Seminar Notes
All answers should be as specific as possible, and unless otherwise stated, given from the point of view from the author. Full credit will be awarded for direct use of the primary source.

USE DIRECT QUOTES FROM THE PRIMARY MATERIAL.

5.2	Reflections on the American West		              Wallace Stegner


A.	Select 2 quotes from the reading and in a paragraph for each, explain why these quotes capture the essence of this document.
B.	Answer the below questions in paragraph form.
1.	What are the qualities Stegner identifies as aspects of the American West?
2.	What reactions do you have to Stegner’s reflections on his early childhood? How is this relevant to history?
3.	Select three passages and explain how they communicate some important idea to the study of history.



















Reflections on the American West                                          Wallace Stegner
From Where the Bluebird Sings to the Lemonade Springs, 1992

The first year in Eastend was a chaos of experiences, good and bad. I caught lice from the half-Indian kids I played with and was fiercely shampooed with kerosene. I learned dirty words and dirty songs from the children of railroad construction workers and from Z-X cow punchers. With other boys, I was induced to ride calves and lured into “shit fights with wet cow manure in the Z-X corrals. Then or later I learned to dog-paddle, first in the irrigation ditch, later in the river, and I fished for suckers in the deep holes of the bends, and followed trails through willows that felt like authentic wilderness. Then or later we put .22 cartridges or blasting caps on the tracks ahead of approaching handcars or speeders, and once we got satisfactorily chased by the gandy dancers of the section crew. Around Christmas we all watched the first soldiers go off to the war, and then and afterward we had trouble with Canadian kids who said the United States was too yellow to get in the fight.
My brother, who was big for his age, and tough, fought every kid his size, and some bigger, in defense of America’s honor. But we were ashamed, and we got an instructive taste of how it felt to be disliked for tribal affiliations that we hadn’t really known we had.
	The town grew around us, and incorporated us, and became our familiar territory: Main Street with its plank sidewalks, its drug and grocery and hardware stores, its Pastime Theater, its lumberyard, its hotel and bank, Millionaire Row with its four or five bungalows with sweet peas and nasturtiums in their yards; Poverty Flat, where the two Chinese and some metis had shacks.
The people we knew were of many kinds: metis -- French- Indian half breeds——left over from the fur trade days; Texas and Montana cow punchers left over from the cattle period; and a stew of new immigrants, Ontario men, cockneys fresh from another East End, Scandinavians moving up the migration route from the Dakotas to the Northwest, a few Jews, a Syrian family, a couple of Chinese, a Greek. Mark Twain, