett on the basis of a 

past winter. Unusual weather and events have occurred, such as "black 

frost early in October" and white butterflies which "ran on their wings 

through the naked wood. A dogwood bloomed on Old Christmas" (Trees, 

p. 79). Worth knows that these signs forecast what he calls a white 

summer: "It was a black winter. . . . Now we're a gittin' a white 

summer. No human knows how this'll end up" (Trees, p. 80). The white 

summer refers to a summer of foggy weather, and the dampness of the 

weather causes an epidemic of swamp fever. 

The pioneers in the Ohio trilogy believe in an overall balance in 
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weather from season to season and from year to year. A cold summer and 

a mild winter will be balanced by a hot summer and a cold winter the 

next year. After one severe winter in the settlement, the people know 

that "once spring dragged around, . . . it would be all right now. 

Nature had all kinds of weather to draw from. She usually made up 

for what extremes she gave the year before. And that's what she did 

this year. Last summer was cold and wet, so this summer came hot and 

dry" (Fields, p. 57). 

The hot, dry summer is expected and predictions of its coming are 

supported by other signs, one of which is the spots on the sun. Another 

sign is spelled out in the clouds. A farmer, Luke Peters, sees the 

letters F-A-M-I-N formed by the clouds, and he moves back to Vermont. 

His neighbors laugh at him for believing in so nebulous a sign, espec-

ially since the word was not spelled correctly. But when the crops fail 

and the famine strikes, they envy Luke. 

An approaching famine in Pennsylvania had been the impetus for 

Worth Luckett's move to the Ohio wilderness. Worth had read the signs: 

"For a month he had been noticing signs. The oaks, beeches and hazel 

patches would have slim mast for bears and pigeons this year. Deer 

paths lay barer than any time he would recollect of fresh droppings. 

And now the squirrels were leaving the country" (Trees, pp. 1-2). 

As a final part in this chapter on superstitions, a number of mis-

cellaneous beliefs and practices will be delineated. Many of these 

exist as localized superstitions while others follow a common motif. 

Since they fall into no particular identifiable categories, they will 
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be listed in an arbitrary order. 

Richter refers to the legendary stoicism of Indians in two novels. 

In The Light in the Forest, when the white children raised by Indians 

are returned to their parents, the white parents and friends shed tears 

of gratitude, but "the captives took it dry-eyed and restrained. True 

Son thought their Indian fathers and mothers would be proud of them" 

(Light, p. 25). In A Country of Strangers Stone Girl becomes a serv-

ant in Captain Stanton's mansion for a short time after she is returned. 

The Captain refuses to accept her as his daughter. At the wedding of 

her sister, Stone Girl realizes why whites need so much brandy: "It 

was to support them through the interminable wedding sermon that fol-

lowed the prayer and reading from the black book. Now Indian people, 

she reflected, could stand all day patient, never moving a muscle, 

listening to the spoken word" (Country, pp. 86-87). 

Somewhat related to the above is the stereotyped attitude regard-

ing the behavior of another category of people, in this case, ministers' 

children. Harry Donner supposes that his ministry has been weakened 

by the shameful behavior of his two sons, and he wonders, "Why was it 

that a minister had to have the worst children in town?" (Simple, p. ll+O) 

Richter also alludes to several attitudes which are influenced by 

particular characteristics of people. A person with red hair loses his 

temper easily and quickly, according to popular belief. In The Lady 

Jud, the narrator, is surprised at Dona Ellen's quick and angry reaction 

on one occasion; but later, when he reflects, he realizes that he should 

never "be surprised at the presence of fire and flint wanting only provo-
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cation to show themselves in the softest and slightest of girls and 

women, especially those with a blond or red coloring" (Lady, p. 52). 

Red hair is associated with a quick temper in The Grandfathers when 

two characters discuss hair color and temper. Tom says his sister has 

red hair; Nobe replies that he has seen her, but "that's a different 

kind of red. That kind goes with a terrible temper" (Grandfathers, 

p. 37). Fat cheeks are also a sign of a particular personality trait. 

Henry Free despises his mistress, Miss Amity, to whom he is bound as 

a servant. When she sends him to prison to be whipped, he knows "it 

was true what he had heard in the old country, that girls with fat 

cheeks had hearts of stone" (Free, p. 76). 

Richter also refers to peculiar beliefs about numbers. Chariter 

indulges in a moment of self-pity after two men have disappointed her. 

She rationalizes to herself, "Oh, she'd sieep alone in her bed tonight 

but she wouldn't always. No, two men had already come along in her life, 

and her only sixteen. She could have had either one, had she wanted him 

as he was. If there were two, there'd be three. The old saying most 

always came true" (Grandfathers, p. 153). In this case, the saying 

fails to come true; shortly afterward she marries one of the two men. 

In The Town Sayward also believes that "where there were two, . . . 

there'd be three" (Town, p. 125) when she hopes that Guerdon and Effie 

will not name their baby Sulie; two Sulies had already experienced ill 

fortune. 

In regard to numbers, three is an important number in folklore. 

Many stories deal with three people or events. Axel Olrick explains 
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that 

the number three is . . . a law in and of itself. That 
three appears in Marchen and myths and even in simple 
local legends with incredible frequency, you all know; 
but perhaps it has not been made sufficiently clear to 
you though that in hundreds of thousands of foik tradi-
tions, three is the highest number with which one deals. 
Seven and twelve and sometimes other numbers occur of 
course, but they express only a totally abstract quantity. 
Three is the maximum number of men and objects which occur 
in traditional narrative.^^ 

Another superstition relates to the making of beds. Beds made 

incorrectly cause continuing inconvenience or hardship. Jary Luckett 

fears she is at fault for what she believes will be a disastrous future 

for her family in their move to Ohio. She detests the wilderness 

forest and tells Sayward that if anything happens to her (Jary), 

Sayward shoiild not let Worth always have his way or the family will 

never be able to return to Pennsylvania. Sayward answers that she may 

not want to return, whereupon Jary replies, "Don't talk about the old 

state thataway. . . . I knowed it that day on the ferry I made all 

your beds wrong for you. Now you'll have to sleep in 'em as best you 

kin" (Trees, pp. 9-10). 

Superstitions about animals are also found in several novels. 

In The Fields, when Guerdon and Kinzie are at the grist mill, they go 

behind the mill to look at the waterwheel and the pond. They see a 

rowboat with a catfish inside it. Speculating about how the fish 

entered the boat, Guerdon says that it probably was caught by someone 

^^ "Epic Laws of Folk Narrative," in The Study of Folklore, p. 133. 
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and tossed into the boat. Kinzie believes that the fish walked in on 

its stingers: "I never se.en one but they say he kin walk up the side 

of a boat like a snake doctor" (Fields, p, 101). 

Another belief about animals involves the survival of bears during 

hibernation. Sayward has a good supply of meat one spring except for 

bear meat; the bears are still sleeping "off winter in a hollow tree 

with a paw in their mouths so they could suck out their stored-up fat" 

(Trees, p. 19l+). Other kinds of meat are also inaccessible at certain 

times. When the famine was approaching in Pennsylvania, Worth knew 

that the fleeing squirrels were not good for food, for "meat on the 

go" was "likely to be tainted" (Trees, p. 2). Now, in Ohio, Worth 

shoots a deer "pale as an ermine weasel, But such meat was tainted and 

he didn't fetch any of it home. Some said you could see a white deer 

running through the woods on the darkest night. The spoiled flesh 

glowed and glirred in the dark like fox fire" (Trees, p. 8o). 

In another folk belief concerning animals, Richter uses a dream 

in order to depict a motif about red cows ridden by fairies and witches. 

Chancey Wheeler falls asleep in the manger in the barn and dreams that 

he rides to town on a red cow with white udders. Riding a cow is a 

folklore element with two motifs: "Witch rides on cattle" (G21+1.1.6.) 

and "Fairies have red cows" (F21+1.2.1.1). 

Superstitious beliefs about water and trees occur in two novels. 

In The Light in the Forest True Son and Half Arrow escape from the white 

settlement and return to Indian territory. As they travel True Son is 

thankful for "every spring that ran across their path, for hadn't this 
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water they cupped to drink lain deep in the dark caverns of their 

mother, the Earth, to be.brought out just for their refreshment as they 

passed!" (Light, p. 87). In The Trees the purifying qualities of the 

ground are explained by Worth Luckett, as he sees the "white fog smoke" 

lying "over the bottoms" (Trees, p. 80), The fog smoke comes, Worth 

says, 

out of the wet ground and it fetched up with it all the 
fearsome swamp poisons. When water sinks in the ground 
it cleans itself of rot and stink, let it be green before-
hand as a spotted rattlesnake's venom. So long as it 
keeps on sinking, it doesn't hurt any, not even the eels 
and slimy things that live in the mud, for the earth is 
deep and has fires down in the middle to burn out what is 
foul. That's how spring water comes out sweet and clear. 
But once swamp water is drawn back out of the ground, 
then it fetches all the poisons with it and everything 
that sucks breath has to watch out. (Trees, p. 80) 

A superstitious belief concerning trees occurs in connection with 

the curse placed on the trees that provided the wood for Jesus' cross. 

The occasion for the expression of the belief is Sayward's walk through 

the forest after the disappearance of Sulie- The trees, to her, are 

cruel and heartless for hiding the child. Sayward knows that some 

people 

claimed the trees were softhearted as humans. They said 
the pole of the cross had been cut from pine and that's 
why the pine was always bleeding. The crosspiece, they 
claimed, was from quaking ash. The quaking ash has shook 
ever since, and never can it live now more than the thirty-
three years of the Lord. (Trees, p. II8) 

The motifs relating to the kinds of trees from which the cross was made 

and the curse or blessing of those trees are abundant in folklore. 

Thompson cites the following: "All trees except aspen refused to make 
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Christ's cross" (Z352.), "Tree cursed for serving as cross" (A2721.3.1., 

Finnish, Esthonian), "Aspen cursed for serving as cross" (A2721.2.1.1., 

England, Scotland), "Cottonwood cursed for serving as cross" (A2721.2.1.3. 

U. S.), "Elder cursed for serving as cross" (A 2721.2.1.1+., England), 

"Poplar cursed for serving as cross" (A2721.2.1.2. , U. S.), "Tree blessed 

that made the cross" (A2711.2.), and "Elder tree is never struck by 

lightning because it was used in making the cross" (A2711.2.1., England). 

Finally, there are superstitious beliefs about the devil. In The 

Fields Guerdon and Kinzie return from the grist mill and tell the other 

family members about their experiences, Guerdon tells them about the 

giant waterwheel: "It's strong as a horse, but it has a devil in it. 

We heerd it carry on, didn't we, Kin? It moaned and cried like the 

Old Harry" (Fields, p. 103). A previous reference to the devil as Old 

Harry is made by Worth Luckett when he tells of the squirrels in Pennsyl-

vania running wildly through the woods. Worth had watched them and had 

waited "to see if the old Harry himself was not on the tail end" (Trees, 

p. 2). 

It is also believed that the devil can perform devious tricks. As 

Wyitt and Sayward look for Sulie in the woods, Wyitt is sure that the 

knoll on which they are presently standing is where he and Sulie had 

heard the cowbells, and "if they couldn't find his and Sulie's barefoot 

tracks in the soft ground, it must be the deil had his foot over them" 

(Trees, p. 107). The devil's covering of the footprints in this situa-

tion may be a variant of two motifs: "Pranks played by the devil" 

(G303.9.9.) and "Devil prevents moving of little stone by sitting on 
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it" (G303.9.9.1.). 

Fear of the devil's power and his ability to grab hold of people's 

clothing informs an incident in A Simple Honorable Man. Young Johnny 

Donner notices something unusual one day about the bow tie his grand-

father, a minister, is wearing; the "bow of his black tie was tucked 

under his stiff starched collar on both sides as if to leave no loose 

ends where the devil or sinful hands might fasten and deter him" (Simple, 

p. 9). 

Richter's use of and references to the many superstitious beliefs 

and practices of the pioneering populace in America reveal his acquaint-

ance with folklore and with the everyday lives of the people whom he 

realistically and graphically portrays in his novels. His skillful 

integration of the beliefs and practices of the people is a tribute 

to his craftsmanship as an author. 



CHAPTER IX 

^ FRONTIER CUSTOMS 

Traditional practices relating to special events, days, habits, and 

other occurrences are known as folk customs. As these practices are re-

peated in a culture, they become ingrained and, at times, almost sacred. 

As such they are closely allied with superstition, since a failure to 

observe certain customary practices with regard, for example, to mar-

riages, funerals, or holidays, may cause uneasiness and a fear of pos-

sible negative consequences. Brunvand defines custom as "a traditional 

practice—a mode of individual behavior or a habit of social life—that 

is transmitted by word-of-mouth or imitation, then ingrained by social 

pressure, common usage, or parental authority." 

In his novels Richter incorporated a number of observances of customs 

into the stories. His characters carry out the accepted traditions which 

have been passed down to them by previous generations. In this chapter, 

the customs relating to courtship and marriage, death and mourning, 

special foods and eating habits, games and contests, building construc-

tion, and several miscellaneous customs will be discussed. 

Manners and customs relating to courtship and marriage exist in 

profusion in every culture. The choice ,of a marriage mate, dowries, 

showers, parties, types of weddings and receptions, shivarees, and other 

^ The Study of Åmerican Folklore, p. 198. 
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traditions are among the experiences which make up the establishment of 

new marriage relationships. From methods of courtship to living arrange-

ments following the wedding, certain customs prevail. 

In The Trees Richter describes the first wedding on the Ohio 

frontier, a rather disgraceful event, so far as the majority of people 

are concerned; but within the context of this wedding, certain customs 

become evident. It is the marriage of Flora Greer, a recent settler, to 

a man with whom she has been living for some time. The bridegroom has 

provided two kegs of whiskey, one for the men and the other, watered 

down and sweetened, for the women and children, as is the custom. The 

marriage of two lovers who have been living together, however, is a 

disgrace, although it is allowed. Granny MacWhirter concedes to the 

marriage, but she goes on to tell what is usually done to a couple who 

marry under these circumstances: "They're only married lawful because 

the squire got his papers last week. Oh, I'm nothin' agin it if they 

want. But if this would a happened most places, some would a fetched 

along cow horns today to shame 'em. . . . And if they had hosses, 

they'd have to use 'em a while with their manes and tails roached" 

(Trees, p. 175). 

Granny MacWhirter continues with a reference to a custom which was 

followed when she was married many years before: "When I was a bride, 

ye could hear 'em carry on over the mountain, Fourteen men raced two 

mile to be the one to take the black bottle out of my hand" (Trees, 

p. 175). Then she tells of a tradition which occurs following the 

wedding: "Many's the time I seed the gals take the bride up in the 
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loft and put on her bedgown and tuck her in. Then the men would fetch 

up the bridegroom and put him in with her" (Trees, p. 175). Granny 

MacWhirter's accounts of the blowing of the cow horns to shame the 

couple and of the roaching of the manes and tails of horses are appar-

ently local practices with which Richter was familiar, as are her 

accounts of the black bottle and the custom of putting the bride and 

bridegroom into bed. 

This last custom is practiced at the marriage of Sayward and 

Portius. After the ceremony and before the wedding supper, Sayward is 

helped into a bed in the cabin loft and into her "bedgown." Then the 

men push Portius up the ladder and plan to pull off his clothing in the 

loft. But Portius, partially inebriated, suddenly descends and flees 

into the woods. 

Lengthy, formal courtships were infrequent among early settlers, 

and marriages were often arranged more for the sake of convenience and 

propagation than for love, Sayward meets Portius only once or twice 

before she marries him. When she hears babies crying at Flora Greer's 

wedding, and when she thinks of the convenience of having a husband who 

can read and write, she instigates her marriage by telling the men at 

Flora's wedding that if Idy Tull, a spinster, refuses to marry Portius, 

she will "marry with him if he's a willin'" (Trees, p. I78), 

Sayward's marriage turns out to be happy and permanent, although 

there is actually no courtship involved. An unhappy and impermanent 

love affair occurs when Sayward's daughter Huldah stuffs her clothing 

into a hollow log and approaches George Holcomb's cabin deep in the 
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forest. Sayward is shocked that her daughter would go naked "to the 

man she had her eye on, figuring that was the way to win him for a 

husband" (Town, p. 51). Sayward then arranges for Huldah and George 

to get married; they are divorced, however, within a few years, The 

briefness or absence of courtship seems to have little effect on the 

permanence of marriages. 

Another custom on the frontier concerns practices relating to 

mourning and death. A time of mourning after the death of a family 

member is adhered to strictly in many cultures. Mourning veils and 

other special clothing are often worn for a specified time. Perhaps 

the most well-defined custom is the waiting period following the death 

of a husband or wife before the remaining mate may be remarried. In 

A Simple Honorable Man Mrs. Todd wants to remarry only eight months 

after the death of her husband. Harry Donner asks her, "Do you think 

enough time has passed?" Mourning for the dead and allowing time before 

remarriage constitute the subject of several motifs: "Woman mourns dead 

lover" (T85.); "How he shall be mourned. Women insist on knowing how a 

man wants to be mourned when he dies. 'Mourn me as a man who was tor-

mented by women talking foolishness'" (J1301.); and "Bride's constancy 

tested by seven year's mourning over supposed dead lover" (H387.Í.)-

Viewing the body is common at many funerals. Unless the body is 

disfigured or mutilated, the coffin is opened and people file past for 

a final view. Children are either prevented from seeing the body, or 

they are encouraged and even forced to view the body in order for them 

to realize the reality and finality of death. Sometimes, as is the 
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case in The Fields, children are shown the body in order to teach them 

a lesson. When Sulie dies of burns, neighbors bring their children to 

see the black corpse, so that they can see "what would happen to them 

if they played with fire" (Fields, p. 1+3). 

Certain foods and eating habits develop into customs, Particular 

kinds of food are often associated with certain ethnic groups. And 

methods of eating follow customary patterns which vary from culture to 

culture, specifically, how spoons, knives, and forks are held and 

used; how napkins are folded; and how dishes are washed and dried. 

Although many kinds of food are mentioned in the novels, only a 

few are truly traditional with certain groups of people. The people 

on the Ohio frontier eat deer and bear meat and other wild game. Wild 

berries supply the need for fruit, and certain roots and herbs supply 

ingredients for beverages. One specific dish is mentioned in Over the 

Blue Mountain. The boys, Henner and Abie, eat dinner with a Pennsyl-

vania Dutch farm family. The main course is raw-fried potatoes and 

country ham, not necessarily exclusively a Dutch meal; but the dessert 

is shoofly pie. A favorite delicacy of the Dutch, it is a "pastry con-

coction [which] has held the favor of gourmets for many years and it is 

2 
considered to be distinctly Pennsylvania 'Dutch.'" 

Meal-time habits of a backwoods mountain family are described in 

The Grandfathers. Granmam Murdoch gives Chariter a number of reminders 

on proper eating habits before she goes to work as a maid at the mansion 

2 Selections from Arthur Graeff's Scholla, introd. Larry M. Neff 
(Breinigsville, Pa. : Pennsylvania German Society, 1971), V, 1+. 
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of Squire Goddem. Regarding the use of forks and knives, she says, "We 

don't eat with our forks and then stick them in the pot with everybody 

else's. Forks are for spearing bread, meat and potatoes. The knife's 

the proper tool to eat with" (Grandfathers, p. 117). Then she advises 

Chariter to drink her coffee correctly: "And keep in mind, girl, the 

place to drink your coffee from. Pour it out nice and cool in the 

saucer. It don't look so hoggish as swilling it out of a cup" (Grand-

fathers, p. Il8). Granmam also advises her of the proper way to clean 

her plate and her teeth: "You know to wipe the gravy off your plate 

with a piece of bread before you turn the clean side up for pie. And 

when you eat corn, you want to let the squire and old lady pull the 

string through their teeth first. They might not like using the corn 

string after you" (Grandfathers, p. 119). And, finally, Gramnam reminds 

her of the proper way to dry dishes: "If they's one thing shiftless, 

it's drying dishes with a rag that wasn't wrung out in the dishpan first, 

A dry rag don't wipe soap and dried eggs off your dishes" (Grandfathers, 

p. 118). 

Another custom relates to the clearing of land and the construction 

of buildings and other structures as Richter depicts community involve-

ment. A ritual known as "log rolling" brings the community together 

to cut down trees and burn the underbrush. As the log rolling proceeds 

on the Wheelers' property, the men become covered with grime and ashes, 

and their eyes turn red from the fire and smoke. In the evening they 

gather at the cabin, and their condition of griminess gives rise to a 

kind of ritual: "Those that were begrimed went around blacking the other 
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faces. The women screeched and the boys ran after the yelping girls. 

They blacked the white spots on the oxen and even the faces of the 

littlest ones lying in a row on Sayward's and Portius's bed, though 

some of the mothers got mad as hops" (Trees, p. 195). 

The people also assemble for the construction of buildings. 

Sayward donates some land for the construction of a church building, 

and all the neighbors donate time and materials. Later, when a school-

house is built, the people gather to help: some "felled and split butts 

. . . while the corner men notched and saddled and while the end men 

fetched the logs on their handspikes and pushed them into place" 

(Fields, p. 109). House raisings and barn raisings are stili community 

projects among the Pennsylvania Dutch and other rural cultures. 

Some projects include groundbreaking and dedication ceremonies, 

both of which are stili practiced today. When the canal is dug through 

Americus, Ohio, the community assembles for groundbreaking ceremonies. 

A large crowd again gathers for the dedication of the completed canal, 

after which the water from the river is diverted into the canal. 

Several miscellaneous customs appear in the novels. One of these 

is the practice among the settlers of segregated seating in their 

churches. In The Fields a visiting dominie preaches at the new church. 

He stands in the center at the front and has to "turn his head one way 

to preach to the women, and the other way to the men" (Fields, p. I8). 

The custom of segregated seating, especially in rural churches, was 

common in America until well into the twentieth century. 

Another form of segregation occurred in the frontier areas of 



178 

America. It was the long-standing separation between cowboys and 

farmers. In The Sea of Grass Colonel Brewton often resorts to force-

ful eviction of nesters who attempt to settle in some remote areas of 

his vast grazing land. The antagonism and tension between sheepherders, 

not cowboys in this case, and nesters is strikingly apparent in the 

saloon where the two factions sit at opposite ends of the bar. 

Also in the far West is the custom of nicknaming people according 

to particular attributes. In Tacey Cromwell Nugget goes to the White 

Palace in Socorro, New Mexico, to look for his half-brother. What he 

finds, instead, is a room full of dance-hall girls, most of them pros-

titutes, with names like Midnight Rose, Drowsy Dolly, Wee Bee, Darling 

Etta, Babe, Fleabitten Daisey, and Rowdy Kate. 

Games and contests form customary patterns. Richter makes one 

reference to a type of game which children play, a game designed to 

attract the attention of other children. In Tacey Cromwell Nugget's 

attention is drawn to a neighbor girl who is showing off to him on the 

porch railing of her house next door. The girl silently begins "skinning 

the cat on her rough front-porch rail" (Tacey, p. 37). 

A rock-drilling contest is described in Tacey Cromwell. The high-

light of a Fourth-of-July celebration in the mining town of Bisbee, 

Arizona, is the contest of drilling holes with steel bits driven by 

hammers into solid granite. Racing against time, teams of two take 

turns holding the bit and swinging the hammer. The winning team is the 

one that can drill the greatest number of inches in fifteen minutes. 

Nu^get and his teammate win the boys' division. The contest is typical 
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of the kinds of festive events related to occupations which occurred 

on the frontier and which still occur in many rural areas today. The 

best-known drilling contest in folklore is the one between John Henry 

and the steam-driven machine. 

Finally, there is a Pennsylvania Dutch custom of expressing thank-

fulness not by words, but by deeds. The Dutch are not excessively ex-

pressive; this fact is explained by Miss Alexandria, in The Aristocrat, 

when she contemplates modern trends and changing customs. She says, 

"These modern young people know how to use a hundred gadgets I can do 

without, but they've dropped behind the Pennsylvania Dutch farmer when 

I was a girl. He couldn't say thanks for a favor, either. He didn't 

know how. But a few mornings later you'd wake up and find a chicken 

or bushel of potatoes on your back doorstep" (Aristocrat, p. 169). 

In his use of all of the customs described in this chapter, 

Richter again shows his knowledge of the everyday lives of the pioneers. 

His sympathetic and realistic portrayal of their traditions is an accomp-

lishment worthy of praise. Richter incorporated a mixture of traditions-

those which he may have invented for his stories, those which he knew 

about from first-hand observation, and those which were variants of 

universal motifs. 



CHAPTER X 

^ FOLK MEDICINE > , í V 

\ 

Much superstition and many traditional curing processes accompanied 

the practice of medicine, both in the prevention and in the cure of 

diseases in the frontier settlements in America as well as in many 

other parts of the world during the centuries previous to our own. 

Preventives and cures were passed from one generation to the next and 

were trusted to a greater extent than those based on science when modern 

raedicine began to challenge the old traditions. Even today, however, 

there are many superstitious beliefs related to the curing of colds, 

the rcmoval of warts, the stopping of nosebleeds and hiccups, and the 

prevention of certain diseases. This chapter on folk medicine will 

deal primarily with common preventives and cures as they are recorded 

in Richter's novels. 

It is believed in many cultures that the night air is poisonous; 

so to prevent contracting fever or ague, one should avoid exposing him-

self to the night air. Richter twice refers to the poisonous night air 

in the Ohio trilogy. When Sayward's mother, Jary, is ill with "woods 

fever" and is vomiting blood and fighting for her breath, Sayward opens 

the cabin door although she knows that frontier people "claimed the 

night air was poison and night swamp air gave you the shakes" (Trees, 

p. 31). Much later, when Sayward moves into the new brick mansion in 

town, she feels the oppressive tightness of the house. Before going 
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to bed, she puts a spool under the window sash to keep it open at night. 

To her it seems that "town folks thought the night air poisonous and 

wanted to keep it out. But she slept out many a night, and it never 

hurt her, Poison or no poison, she liked the night air, such as used 

to sift through the chinking of her cabin" (Town, p. 138). References 

to this health hazard appear frequently in literature. In America the 

belief has had a widespread following. The Frank C. Brown Collection of 

North Carolina Folklore lists "Night air is injurious to people" and 

proceeds to give evidence of this belief in Ontario, South Carolina, 

Pennsylvania, the Ozarks, and Nebraska; in Nebraska folklore one should 

"sleep with the windows tightly closed at night to prevent the bad night 

air from bringing an illness." 

A minor detail in preventive medicine is practiced by Sulie Wheeler. 

Flies and other insects are a constant irritant in the woods and may 

transmit diseases. While Sulie is helping Sayward with the boiling of 

coon fat for soap, Sulie makes "Sayward bend down so she could stick a 

bunch of sweet fern in her mammy's hair against the woods flies" (Fields, 

p. 1+0). 

•'• See Portia's questions to Brutus in The Tragedy of Julius Caesar; 

Is Brutus sick, and is it physical 
To walk unbraced and suck up the humours 
Of the dank morning? What1 is Brutus sick, 
And will he steal out of his wholesome bed 
To dare the vile contagion of the night, 
And tempt the rheumy and unpurged air 
To add unto his sickness? (II. i. 256-63) 

2 The Frank C. Brown Collection of North Carolina Folklore, ed. 
Newman Ivey White, VI (Durham, N. C. : Duke Univ. Press, I961), IO8. 
Hereafter, this work is referred to as The Brown Collection in the text. 



182 

In The Waters of Kronos Richter refers to a preventive having to 

do with the quality of the air. John Donner reminisces to himself 

about the one-room school in Great-Aunt Teresa's house, where she had 

taught kindergarten. He remembers that she usually had "an apple on 

the Baltimore heater to 'purify' the air" (Waters, p, 75). 

Cures abounded and self-styled practitioners were niamerous on the 

frontier. Almost everyone had or knew of a cure for the many ailments 

which plagued the people, In Richter's novels formally trained physi-

cians and scientific medical practices are just beginning to chailenge 

the old methods and cures, For the most part, the people accept modern 

medicine, but when desperate situations arise, such as snakebites and 

rabies, the people resort to the old cures, 

One of the most common cures for a number of ailments is that of 

bloodletting or phlebotomy. In The Light in the Forest True Son is 

returned against his wishes to his white parents after he has lived 

with the Indians for eleven years. Shortly after his return, he becomes 

seriously' ill with a high fever. The doctor is unable to diagnose the 

illness, but he administers the usual cure, phlebotomy; he "bled the 

boy's feet into a wicked-looking gallipot" (Light, p. 65). True Son 

does not resist the white doctor's medical practice, but he has no 

trust in the "white man's superstition of bleeding the feet and purg-

ing with powders" (Light, p. 73). 

Bloodletting is also a cure for rabies. In The Fields Judah 

MacWhirter is bitten by a rabid wolf, suffers the horrible torture 

of rabies, and dies. The local doctor's medicine fails to bring re-
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lief, so Judah calls for Portius to bleed him: 

"Portius! "he begged. "In the name of God, I ask ye 
mercy! Ye bleed others, bleed me! Bleed me hard!" 

"I tried to open up two veins, Judah," Portius's voice 
sounded through the window. "But no blood came. I think 
it must be lodged in your viscera." 

Outside Resolve could feel the trapped man's despair. 
"Take the axe to me then!" he cried out. "You kin find 

blood with that." (Fields, p. 88) 

Many years later, Portius becomes gravely ill. Sayward wants to 

call their son-in-law, Harry Conyngham, a new young doctor in town; 

but Portius prefers Dr. Howie, who still practices phlebotomy when it 

is requested, although Dr. Howie claims he prefers more modern forms 

of medication. 

Snakebites are an ever-present threat to the health of the settlers 

in the Ohio trilogy, and suggested cures are plentiful. Sayward mentions 

that a poultice is an effective way to withdraw the poison from a snake-

bite. Jake Tench, a local settler known for his excessive consumption 

of whiskey and tobacco, brags one day about "how he fixed a copper snake. 

It had caught him on the shank so he held it down with a forked stick 

and spat tobacco spittle in its mouth. By night, Jake said, he had 

overed the spittle of the snake, but the copper snake was stiff as a 

poker" (Trees, p. 73). 

Guerdon Wheeler suffers a snakebite in the woods and becomes 

delirious with pain. Neighbors gather at the Wheeler home to keep 

vigil. While they wait they tell stories and suggest cures: 

Mollie Weaver said the best was to take him out and dig 
a hole in the ground and then bury his hand and arm in 
it up to the shoulder. Mrs. Covenhoven said she would 
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kill a skunk, and failing in that, a cat, and put its 
hide warm on the wound, the bloody side under. A black 
cat was best. Will Beagle said it had a stone some 
places, and if you put that stone on where a snake or wolf 
bit you, the stone would draw the poison out. All you had 
to do when it stopped drawing, was turn the stone around 
to some fresh place. (Fields, p. 132) 

Mollie Weaver's suggestion to bury his hand and arm to the shoulder is 

a folk cure for snakebites which states that one must "bury the wounded 

part in the earth to draw out the poison." The use of a warm cat's 

hide placed on the wound is a variant of a cure for several illnesses; 

most of the cures, howéver, call for the use of a chicken instead of 

a cat. Will Beagle's mention of a stone as a cure is a reference to 

beliefs that a certain "snake is thought to produce a miraculous stone 

that is able to extract venom from a snakebite" and that a "toad is 

believed to produce a miraculous stone. This is supposed to grow in 

the head of old toads, and is regarded as a valuable remedy to apply 

uk 

to draw venom from wounds. 

Sayward rejects all of the suggested cures and administers her 

own medicine—whiskey. After washing Guerdon's bitten finger, his arm, 

and his face, she pours whiskey on the wound; then she pours large 

quantities of it into Guerdon's mouth. As a cure-all on the frontier, 

whiskey was perhaps the most commonly used medication. The Brown Col-

lection lists five variants in which whiskey applied to the snakebite 

and poured into the mouth and stomach of the victim is believed to be 

3 The Frank C. Brown Collection, VI, 280. 

^ The Frank C. Brown Collection, VI, 279. 
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an effective cure.^ Whiskey's curative power is credited with Portius' 

recovery from cholera during an epidemic. The doctor tells someone 

that "it must have been the liquor Portius drank all his life that 

cured him. He was too pickled and preserved in alcohol to die. It 

went all over town, and the taverns did a mint of business during the 

plague" (Town, p. 80). 

Special home-brewed teas and herbs also provide cures for various 

illnesses. In The Trees Jary Luckett begins collecting herbs soon after 

the family's arrival in the Ohio woods. She gathers "boneset for fever 

and . . . pennyroyal to purify the blood" (Trees, p. 35). Pennyroyal 

tea was "used as a sure cure for diseases'' dating back to about l8l8.^ 

Later, after Jary is dead, Sayward wishes she knew the formula for moss 

lemonade during an outbreak of "swamp pestilence." Portius distributes 

caiomel pills to the settlers, but Sayward desires rather her mother's 

herbs and tea and particularly her moss lemonade: "Cold or hot, nothing 

could cool your fever quicker. And if you set it in the run to chill, 

it turned into a moss Jelly for an ailing person to eat with a spoon. 

. . . But the only part of the receipt Sayward remembered was that you 

had to wash the moss through five waters" (Trees, p. 8l). 

The proper procedures in preparing medicine, as in the washing of 

moss through five waters, are sometimes as important as the ingredients. 

In A Country of Strangers Stone Girl is taken to a French encampment in 

^ The Frank C. Brown Collection, VI, 281-82. 

" The Frank C. Brown Collection, VI, lll|. 
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Michigan, where she is placed in the care of Madame Corbusier. When 

Madam Corbusier becomes ill with gout, Stone Girl worries about her 

lack of concern in regard to the preparation of the medication; Stone 

Girl is uneasy "when the Madame called for water to mix with the 

Plantscheman doctor's powders, not asking if it was water scooped 

upstream or down, for every Indian knows that the former will come 

up on a sick person like vomit and that the latter will go the other 

way" (Country, p. 3I+). Proper procedures, specifically those of scoop-

ing water upstream, are paralleled in the following folk belief: "On 

Ash Wednesday, before sunrise, dip a pail of water in a river (upstream) 

bottle it, and keep it as a cure for everything." 

A similar concern for proper procedure is present in a cure for 

rabies. When Judah receives the bite from the mad wolf, he immediately 

goes to the local doctor, who gives him a pill. The doctor tells him 

not to worry because 

he made the pill himself. It was part burgundy pitch and 
part green rue and had a narrow strip of paper in it with 
a dozen ill-shaped letters on it. The doctor said he had 
got the receipt from a priest in Abyssinia. He said all 
Jude had to do was swallow the pill with the ill-shaped 
letters and when he got home take a haif pint of white 
walnut bark tea to purge him. He was to be careful not 
to cut the bark up the tree or it would be for vomit. 
He had to cut it down the tree to work the way he wanted. 
(Fields, p. 83) 

The instructions for making walnut bark tea for the cure of rabies is a 

variant of a superstitious cure for fever: "To keep the blood cool in 

the spring, and the fever down, peel down the bark on the north side 

'̂  The Frank C. Brown Collection, VI, 112. 
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of a red oak tree, boil it and drink the tea. The same keeps the fever 
o 

up in winter." 

A peculiar cure which the early settlers believed was effective 

in curing open wounds was cow or horse dung. In The Grandfathers it 

is used as a poultice to cure a horse's hoof. The blacksmith cuts 

open a blister "in the frog of Dusenberry's sorrel." He "put that hoof 

in a bag with a poultice of cow dung and it was all right in a month" 

(Grandfathers, p. 33). In another case, dung is used to aid in the 

cure of a person. In Tacey Cromwell Seely condescendingly squelches 

Nugget's self-pity over a minor injury by telling him, "You're not hurt! 

Pete Muzzo's guts lay in the street when he was stabbed. The doctor 

had to sew them back along with a lot of dried horse dung" (Tacey, p. 1+6). 

Chariter Murdoch also refers to the curative power of dung. She tells 

Miss Belle that her grandfather "knew a man had a sore foot. He could 

have cured it with fresh cow manure poultice, but do you think he would? 

No, he said he wasn't going to walk after no cow waiting for his salve" 

(Grandfathers, p. 123). The Brown Collection includes several medicinal 

practices involving the use of dung. 

Although modern medical science has found curative value in some 

folk medicine, most of the cures were based upon superstition and may 

often have had positive effects psychosomatically through belief in 

their powers. Several purely superstitious practices involving witches 

and magic, are recorded in which no intake of medicine occurs. In The 

Fields, again in relation to Judah's case of rabies, the men outside 

^ The Frank C. Brown Collection, VI, 129. 
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his cabin tell stories. One settler, Hugh McFall, tells "of a witch-

master who burned Wilkerson's cow to stop his hogs from dying. 

Never, Hugh said, did he see a cow die so hard. She bawled in the 

fire all night, though the witch-master claimed he could see witches 

a dancing in the embers and their tracks where they made off at day-

light" (Fields, p. 86). 

Another incident concerns a sick cow and a hex. Trying to prove 

that Old Heim is a hex, Henner tells Abie about a man who "had a sick 

cow once that wouldn't get well. The powwow doctor told him if he shot 

the sick cow with a silver bullet it would hit the hex that made her 

sick. He did it and Aunt Grutzel says Old Heim walked with a limp till 

he died" (Over, pp. 20-21). Old Heim, Mary's father, is obviously the 

hex. The silver bullet as a magic element appears in Thompson's Motif-

Index as DI385.U.: "Siiver bullet protects against witches." Richter's 

reference to the silver bullet as magically injuring the hex, Old Heim, 

is a distant variant of this motif. The silver bullet motif, itself, 

arises from a superstition that a witch can be discovered by the use 

of a silver bullet: "If you draw a witch's likeness or 'picture' and 

fire at it with a silver bullet, and you find out afterwards that she 

has been hurt, it is sure proof she is a witch. 

A magic element which purportedly heals weak and sickly children 

is referred to in two novels. In The Free Man Henner Free visits Phila-

delphia and is fascinated with the array of businesses and vendors. As 

. 9 Annie Weston Whitney and Caroline Canfield Brooks, eds., Folk-
Lore from Maryland (New York: American Folk-Lore Society, 1925), p. 79-
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he wanders along the streets, he hears "a beavered showman praise The 

Lion of Barberry, one of whose hairs rubbed under the armpit would make 

weakly children strong" (Free, p. 61+). Richter repeats the reference 

to the Lion of Barberry in The Town, Portius tells his family that the 

name of the town is Americus, not Moonshine Church, as it has been 

called until now. But the children continue to call it Moonshine 

Church, much to their father's disapproval. One day he reprimands 

them for their disobedience. He looks at them sternly; it is a look 

"like the Lion of Barberry gave. They had seen the lion on exhibition 

at the Central House. . . . The man said that a hair cut from that lion 

and rubbed under the armpit would make weakly children strong" (Town, 

p. 37). 

Several miscellaneous cures appear in The Grandfathers. While 

Chariter cares for Miss Belle during her period of terminal illness, 

Chariter tries to encourage her hopes of recovery by saying, "You dare-

sn't give up. A man in Jeffs Valiey had blood poison in his thumb. 

They told him to stick it in a tomato and keep it there night and day. 

Uncle Nun said it was a little unhandy going to bed and cutting his 

meat at the table. His woman complained it ran over the floor and bed 

clothes. But it done the Job" (Grandfathers, pp. 122-23). This cure 

for blood poison parallels, although somewhat distantly, a cure for 

fever which is described in The Brown Collection: "Bind split cucumbers 

to the feet and hands, and bleed the patient to reduce the fever." 

^O The Frank C. Brown Collection, VI, l88. 
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Another type of external application is used when Granpap Murdoch 

has a toothache. Failing to obtain some homemake "licker" from a friend, 

he asks one of the family members to "make him a poultice of bread and 

vinegar and when that didn't help, for Nun to go out and get him a 

fresh butchered weasel skin so he could put the bloody side to his Jaw" 

(Grandfathers, p. 78). A poultice applied to the jaw is a common source 

of relief for toothache. The Brown Collection lists two folk cures 

using corn meal, instead of bread as Granpap requests, or vinegar: 

"For toothache, make a poultice of corn meal, ashes, and salt . . . , 

mix with water, and apply hot to the side of the face" and "Salt, 

tobacco, ashes, and vinegar heated and used as a polus [poultice?] is 

good for a toothache." 

Granpap's toothache intensifies, and he is finally persuaded to 

have his tooth piilled by Tom, the locai blacksmith, who doubles as a 

dentist. Tom tries to pull the tooth by tying one end of a piece of 

string to his tooth and the other end to the anvil. Then he "went to 

the fire, took out the steel, gave it a few resounding taps with the 

hammer, then suddenly thrust the red-hot point at the face of Granpap 

who jerked back hard. It gave the anvil a heave but left the tooth 

still in" (Grandfathers, p. 81+). Tom finally pulls the tooth by drag-

ging Granpap around the shop with a large pair of nippers clamped onto 

the tooth. The second time around, two amused onlookers "got hold of 

Granpap and held him till something gave" (Grandfathers, p. 85). 

•'••'• The Frank C. Brown Collection, VI, 305. 
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Frontier folk medicine and medical practices were indeed primi-

tive, and much suffering and many deaths occurred because of super-

stition and lack of knowledge. The people did the best they could 

with what they knew and had. One can appreciate their efforts and 

understand their trauma as authors like Conrad Richter accu 'ately 

record events and situations which occurred among common people of 

generations gone by. 



CHAPTER XI 

FOLKSONGS, BALLADS, AND RHYMES 

The singing of songs and the chanting of rhymes has been a popular 

pastime and also an important mnemonic device in many cultures. Stories 

of heroic adventures and accomplishments have been transmitted orally 

through poetic expression. Songs have entertained people and rhymes 

have expressed a variety of thoughts and ideas. Thus, folksongs, 

ballads, and rhymes tell a great deal about a particular society. 

Richter incorporated these three forms into the plots of a number of 

his novels. 

A brief definition for the sake of distinguishing the characteris-

tics of folksongs, ballads, and rhymes is necessary for clarification. 

Although overlapping is common, there are distinctions. Folksongs arise 

from conditions and circumstances among people, and they deal with a 

particular theme. Brunvand defines folksongs as words and music that 

circulate orally in traditional variants among members of 
a particular group. Like other kinds of oral traditions, 
folksongs have come from various sources, have appeared in 
various media, and have sometimes been lifted out of folk 
circulation for various professional or artistic uses. 
But all of those which qualify as true folksongs, have 
variants found in oral transmission. 

Ballads are poems, often set to music, which tell a story; so, in 

effect, they are narrative folksongs. They generally deal with love, 

The Study of American Folklore, p. 130. 
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tragedy, loneliness, and war; and they frequently consist of dialogue. 

The plots of the narratives are told in outline fomi and leave the fill-

ing in of details to the imagination of the reader. 

Rhymes are poetic expressions generally repeated on appropriate 

occasions. Children employ them most frequently, but adults may use 

them also. Rhymes are categorized into four major divisions: "nursery 

rhymes; rhymes of play, games, and fun; rhymes of work; and written 

traditional rhymes." The rhymes are often chanted but they do not 

have a regular tune or other musical quality such as is characteristic 

of folksongs. 

Folksongs appear in several of Richter's novels. One is a lullaby 

sung by Genny Luckett. Learning that her sister Achsa has been visiting 

at the home of Sally Withers and that she has rocked Sally's twins to 

sleep, Genny imagines that Achsa has sung a familiar lullaby to the 

twins: 

Up she goes, 
Little yaller-haired baby! 
Hi dum a diddle and a heidy 0. 
Hold on tight 
Just as long as you're able 
Hi dum diddle and a heidy 0. (Trees, p. l62) 

Genny is known in the settlement for her singing ability. True to 

the origin of folksongs, Genny creates lines and verses if she can not 

remember the "real words." In her repertoire are such songs as "'True 

Thomas' and 'Greenland's Icy Mountains,' 'Sinclair's Defeat' and "Purty 

Polly,' 'Who's Afeard' and some others" (Trees, p. 72). "True Thomas" 

2 The Study of American Folklore, p. 6l. 
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was a thirteenth-century figure, Thomas of Erceldoune. The ballad cele-

brating his life and exploits came about five hundred years later: 

"Child knew five texts, none of them going further back than the latter 

part of the eighteenth century."-^ "Purty Polly" is a popular balled in 

"both the British Isles and in America; it has many versions and is a 

favorite song among ballad singers in North Carolina." "Greenland's 

Icy Mountains" is a missionary hymn written by Lowell Mason in l823. 

Genny's favorite song is "Fly Up": 

Vilets in the holler, 
Poke greens in the dish, 
Blue bird, fly up, 
Give me my wish. 

Hay cocks in the meader 
Cherries in the dish. 
Red bird, fly up, 
Give me my wish. 

Chestnuts in the treetops, 
Punkin in the dish. 
Brown bird, fly up, 
Give my my wish. 

Ice in the river 
Possum in the dish. 
Snow bird, fly up, 
Give me my wish. (Trees, p. 72) 

Genny sings this song as she begins to mature and to wish for male com-

panionship. Much later, she sings it to Sulie in Indiana as an attempt 

to gain a hint of recognition from Sulie. 

In A Simple Honorable Man Harry Donner sings and plays with the coal 

3 The Frank C. Brown Collection, II, 1+6-1+7. 

1+ The Frank C. Brown Collection, II, 15. 
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mine superintendent's children. One of the songs they sing is a limer-

ick: 

I'm a Jolly old quack, quack, quack, 
Who carries his pack on his back. 
I've rhubarb and quills, 
Plaster and pills, 

And they call me Medicine Jack. (Simple, p. 153) 

Another folksong appears in Always Young and Fair. Lucy Markle, 

who is seriously ill, requests of Will Grail that he sing a song they 

used to sing in school. She remembers one verse of it: 

And the long afternoon 
Together we'll pass 
When the clover is growing 
Mill May, Mill May, (Always, p. 107) 

A verse of another song is quoted in this novel; it is a sentimental 

song referring to the beauties of familiar surroundings. Young Tom 

Grail suffers from homesickness while on war duty in the Philippines. 

Trying to forget about home, he hopes that he will not hear someone 

singing songs of home like "On the Banks of the Wabash": 

Oh, the moonlight's fair tonight along the Wabash, 
From the fields there comes the breath of new mown hay. 
Thro' the sycamores the candle lights are gleaming 
On the banks of the Wabash, faraway. (Always, p. l6) 

This song was written by Paul Dreiser, but it has passed into oral tra-

dition. 

The ballads which Richter includes in his novels follow the defini-

tion of true ballad poetry. They tell stories and deal with tragic 

events. In the Ohio trilogy three ballads are sung by Genny and one by 

Guerdon Wheeler. In love with Louie Scurrah, Genny expresses her Joy by 
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singing, ironically, sad ballads. Sayward hears only the refrain of one 

song as Genny swings on a vine: "Oh, the year was a risin' so bright and 

clear / And the young gal sot in the old woman's cheer" (Trees, p. 102). 

At another time, Genny approaches the cabin and Sayward can hear her 

singing a ballad about Michael, who tells his mother he is leaving 

home for a while: 

Oh, why have you put on your bonny blue suit. 
And why do you laugh so gay? 

I'm off to the Lancaster street fair, Mother. 
I'm off to the fair, I say. 

But the fair don't come off till June, Michael. 
You kain't dress now for that day. 

It's the May dance I'm off to, Mother, he said, 
It's the May dance I'm off to, I say. 

But the May dance is past, Michael, she said' 
It was over with yesterday. 

Then I'll go my Cousin Ellen to see, 
Cousin Ellen to see, I say. 

But Cousin Ellen's in Reading town, Michael, 
And Reading town's far away. 

Maybe she's back to her mansion house, Mother. 
Maybe she's back, I say. 

I fear it's another, Michael, my son, 
Bright as a poppinjay. 

But who would it be, Mother of mine, 
Who would it be, I say? 

Tell me it ain't a gypsy maid, Michael, 
And this ain't your weddin' day?^ 

It's rainin' Mother, you better go in. 

You better go in, I say. (Trees, p. 103) 

After Genny and Louie have been married for some time, Louie 

deserts her and leaves the area with Achsa, Genny is left alone in 

the dark cabin, unaware of his desertion. Terror grips her a day or 

two later as a panther Jumps upon the roof and attempts to claw its 
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way through the roof boards. She is held captive for several days as 

the panther lingers outside, Finally, Sayward becomes worried and goes 

to visit her, Sayward finds her hungry and cold and in a state of 

shock, Genny is huddled in a corner of the cabin, mumbling the words 

of a ballad: 

The soldier took his sword 
And made for it to rattle. 
And the lady held the horse 
While the soldier fit the battle. (Trees, p. i68) 

Guerdon Wheeler sings a ballad while he is suffering from the 

effects of a rattlesnake bite. The standard cure, large doses of whis-

key, has made him drunk, and in his drunken condition he sings a song 

he has heard Genny sing: 

That night I come a ridin' home 
As drunk as drunk could be. 
I seen a head on the bolster 
Where my head oughter be. 

Come here, my dear sweet Ellin, 
I married lawfullee, 
How come a head on the bolster 
Whar my head oughter be? 

You blind fool, you drunken fool, 
Kain't you never see! 
It's nothin' but a cabbage head 
Your granny sent to me. 

I've traveled this wide world over 
A thousand miles or more. 
But a mustache on a cabbage head 
I never did see before. (Fields, 135) 

Folk rhymes appear in several categories in Richter's novels. There 

are work chants, nursery rhymes, school book verses, and children's play 

chants. Two work chants pertain to the chopping of wood and to the 
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operating of a ferry boat. In The Grandfathers Chariter listens to the 

idle conversation of her grandfather and other relatives as they pass 

the time one Sunday morning. The conversation eventually leads to a 

discussion of music and singing. Chariter's uncle is asked to sing, 

but he says he can not sing without an axe to swing. Given an axe, 

he goes to a white oak and begins rhythmically to swing the axe while 

singing what amounts to a work chant: 

Hi don diddy and I hit him in the eye. Huf! 
Hi don diddy and I hit him on the nose. Huf! 
Hi don diddy and I hit him in the eye. Huf! 
Hi don diddy and I hit him in the nose. Huf! 

The other work rhyme is quoted by Portius as a prelude to his speech 

at the dedication of the new keel boat on the canal. Although the poem 

is not a true work chant, it is a verse concerned with the occupation 

of keel or ferry boating. Portius recites it dramatically and rhythmic-

ally: 

"0, Boatman! wind what horn again. 
For never did the listening air 
Upon its lambent bosom bear 

So wild, so soft, so sweet a strain." (Fields, p. 193) 

A nursery rhyme is recorded in The Free Man. Henner Free is a young 

lonesome boy coming to America as an indentured servant. On the ship is 

an elderly lady called Grandmother Machamer, who provides comfort and 
assurance to the children. Henner especially appreciates her kindness 

because his parents had recently died. Each night Grandmother Machamer 

stands at the doorway of Henner's cabin in the ship and says the verse, 

"Tired am I, go to rest / Father, lock my eyelids fast" (Free, p. l6). 
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Short rhyraing verses are frequently found in school books, carved 

in desks, and written on walls in schools. Resolve Wheeler expresses 

his opinion about learning in a verse which he writes in the inside 

cover page of his Latin text. It is a verse which he had seen "on an 

old Kentucky fly leaf": 

Resolve Wheeler, his Book 
God grant him Grace therein to look. 
That he may run that blessed Race. 

And let Heaven be his Dwelling Place. (Fields, p, 113) 

Children make up and repeat many rhymes in their play. There are 

Jump-rope rhymes, taunting rhymes, rhymes related to being "it" in a 

game, and many others. Richter records one play rhyme which is a taunt-

ing rhyme. It is quoted by Sulie Wheeler as she tricks her brother away 

from the soap kettle where he has been stirring the melting coon fat. 

Sulie "scrambled up to stir with the paddle while Kinzie cried she 

stole it from him, and little bittie Sulie stood up there and sang at 

the top of her voice. Liar, liar, / Hangin' on the briar / With your 

britches on fire!" (Fields, p. 1+1). 

In the many folk rhymes, both those set to music and those chanted, 

which Richter incorporated into his stories, one becomes impressed with 

the importance of folksongs, ballads, and rhyming chants in the lives 

of the frontier people. One also must again credit Richter with exper-

tise and diligence in his inclusion of this segment of folklore in his 

novels. 



CHAPTER XII \\^, , . ̂  

FRONTIER DIALECT 

One of the distinctive and distinguishing characteristics of a 

culture is the particular way in which the people use the language, 

especially as their usage varies from so-called standard forms. 

Richter painstakingly and admirably reproduced the dialect of the 

frontier regions in which his novels are located. He was born and 

reared in the heart of Pennsylvania Dutch country in eastern Pennsyl-

vania, and he lived for twenty-two years in New Mexico. Within his 

realistic portrayal of the frontier, he sought to render the language 

of the people as accurately as possible. In the Acknowledgments in The 

Trees, Richter gives credit to the people who aided his search for real-

istic material, particularly to the descendants of pioneers 

whose great uncles, several times removed, carried the 
early pioneer language along with the early Pennsylvania 
rifle down into Kentucky and other Southern states, where 
the former long lingered, and later into Ohio where it 
soon all but vanished; whose mode of speech and thought 
so nearly approximated the story of early living speech 
compiled by the author from books, letters and personal 
records of colonial days that he felt he could do no 
better than to tell this story in their own words. 
(Trees, p. vii) 

Similar sentiments of indebtedness to descendants of pioneers are 

expressed in the Acknowledgments in The Fields and The Town. In the 

Foreword in The Free Man, Richter acknowledges his Pennsylvania Dutch 

origin and explains that the "sound of the Pennsylvania dialect, not a 
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corruption of German as some suppose but a more ancient, earthy and 

less serious-hearted tongue, has been familiar in his ears from child-

hood" (Free, p. vii). 

In this chapter, I will discuss dialectal vocabulary, idioms, folk 

names and pronunciations, grammatical transformations, some special 

variants, and Pennsylvania Dutch syntactical variations. In most 

cases, only a cataloguing of the uses of dialectal fonns will be pre-

sented without a reference to the source of the word or brief phrase. 

Longer phrases will be documented. This chapter contains only repre-

sentative examples of dialect rather than an exhaustive listing and 

analysis of each occurrence of a dialect form. 

The frontier life was rugged, and death and heartaches were an ever-

present threat. In the novels, when a person succumbs, he is "a gone 

Josie"; however, if he recovers, he is said to have "overed" the sick-

ness or difficulty. Sayward fears for Chancey during the cholera 

plague, but he survives and Sayward is thankful, for "even the stout 

and hearty seldom overed the plague" (Town, p. 80). 

A typical expression regards a person's complete lack of concern 

about a situation. In this case, he "doesn't give a hait," a "hait" 

being "the smallest possible substance.""̂  For example, Chariter em-

phasizes her feelings after being rejected by Fulliam by saying, "If 

he could make out without her, she could without him, and she didn't 

give a hait what his Maybel or some other soft headed woman looked 

^ John T. Flanagan, "Folklore in the Novels of Conrad Richter," 
Midwest Folklore, 2 (Spring 1952), 8. 
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like" (Grandfathers, p. ll+2). On the other hand, if someone is 

angered about a situation, he may "raise Jesse," meaning he may 

take some drastic action. Wyitt knows that Genny "would raise Jesse 

if she knew" that Achsa has accompanied Genny's husband back to his 

cabin, 

One of the chores for which the girls in the Ohio trilogy are 

responsible is to "redd up" the cabin or to "redd up" the table for 

meals, "Redd up" means to straighten up or arrange properly, as when 

Chariter is "only too glad to cook for her and redd up her room Just 

so Miss Belle had somebody with her all the time" (Grandfathers, p. 127), 

and it means to prepare a table for a meal, as when Sayward begins to 

"redd up" the table. The characters also use the term "redd out," 

which appears to indicate the act of thoroughly cleaning a room or 

cabin. 

Many other instances of typical dialectal vocabulary occur. 

Settlers wash their faces and hands with soap and water, and then 

they "rench" (rinse) off the soap. They "hanker" instead of desire 

or wish for something, as when Chariter "hankered" to be alone. They 

"fetch" water instead of bring it, The children "rutch" when they 

are restless and are supposed to sit still. For example, when Chariter 

contemplates the possibility that Dick Goddem may be her father, she 

imagines the scenes in her mother's home when Dick used to visit. 

The men would have been washing while the women were preparing the 

meals, and the "yoiing would be rutching on their bench" (Grandfathers, 

p. 131), "Rutching" apparently means restless wiggling and squirming. 
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A similar word, "scruching," occurs in the same novel on the occasion 

of Chariter's mother's ordeal with the blacksmith, who is trimming 

the corns and callouses on her feet: "'Now you go easy! ' Dockey com-

plained, scruching around and getting hold of the chair arms" (Grand-

fathers, p. 33). 

Also in The Grandfathers Richter uses several other expressions. 

One is "go by," meaning a rejection or Jilting, as when Chariter 

wonders at Fulliam's attitude toward her working as a maid at the 

Goddems after he has given her the "go by." Another word is "ruthers," 

meaning a preference or preferred choice. In the long feud between 

Fulliam and Chariter, Fulliam says, "I still have my ruthers." 

Chariter answers, "Well, if them's your ruthers, Fulliam, you'll have 

to take them" (Grandfathers, p. 66). Finally, there is the word "brass," 

referring to someone's brashness, tactlessness, or insensitivity. When 

Tom's wife is murdered, the suspected murderer is a young man named 

Sip. One lady wonders if Sip will come to the funeral. Granmam Mur-

doch says, "It'll take brass to do that" (Grandfathers, p, 75). 

Idiomatic expressions are also numerous in the novels. In most 

languages there are peculiar phrases which do not follow standard 

grammatical structure and do not necessarily make logical sense when 

they are interpreted literally, But, for the people who use them, the 

idioms are rich with meaning. When Sayward decides she has had enough 

children, she rationalizes that a man can make "trouble whenever he 

wanted and then [go] about his business, The woman was the one that 

had to pay the fiddler" (Fields, p. 139). To "pay the fiddler" means. 
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of course, to bear the burden of giving birth to a child and of being 

responsible for the child's upbringing. 

Other idioms in the Ohio trilogy also demonstrate the peculiar 

expressions used by the pioneers, Wyitt believes in his ability to 

handle a gun because he has watched his father load and shoot his gun 

since he, Wyitt, "was knee high to a coon," In another context, a 

coon represents an excessive measure of time. When Portius goes to 

Kentucky for food after a famine has struck in Ohio, Sayward rations 

the remaining food carefully, for she knows it "would be a coon's age" 

before he returns. Another "coon's age" expresses a measure of time 

in Sayward's greeting of Billy Harbison: "Why, Billy! I haven't seen 

you in a coon's age. How's Mary and Salomy?" Billy replies with a 

typical frontier idiom: "Oh, middlin' fair" (Fields, p. I71). 

One of Sayward's idioms with which she introduces a strong opin-

ion is "by hokey day." When she decides to give a written answer to 

her father, who sends a message to her from a French settlement along 

the Mississippi River, Sayward declares, "By hokey day, if Worth dared 

her so big to write him a letter, she would take him up on it" (Trees, 

p. 136). A children's expression is used one day as Wyitt tells Achsa 

that she is "a liar and don't know a bee from a bull's foot." Another 

saying deals with the speed or quickness with which a deed or event 

occurs. In a description of the movement of shadows from the clouds 

across the landscape, Richter writes that "so fast did they go and so 

close on each other's heels that it was gloomy, blinding bright and 

gloomy again before you could say Je«n's cousin" (Trees, p. 19^). 
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Certain euphemisms become idiomatic expressions. For example, 

phrases or words referring to bowel movements and urination vary 

greatly from one social group to another. In The Fields Sayward and 

her sons are working in the fields one day when she suddenly goes off 

into the woods. The boys wonder if she is "going in there Just a 

short piece to do her business." And when Guerdon is too ill to go 

outside, he "made his water" in a bucket. 

Idioms also appear in several other novels. In The Waters of 

Kronos John Donner remembers a common bedtime saying which his father 

had called to anyone going to bed in his house: "Good night, don't let 

the bedbugs bite." In The Free Man Henner Free announces to people 

that the war has begun. He shouts as he runs through the streets of 

the village, "Bloodshed at Concord and Lexington! Send your boys out. 

Tell the menfolk to come to the post after dinner and I'll tell them 

news that will bust the dam" (Free, p. 105). In The Aristocrat Miss 

Alexandria emphasizes her intention to drive her car to Broad Mountain, 

despite her cousin Eulalie's protests of "You wouldn't," by declaring, 

"Indeed and double I would" (Aristocrat, p. 1+8). This expression is 

usually rendered, "Indeed and double deed." A spinster in her eighties, 

Miss Alexandria refuses to retire. When her doctor listens to Miss 

Eulalie's reports of some of Miss Alexandria's activities, the doctor 

does not ask for more explicit details because he knows better "than 

to pry open the bung hole" (Aristocrat, p, 33). A bung hole is the 

small hole through which a cask is filled and emptied. The doctor 

uses the phrase to mean that he has heard enough and that he does not 



206 

wish to pry more deeply into Miss Alexandria's doings. 

Numerous instances of dialectal pronunciations and folk naming 

occur in the novels. Pronunciations deviate from standard forms by 

the shortening of words, by the changing of internal and terminal 

sounds of words, and by the altering of the accents of syllables. 

Common shortened words are "cam" for calm, "mind" for remember, 

"mam" for mother, and "'ar" for there. Also, hoist becomes "hist" 

and devil is pronounced "deil." 

The word "deil" is especially intriguing. It is sometimes capit-

alized and is used most often as a part of an expression such as "go to 

the Deil" and "the Deil's cards." In one case, one character looks 

at another with a "black deilish eye." The pronunciation comes from 

Scottish dialect, with which Richter was familiar. Robert Burns wrote 

a poem in I786 entitled "Address to the Deil." 

A change in internal and terminal sounds occurs in such words as 

"moughty" for mighty, "painter" for panther, and "whar" for where. 

Similarly, afraid becomes "afeerd," heard becomes "heerd," and sermon 

becomes "sarment." Yellow is generally pronounced "yaller" and a 

hoiiov (valley) is pronounced "holler." Other terminal changes occur 

in America, pronounced "Ameriky"; Pennsylvania, pronounced "Pennsylvany"; 

and Virginia, pronounced "Virginny," In other names having either 

internal or terminal sound changes, Indians are always "Injuns," 

Sayward is called "Saird," Mercy is changed to "Massey," and Genny is 

pronounced "Ginny," or "Gin," A change in pronunciation occurs when 

the accent of a syllable and the sound of the vowels are altered. 
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Thus, favorite becomes "favor-rite," as in Sayward's observation that 

Guerdon's baby turns out "to be her favor-rite" granddaughter. 

There are also the common homespun vocabulary forms which defy 

logic, or grammatical correctness. In A Simple Honorable Man Mrs. 

Donner reflects on the people and their ways as she and her husband 

plan to move away from one town. She ponders especially the peculiar 

way in which the village folk in this Pennsylvania mining community 

"liked to be themselves, to put their own stamp on a word or saying. 

Some of their babies got 'amonia' and were 'so unrestless.' Instead 

of 'God is no respector of persons,' Dan Felty used to say, 'God don't 

respect nobody'" (Simple, p. 215). 

Folk naming is a prevalent practice among frontier settlers. 

Names of people, of familiar items, and, in the case of the Indians, 

of months and natural elements derive from oral tradition. A priest 

or preacher is known as a "dominie" in the Ohio trilogy. A person 

more interested in hunting and traipsing the forests than in settling 

down to a domestic life is a "woodsy." A promiscuous man is called a 

"dark diddler" and a man who may be overly aggressive in his advances 

toward a woman is an "eat-frog feller." For an example of this last 

term, when Huldah Wheeler fails to come home one night, rumors circu-

late that she has been kidnapped by a Frenchman; Sayward, however, is 

not worried because "Huldah would be a match for any eat-frog feller" 

(Town, p. 1+9). 

Many familiar items are given unusual names, The big trees are 
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called "big butts." A table is a "trencher"^ on which are placed 

"vittles," and a family's belongings are called "plunder," The 

women wear "shortgowns" and comb their hair with a "haw comb," A 

woman's nipples are called "dugs." Children are referred to as 

"young'uns." 

In the two novels otí Indians and white captives, Richter records 

a weal-th of Indian lore in regard to names. One common feature of 

Indian naming is that of the picturesque names given to the charac-

ters; names such as Half Arrow, Corn Blade, Little Crane, Cheek Bone, 

Otter Boy, and Disbeliever are colorful and indicate physical and per-

sonality traits. White captives soon have their names changed to con-

form to Indian patterns of naming. Johnny Butler's name is changed to 

True Son and Mary Stanton's name becomes Stone Girl. In nature birds 

are referred to as "Those-Which-Go-Self-Suspended" and butterflies are 

"Those-Which-Go-Crooked." 

Various other elements in nature take on names which denote 

familial relationships among the Indians. As True Son escapes from 

the home of his white parents during the night, he climbs out the win-

dow and slides down the tile roof to his "mother, the Earth"; his "aunt, 

the Night, with cool hands, received him, His brother-in-law, the West 

Wind, with his clear breath revived him, His very old uncle, the Moon, 

^ A "trencher," denotatively, is a wooden plate, but Richter 
uses it to mean "table," as follows: "Worth , . , set to work split-
ting out three-inch puncheons and hewing them smooth with the axe. 
With these he made a trencher to eat off of, a bench to sit down on 
and a door with hickory hinges" (Trees, p. 19). 
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shone down upon him" (Light, p. 7I+). Half Arrow, his Indian friend, 

is waiting for him in the woods, and together they make their way 

back to Indian territory, After a night's rest under the stars, True 

Son awakens and realizes that he is safe from white civilization and 

that he is back in familiar surroundings: 

His father, the Sun, had already risen. Around him his 
sisters, the Birds, sang, His brother, the Black Squirrel, 
coughed at him. His mother, the Earth, bore him up on her 
breast, while all his small cousins that stood or ran upon 
the earth spoke their scents to him—the Fox and the Pine, 
the Hemlock . . . , the Medicine Plants, the aromatic Spice 
Bush . . . , and the Hazel. (Light, p. 83) 

As True Son and Half Arrow continue their Journey, their "sister-in-law, 

the Creek," creeps slowly past them; and their "brother-in-law, the 

South Wind" ripples the water "with his breath" (Light, p. 9I+). 

The months and seasons of the year have descriptive names in 

Indian tradition. A month or season may, in fact, have more than one 

name, January is the "Month When the Ground Squirrels Begin to Run" 

and February is the "Month When the First Frog Croaks," March is the 

"Month of the Shad." Other months are named but are not specifically 

identified in the novels, although in most cases one may be able to 

guess accurately; these months are as follows; Month of the Falling 

Leaves, Snow Month, Month When the Trees Crack with Cold, Month When 

the Ground Squirrel Looks Out on the World, Month of Many Fish Bones, 

Month of the Tree Whose Branches Are Pounded for Baskets, Month That 

Brings the Summer, Month When the Deer Turns Red, Month When the Deer 

Turns Gray, Month iOf Cool Nights, Month of Roasting Ears, Honey Bee 
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Month, and Month When Corn Is in the Milk. Only one season is specif-

ically named; it is the "Season of New Leaves," obviously spring. 

In the spoken language of the frontier, many subtle grammatical 

transformations appear. Neither mispronunciations nor incorrect sen-

tence constructions, these transformations mark a variation from stand-

ard English and may, on occasion, if interpreted literally, convey a 

false meaning. One of these forms is the adverb "awhile" which means 

an indefinite period of time; in frontier dialect it becomes two words 

referring to an interval of time. It is probably a variant of "mean-

while." Sayward tells Wyitt, "You kin come on out to Ginny's and help 

lug in her plunder. I'll go on a while" (Trees, p. I67). 

The most numerous instances of dialectal transformation occur with 

the words "it had," meaning there was or there were and "till," meaning 

when. Both of these forms occur most frequently in the novels set in 

Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Ohio. In his careful craftsmanship, 

Richter avoided the excessive use of any particular folk element, 

but the use of "it had" for there was or there were was so common in 

the speech of the people that he used it many times. In the Ohio tril-

ogy there are approximately eighty instances of its use; it is also 

used frequently in The Free Man, The Aristocrat, and The Grandfathers, 

and a few times in Tacey Cromwell. Two examples will illustrate its 

use: "But away back here across the Ohio, it had no fields" (Trees, 

p, 6) and "It always had somebody in the world like this Maybel, who-

ever she was, to make a fool of herself if she wanted" (Grandfathers, 

p, 66). 
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The other transformation substitutes "till" for when. Again, 

two examples will serve to illustrate this usage: "It was dark till 

Worth got his box and lid boards fixed to suit" (Trees, p. 39) and 

"The last time it was the end of April till he got back" (Free, p. IOI+). 

Several other substitutions are common on the frontier. "Where" 

is often used for who, as when Sayward tells Genny that she will not 

marry Jake Tench nor "any other man where spits in my fire when I got 

bread a bakin'" (Trees, p. 78). "Left" is frequently substituted for 

let or allow. Tacey and Gaye discuss Nugget's future, and Tacey asks, 

"You think he'll ever go to college now after you've left him drill?" 

(Tacey, p, 136). Also common is the substitution of "they" for there. 

In The Trees Matthias Cottle, a new settler, tells Worth Luckett, "Yes-

terday I says to myself, Matthias, do ye need a yoke oxen back there? 

I says, no, I got a ox. I says, do ye need yer mare and cart? I says, 

no, they ain't no roads back here for a mare and cart to go on" (Trees, 

Finally, a common substitution is the use of "to" for at_, as in the 

sentence, "But now Achsa wasn't to home" (Trees, p. I58). 

As is evident in the quotes above and those to follow, many non-

standard forms are used by the people. Words like "kin" for can, "lug" 

for carry, "ye" for jrou, "yer" for your, "a" instead of an (as in "a 

ox"), and "ain't no" for aren't any are all parts of the dialect of 

the people, They also say "kain't" instead of can't, "hisself" instead 

of himself, and "seed" instead of seen, A failure to remember some-

thing causes a character to say, "I disremember," 

A contrast to the frontier dialect occurs in the language of 
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Portius and his sister Cornelia Wheeler, Their speech, however, is 

also a dialectal form, as it reflects the particular deviations from 

standard speech. As a lawyer from Massachusetts, Portius' manner of 

speaking stands in marked contrast to that of the other settlers. At 

his and Sayward's wedding the squire has difficulty reading the mar-

riage vows. When it is his turn to repeat the vows, Portius ignores 

the squire, and, though somewhat inebriated, states majestically: 

"I, Portius Wheeler," he said, and everybody turned so 
quiet that between words you could hear the death ticks 
in the logs, "a citizen of this territory, do take Miss 
Luckett as my lawfully married wife, vowing to protect 
and assuage her, to guide and direct her, and, living with 
her in the state of holy wedlock, to forsake all others so 
long as the twain of us may live or take our breath, so 
help me God." (Trees, p. l8l) 

Following his escape to the woods, he is returned to Sayward's 

cabin; and, sober now, he consents to honor his wedding vows. He crawls 

into bed and holds the covers up for Sayward to Join him, When she 

hesitates, he quotes a Shakespearean sonnet, saying "in his deep Bay 

State voice," "Sayward , , , , 'let's not to the marriage of true 

minds admit impediment'" (Trees, p. l88). 

His children begin to lose some of the frontier dialect as the 

settlement grows and a school is established. Portius' influence is, 

of course, strong; but another influence asserts itself in the person 

of his sister Cornelia, who comes for a visit. She -jndertakes almost 

immediately the task of reforming the speech habits of her nieces and 

nephews. She wants them to speak the "king's English," She tells 

Mercy to pronounce her name Me'cy, not Massey; and she informs the 
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children of other proper pronunciations: "'lt's chest,' she would say 

sternly, 'Don't let me hear you say chist again. And it's not banch. 

It's not shumac or sassafrac, or pepmint or leevah, Now say them with 

me, Bench! Sumach! Sassafras! Peppehmint! Leveh! And it's not cam-

phire, It's c-a-m-p-h-o-r, camphaw!'" (Town, p. I51). 

Another area of dialect is the English speech of the Indians. One 

example will suffice at this point. In The Light in the Forest, when 

True Son is returned to his home, the family urge him to talk, but he 

remains silent. Finally, he answers in reply to his mother's insis-

tence that he will have to recognize his real name now that he is home: 

"'True Son my real name,' he said in thick English, having trouble with 

the letter r. 'My father and mother give me this name'" (Light, p. 35). 

Expressions, names, and syntactical variations are especially 

colorful in the language of the Pennsylvania Dutch people. Since 

their dialect is distinct from much of the frontier dialect, a discus-

sion of their peculiar speech habits and forms have been reserved for 

the final part of this discussion on dialect. Richter's familiarity 

with the Pennsylvania Dutch gave him first-hand knowledge of their 

speech and their lifestyles. 

Richter records a number of expressions which the Dutch used to 

preface a remark or emphasize an opinion, The people preface a remark 

expressing disappointment, surprise, or grief with "Ai, yai, yai"^ and 

Fredric Klees writes that the Pennsylvania Dutch dialect "has 
many expressive interjections, of which Ach!, Ei! ei!, Ei-yi-yi!, and 
Ei-yi-yi-yi-yi! are the most important, These two last lose much of 
their vigor in print; they must be set to music—for they are always 
sung to a little tune—for the hearer to get their full beauty," The 
Ppnnsvlvania Dutch (New York: Macmillan, 1950), p. 28l, 
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"Ai du yammer," as when Henner says, "Ai du yammerl Is she after us 

again!" (Over, p, 62), A remark of anger or disgust is prefaced with 

"Heilich donnerwetter!" which means "holy thunder weather," Surprised 

relief occurs in the expression stated here in context: "Socker de 

mooschel, that was close!" Resolving not to play dead if a panther 

pursues him while he and Abie return home at midnight over the mountain, 

Henner says, "Heilig walsch-hawna, noch a mol! Not me!" which means 

"Holy turkey rooster, yet another time." In The Free Man Henner Free 

cries out, "Hup de duden dul" as he tries to convince someone of a 

point in an argument. Each of these expressions soimds like a strong 

oath, but, as those with translations reveal, the expressions are com-

mon words spoken forcibly. The expression nearest to an actual oath 

or profane word is "What the deixel!" "Deixel" is the Dutch euphemism 

for devil. 

The Dutch also employ favorite nicknames and other types of folk 

naming, some of which are simply Dutch forms of English words. In 

Dutch a "bu" is a boy and "buva" are boys. "Yunga" are youngsters and 

"glenna kinna" are children. A towheaded person is called a "weiskup," 

meaning whitehead. Nicknames used in fun or play are "hanswascht" and 

"nixnutz," which mean clown and good-for-nothing, respectively. 

Finally, there are the peculiar syntactical variations and vocab-

ulary of the Pennsylvania Dutch. In The Free Man, when Henner takes 

food from the house to the pasture where he will Join the other serv-

ants in a party, he notices that "the pasture seemed all over with 

servants" (Free, p, 72), When fighting begins between the British and 
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American soldiers at Concord and Lexington, Henner Free is among the 

first to hear the news since he is working in a gunpowder factory. As 

he spreads the news of British atrocities, the Dutch people exclaim 

"grimly to each other. 'Well, I will over the dam go' you heard in 

the dialect a dozen times" (Free, p. 107). The expression is one of 

puzzled disbelief. It is also a mild oath or threat, as when Henner 

tells the merchant boy who is responsible for Henner's broken and 

plundered sea trunk, "I will see Masters Sumner and Bliss themselves 

or I will over the dam go!" (Free, p. 66). 

Other characteristic variations appear in Over the Blue Mountain. 

Before Henner and Abie begin their Journey over the mountain on July 2, 

Abie asks Henner if he is afraid. Henner says no, and Abie asks, "Then 

you'll go with?" And Henner agrees "to go with" (Over, p. 10). At the 

farm on the other side of the mountain, the boys help the famer, Zack, 

put his hay into the barn before a threatening rainstorm. That eve-

ning the farmer tells his wife, "Yes, I got still hay out," by which 

he means that the hay had been out during the day; then he says, "These 

buva came Just in time to help get it in before it wets on it" (Over, 

p, 1+1). When the boys return to their homes shortly after midnight, 

Abie's mother tells him, "Now make thee in bed, Abie" (Over, p. 8l). 

Pennsylvania Dutch dialect is rich with many additional syntactical 

variations; however these few which Richter recorded provide an ade-

quate sample of Dutch speech forms and of Richter's acquaintance with 

these forms, 

In his accurate and discreet recording of the dialect of the 
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Dutch and of the people in the frontier regions of America, Richter ful-

filled one of his chief purposes in writing. He consciously sought to 

present a realistic picture of the people. Many of the personalities, 

attitudes, and characteristics of the frontier populace emerge in bold 

relief within the careful and skillful craftsmanship of Richter's use 

of dialect. 



CHAPTER XIII 

FOLK PROVERBS 

Closely associated with dialect is the proverb, Proverbs appear 

frequently in Richter's novels and are used by the characters in a 

story in order to enforce or enhance the meaning of a statement or 

idea. In his novels Richter recorded many proverbs, some of which are 

quite generally known and still popular today, and some of which were 

local sayings emerging from the context of the frontier people's ex-

periences. Each proverb, however, is appropriately interwoven into 

the text so that it becomes an integral part of the incident in which 

it occurs, 

The proverbs in Richter's novels cover a wide range of subjects. 

They express emotions, beliefs, observations, and wisdom. In general, 

they support the definition, devised by Thrall and Hibbard, that a 

proverb is a "sentence or phrase which briefly and strikingly expresses 

some recognized truth or shrewd observation about practical life, and 

which has been preserved by oral tradition, though it may be preserved 

and transmitted in written literature as well.""̂  Proverbs may be 

classified into two rather large categories: proverbs of wisdom and 

proverbs of figurative speech, Proverbs falling into these two cate-

gories plus several miscellaneous proverbs will constitute the subject 

1 A Handbook to Literature, ed, C. Hugh Holman (Indianapolis: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1972), p. 1+21, 
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of this chapter. 

Proverbs of wisdom evolve from the insights of people who have 

learned certain truths through recurring experiences and common sense. 

These proverbs are then repeated in appropriate situations. An ancient 

experience apparently taught someone that a horse can be led to water, 

but it can not be forced to drink. The first written record of this 

bit of wisdom is found in John Heywood's Proverbs (I5I+6): "A man maie 

well bring a horse to the water, / But he cannot make him drinke with-

out he will." A variant form of this proverb is repeated in The Fields 

when Sayward refuses to eat or drink after she learns of Portius' 

affair with Miss Bartram. Guerdon and Kinzie try "to get her to the 

table, but she was a horse you couldn't lead to water and neither 

could you make her drink" (Fields, p. I80) . 

Another astute observation is made by a wedding guest after Portius 

escapes from Sayward's cabin following his marriage to her. The guest 

tries to comfort Sayward with the rhyming proverb, "No goose so gray 

and none so late that at last she gits an honest gander for a mate" 

(Trees, p. I83). This proverb can be traced in literature to the Wife 

of Bath's statement in the Prologue to The Canterbury Tales: "Ne noon 

so grey goos goth ther in the lake, / As seistow, that wol been with-

oute make [mate]." 

When Portius' Aunt Unity dies, he inherits her furniture and 

^ Burton Stevenson, ed., The Home Book of Proverbs, Maxims and 
Familiar Phrases (New York: Macmillan, 19^8), p. 1179. 

^ Stevenson, p, 1011. 



219 

paintings. Fascinated with one of the paintings, Chancey gazes at it 

while imagining Aunt Unity's manner of speaking: he imagines that, 

like his father, she uses phrases such as "Fear is a stranger to the 

bosom" and "Add to the courage of the lion, the sagacity of a fox" 

(Town, p. 122). The latter proverb is a rather distant variant of "If 

the lion's skin cannot do it, the fox shall" and "to patch a fox's tail 

nk 

to a lion's skin," both of which mean that craftiness is added to 

strength, 

Two proverbs are direct quotations from the Book of Proverbs in 

the Bible. In The Light in the Forest a minister tries to mitigate 

the strained relationship between True Son and his white parents. The 

minister assures the parents that the early childhood training which 

their son has received cannot be dismissed by the boy, for they should 

know "what Proverbs says, 'Train up a child in the way he should go 

and when he is old he will not depart from it'"^ (Light, p. 6k). The 

other biblical proverb is quoted by Harry Donner; when he learns of a 

widow's eagerness to remarry and of some of her doings in order to 

bring about a quick marriage, he thinks of the verse, "Stolen waters 

are sweet and bread eaten in secret is pleasant. But he knoweth not 

that the dead are there"° (Simple, p. 206). 
Several proverbs of wisdom relate to wealth and thriftiness. 

^ G. L, Apperson, English Proverbs and Proverbial Phrases; A 
Historical Dictionary (Detroit: Gale Research, I969), p. 369-

^ Proverbs xxii,6. 

6 Proverbs ix.l7. 



220 

Sayward counts her money to determine whether she can pay for the new 

house Portius is planning to build in town. She adds her cash and 

the return on loans, and she discovers that she has "plenty to make 

buckle and tongue meet" (Town, p. 133). An early form of this proverb 

is, "He'll bring buckle and thong together" (John Ray, English Pro-

•j 
verbs, I678). ' A modern form of this proverb is that one seeks "to 

make ends meet." Guarding against wastefulness is expressed in a 

saying quoted by Miss Alexandria's father, She remembers that her 

father always checked a new maid's habits of thriftiness by noticing 

whether she saved string. He claimed, "If she does that . . . , she'll 

save more important things" (Aristocrat, p. II+6). Thriftiness is 

expressed in a number of proverbs, most of which follow the idea of 

o 

the proverb, "Of saving / Cometh having."° 

Thriftiness in the use of time informs the proverb, "Make hay 

while the sun shines." Sayward knows that, after bearing ten children, 

"her chances to have more young ones might be gone, but she had made 

hay while the sun shone" (Town, p. 3). In The Waters of Kronos John 

Donner returns to his home town only to discover that much has 

changed. He attempts to renew his acquaintance with a young lady, 

but she replies, "Well, you should have made hay while the sun shone" 

(Waters, p. 88). The earliest record of this proverb is found in 

John Heywood's Proverbs (15I+6): "Whan the sunne shinth make hay: 

' Stevenson, p. 250. 

8 W. Gurney Benham, Putnam's Complete Book of Quotations, Proverbs 
and Household Words (New York: Putnam's Sons, 1929), p. 819. 
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whiche is to say Take time when time comth, lest time steale awaie."^ 

Several proverbs denoting the wisdom of resignation appear in 

Richter's novels. In The Lady, when threats of violence to Dona Ellen 

spread through the small New Mexico town following the sentencing of 

two murderers, she calmly states, "You can't stop the bull from bel-

lowing" (Lady, p. 103). In The Trees Jary Luckett resigns herself 

and her children to the fate of living in the deep woods, never to 

return to Pennsylvania; she says, "I knowed it that day on the ferry 

I made all your beds wrong for you, Now you'll have to sleep in 'em 

as best you kin" (Trees, pp. 9-10). Stevenson records two proverbs 

concerning ill-made beds: "He that makes his bed ill, lies there" (in 

George Herbert, Jacula Predentum, 161+0) and "He that makes his Bed 

ill, must be contented to lie ill" (in Thomas Fuller, Gnomologia, 1732). 

During the epidemic of swamp fever in Ohio, Achsa cries for spring 

water to quench her raging thirst, but her father has warned Sayward 

that a drink of cold water will kill Achsa. Achsa, however, sneaks 

out of the cabin during the night. Sayward awakens and realizes that 

Achsa has gone to the spring for a drink; now it "was no use locking 

the stable after the ox was stolen. Likely Achsa has already sucked 

her fill, pressing her hot face down in the cool run" (Trees, p. 85). 

An early variant of this proverb is found in Gower's Confessio Amantis 

(c, 1390): "It was not tyme to shette the stable when the horses ben 

10 

^ Stevenson, p, 1092. 

10 The Home Book of Proverbs, p. ll+2. 
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loste and gone." 

Another proverb of resignation is quoted by Sayward when she be-

comes overwhelmed at the high cost of building their new house. After 

the builder gives her an estimate of the cost, she resignedly thinks, 

"Well, she got what she asked for. . . . That's the way it went some-

time. . . . Let little in at the spile and all out at the bung!" 

(Town, p, 133). This proverb derives from a seventeenth-century 

saying, "Spare at the spigget, and let out at the bung-hole" (John 

Ray, English Proverbs, 1670).-'-̂  A bung is the drain hole of a barrel 

or cask, and a spile is a spigot or spout designed to direct the flow 

of liquids from the cask. Sayward also resigns herself to a situation 

which "was easier said than done" (Trees, p. 101), 

Some proverbs of wisdom deal with warnings or predictions. Sayward 

hopes that Guerdon and Effie will not name their baby Sulie, since Say-

ward's sister S-ulie had been lost in the woods and Sayward's daughter 

Sulie had burned to death. Sayward remembers her mother's warning that 

"where there were two . . . , there'd be three" (Town, p. 125). This 

saying is as much a superstition as it is a proverb. Claudia de Lys 

cites two variants, "Never Two Without Three" and "Good or bad things 

come in threes," and explains that this is an old superstition based on 

the "Trinity of the Father, Mother, and Child" in ancient Egyptian 

13 
worship, Three is a complete number—tw:o must be followed by three. 

11 Stevenson, p. 220l+. 

l^ Stevenson, p. 2l82. 

13 A Treasury of American Superstitions (New York: Philosophical 

Librarv. lQl+8) . vv. 1+72-73. 
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A prediction occurs in Genny Luckett's statement during a morning 

rain: "Rain afore breakfast, quit afore noon" (Trees, p, 15). With 

this proverb, Richter follows a commonly held belief. Stevenson states 

that "'Rain before seven, shine before eleven' is one of the most 

trustworthy of all country saws. "^ In The Foxfire Book one of the 

signs forecasting rain asserts: "If it hasn't rained in a long time, 

and it starts before 7 A.M. , it'll quit before 11 A.M."-*-̂  

Proverbs denoting a kind of innate wisdom express opinions relating 

occasionally to customs and superstitions. Sayward believes that Sunday 

is a good day for accomplishing deeds, She claims that the "better the 

day, the better the deed" (Trees, p, 105). Stevenson cites two in-

stances of this proverb: "Better the day, better the deede," from 

Thomas Middleton's Michaelmas Terme (1607); and "That won't be proper; 

you know tomorrow's Sunday,—what then, Madam! They say, the better day, 

the better deed," from Swift's Polite Conversation (1738).-'-

Another opinion, which is based to some degree on reality, is that 

Indians cannot assume the characteristics of whites, but that whites 

can assume the characteristics of Indians. In The Light in the Forest 

True Son's Uncle Wilse hates Indians and does not trust his nephew, 

True Son. Uncle Wilse informs the family, "How long was he with those 

sava^es? Twelve years. Well, once an Indian, always an Indian. You 

l^ The Home Book of Proverbs, p. 1933. 

•^^ Wigginton, p. 211. 

l^ The Home Book of Proverbs, p, 1+92.. 
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can make an Indian out of a white man but you can never make a white 

man out of an Indian" (Light, p. l+l). The reality of Uncle Wilse's 

statement is supported by Richter; in the Acknowledgments in The Light 

in the Forest, he writes, "In records of the Eastern border, the author 

was struck by the numbers of returned white captives who tried des-

perately to run away from their flesh-and-blood families and return 

to their Indian foster homes and the Indian mode of life" (Light, 

Acknowledgments). 

A stereotyped opinion of a person's actions and decisions is ex-

pressed in The Free Man. After Miss Amity has had Henner Free whipped 

at the prison in Philadelphia, a visitor of Miss Amity's asks her how 

she could have had a handsome boy whipped. She replies, "Handsome is 

as handsome does. . . . Respect, humility and obedience are better" 

(Free, p. 88). "Handsome is as handsome does" is an old Latin proverb, 

17 according to Stevenson. One rather recent written record occurs in 

W. T. Porter's Major Thorpe's Scenes in Arkansaw (1858), which states: 

-1 Q 

"She ain't no Wemus, Sir, . . . but handsome is as handsome does." 

Typical actions and decisions are also evident in regard to the person-

alities of married couples. In A Simple Honorable Man Harry Donner 

cannot understand a beautiful young girl's "choice of a man. Why, he 

wondered, was the tenderest flower so often picked by the heavy hand?" 

(Simple, p. 195), He concludes that "deserving men and women more 

•^'^ The Home Book of' Proverbs, p. 135 

l^ Archer Taylor and Bartlett Jere Whiting, A Dictionary of Amer-
ican Proverbs and Proverbial Phrases 182O-I88O (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Belknap Press, I967), p. 171. 
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often than not had spouses with opposite natures and dispositions" 

(Simple, p. 199). 

Proverbs of figurative speech make up a second category of familiar 

sayings. These usually take the form of similes in Richter's novels. 

The similes are rich in local color as they often express comparisons 

relating to items familiar to the pioneers, 

One general area in which similes are common is that of describing 

the size or appearance of a person, After the birth of one of her 

babies, Sayward describes him as a "young one no bigger'n a minute" 

(Fields, p. 16). The same expression is used in Tacey Cromwell as one 

of the ladies at the White Palace describes young Nugget Oldaker as 

being "no bigger'n a minute" (Tacey, p. I5). Another description of 

size occiirs in the same novel when one of the ladies describes Nugget's 

hands as being "no bigger'n a pet coon's" (Tacey, p. 27). A descrip-

tion of a person's appearance is detailed in Wyitt's statement to 

Sayward that her baby has a face that "looks like wild cherry pulp 

squeezed dry" (Fields, p. 12). 

Descriptions of attitudes are enriched by similes employing local 

color, Worth Luckett's stubbornness is well known to his family; he 

"was set in his ways as a pignut tree" (Trees, p. 50). When Genny and 

Louie begin courting, Worth disapproves; he realizes that getting mar-

ried "wasn't like what you expected when you were young and foolish as 

a gandersnipe" (Trees, p. 101). Worth asks Sayward to try to dis-

courage Genny from marrying Louie, but Sayward knows that humans "were 

free as wild pigeons in the woods" (Trees, p. lOl). Sayward's daughter 
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Sooth is known for her intelligent-sounding baby talk; lying in her 

cradle, she talks "cunning as a gabby bird" (Fields, p. 82) to her 

brother. In The Grandfathers Granmam Miirdoch says that "Sip ought to 

know better than try to get money out of Wichita. She's tight as the 

bark on a tree" (Grandfathers, p, 70), 

One simile contains a prejudicial slur against gypsies; the slur 

refers to their lack of trustworthiness. Sayward sees the full moon 

shining through the trees and causing eerie shafts of light which 

moved "like spook smoke under the dark trees. It turned all night 

things false as a gypsy" (Trees, p. l81+). Portius once proposes a 

riddle to a neighbor: "Well, they say that you slumber in your sleep," 

to which the neighbor replies, "It's false as a gypsy" (Fields, p. 30). 

Several other proverbial similes reveal picturesque frontier com-

parisons. Achsa lies "like a lump of ore melting on a forge" (Trees, 

p, 81+) as the swamp fever rages in her body. As the settlement grows 

and a town develops, its name is changed from Moonshine Church to 

Americus. Sayward and her children deplore the new name: "It sounded 

too stiff and stuck up. Now Moonshine Church slipped out easy as an 

old tooth" (Town, p. 37). Later, when Sayward moves into a new house 

in town, she feels uncomfortable because the walls are as "tight as 

the bottom of a new kettle" (Town, p. 138). Chariter listens to Ful-

liam's account of a funeral in which the. family of the deceased man 

were in disagreement regarding the place of burial. Fulliam says, 

"The dead man's brothers laid for us in the cemetery but Uncle Fulliam 

told the sheriff. He made me a deputy and the pallbearers, too. He 
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gave us pistols to carry and the funeral went off smooth as a greased 

hog" (Grandfathers, p. 159). In another scene in this novel, Richter 

describes the landscape as the Murdochs walk "over the old chestnut 

ridge where stubs stood plenty as Jaggers on a porcupine" (Grand-

fathers, pp, 55-56), In Tacey Cromwell a neighbor woman tells Tacey 

about Seely Dowden, a mischievous young girl: "Her own mother killed 

herself and left a small baby, Her father's black Irish as the devil 

cooks them" (Tacey, p. 1+5). All of these proverbial comparisons derive 

most probably from Richter's knowledge of the people about whom he 

wrote and from diligent research, 

Miscellaneous proverbs which do not necessarily fit into a par-

ticular category contain pithy, practical, and functional statements 

revealing an abundance of information about frontier settlers. One 

common practical proverb concerns the time when rural folk retire for 

the night. Cousin Lizzie sends Abie and Henner to bed early in the 

evening; Henner complains that this is the first time since he was 

weaned that he "had to go to bed with the chickens" (Over, p. 56). 

An early variant which was perhaps the origin of this saying occurs 

in Wright's Songs, etc, Philip and Mary (1555): "Bed with the lamb, 

Go to / and rise with the lark.""̂ ^ A recent exact duplicate of 

Richter's use occurs in Raymond Chandler's Farewell, My Lovely (19I+O): 

20 
"The people around there seemed to go to bed with the chickens," As 

19 William George Smith, ed., The Oxford Dictionary of English 
Proverbs, 2nd. ed., introd. Janet E, Heseltine (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
I9I+8), p. 28. 

20 Stevenson, p. 1̂ +2, 
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an oral expression it is widely used in America. 

Another proverb concerns the thoroughness with which a task is 

accomplished, in this case the thoroughness of the search for Sulie 

Luckett. The men come back to Sayward's cabin and report that they 

"had raked [the woods] with a fine tooth comb" (Trees, p. Il6). One 

relatively recent use, apparently the first written record, of this 

proverb occurs in Melville's White Jacket (185O): "Had Tophet itself 

been raked with a fine-tooth comb."̂ "'" Also in the context of the 

hunt for Sulie is the statement of the men that they have "tramped 

the woods from Dan to Bersheba" (Trees, p, II6). The phrase derives 

from a biblical passage which states: "Then all the children of Israel 

went out, and the congregation was gathered as one man, from Dan even 

to Beer-sheba, with the land of Gilead unto the Lord in Mizpeh." 

Another inst.ance of its use is found in Swift's Polite Conversation: 

"You had been with her from Dan to Beersheba." 

Proverbs of endearment and attachment to people and places are 

expressed in three instances in Richter's novels. Sayward reflects 

on her life and that of her children one day. She loves each child, 

and she thinks, "Every last one was the apple of her eye" (Town, p. 123) 

2I+ 
In the Bible, God calls the Israelites the "apple of His eye," A 

^•^ Taylor and Whiting, p. 77-

^^ Judges XX.2. Both Dan and Beersheba are in southern Palestine, 
not in opposite ends of the country, as the phrase seems to imply. 

^^ Stevenson, p. I+80, 

2^ See Deuteronomy xxxii,10, and also Psalms xvii,8, Proverbs 
vii,2, Lamentations ii,l8, and Zechariah ii.8. 
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second proverb deals with the sentimental love for one's home. When 

Sayward returns from her trip to Indiana and has seen numerous houses 

along the way, she sees her own log cabin and muses, "What was that 

old saying, 'Travel north, south, east, west—home's best.' That was 

a t;rue saying" (Town, p. I76). Stevenson traces the written record of 

the proverb to C. H. Spurgeon's book, John Ploughman's Talk (1869), in 

25 which the proverb says, "East and West, Home is best." ̂  A third 

proverb expresses a welcome to unexpected guests. In The Waters of 

Kronos Great-Aunt Teresa invites John Donner, an unexpected guest, 

into her house; she says, "Come in. You know, 'Come in the evening 

or come in the morning. Come when you're looked for, come without 

warning" (Waters, p. 65). 

Several other miscellaneous proverbs deal with various topics. 

A proverb meaning to destroy an opportunity is stated in the phrase 

"burned the pudding." In Always Young and Fair Mrs. Grail tries to 

convince Lucy to dress for her wedding, but she, Mrs. Grail, "burned 

the pudding" when she addresses Lucy as "my daughter," a salutation 

which offends Lucy (Always, p. 60). Another proverb refers to the 

proper time to cut firewood from an ash tree, Wyitt approaches Louie's 

cabin and sees a bare ash tree leaning against it. Wyitt wonders if 

Louie is letting it dry for firewood; Wyitt supposes that perhaps 

Louie "didn't know what Worth used to say that 'ash cut green is fire 

for a queen'" (Trees, p. 159). This proverb is an old saying without 

25 The Home Book of Proverbs, p. 115^. 
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26 a traceable written history, 

One proverb relates to an extensive length of time. In The Town 

Sayward contemplates the rapid growth of the settlement and the selling 

of farm property for town lots by more recent settlers than herself. 

She realizes that the original settlers are not benefitting from the 

high-priced sales: "No, it wasn't the old settlers that reaped the 

harvest, save for those stubborn few who held on to their land till 

the cows came home" (Town, pp. 29-30). The proverb, "Kiss till the 

cow comes home" (Beaumont and Fletcher, The Scornful Lady, l6lO), is 

27 
the earliest of eight entries in Stevenson's collection of proverbs. 

Richter's use of the proverbs of wisdom and of figurative speech, 

plus the many miscellaneous proverbs, gives credence to his authorita-

tive and thorough knowledge about this facet of the lives of the people 

Along with the dialect of the pioneers, Richter revealed their reliance 

upon and their acquaintance with the many proverbs which enrich and 

characterize the speech habits of people in any culture. 

26 Benham, p . 770. 

27 The Home Book of Proverbs , p . 1+1+5-



CHAPTER XIV 

\j CONCLUSION 

It is abundantly evident that oral tradition comprises an important 

and substantial segment of Conrad Richter's novels. Richter understood 

and utilized the numerous folk elements to enhance the realism of his 

plots. In his portrayal of frontier existence, he skillfully integrated 

the common experiences and beliefs of the people into the greater theme 

of the settling of the frontier. 

In the novels are the character types of the Yankee, the woodsy, 

and the Earth-Mother who existed in the frontier territory. Characters 

in the novels face quests for true parents, rituals of initiation and 

maturation, and the trauma of capture by Indians. They also believe 

in many superstitions, follow established customs, and repeat well-

known folktales. They sing folksongs and chant play and work rhymes. 

When they are ill they trust in long-standing folk cures. As a society 

generally deprived of formal education, they speak in a distinctive, 

informal dialect which is often on an illiterate level. Proverbs are 

repeated frequently. Although fomal education is lacking, the strong 

folk elements of mythology and iegend find their way into the thinking 

and speech of the people as they make occasional and appropriate allu-

sions to ancient names and situations in mythology and legend. 

Richter relied on his first-hand knowledge, his research, and his 

inventive powers in order to present a complete picture of frontier 
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settlers and settlements. His presentation is authoritative and un-

biased; Indians and whites are treated sympathetically or harshly, 

depending on the commendability of their actions, as Richter preferred 

authenticity to prejudice. In the Acknowledgments in The Light in the 

Forest, he writes: 

Not that the novel represents the novelist's particular 
beliefs or opinions. He can understand and sympathize with 
either side. His business is to be fair to them both. If 
the novel has another purpose, it is to point out that in the 
pride of our American liberties, we're apt to forget that 
already we've lost a good many to civilization. The American 
Indians once enjoyed far more than we. Already two hundred 
years ago, when restrictions were comparatively with us, 
our ideals and restrained manner of existence repelled the 
Indian. I thought that perhaps if we understood how these 
First Americans felt toward us even then and toward our 
white way of life, we might better understand the adverse, 
if perverted, view of us by some African, European, and 
Asian peoples today. (Light, Acknowledgments) 

This statement clearly delineates Richter's attempt to preserve an 

objective and verifiable picture of one segment of early American life. 

Although Richter is not a novelist among the first rank in American 

literature, his writings deserve attention. His style and content are 

commendable. Some of his short stories have appeared in anthologies, 

and his novels have provided an excellent source of information for 

readers interested in early Americana. 

•̂  Recent interest in Richter's works is evidenced by an adaptation 
of the Ohio trilogy produced by NBC Television and broadcast in March 
of 1978. The seven-hour production starred Elizabeth Montgomery as 
Sayward and Hal Holbrook as Portius, 
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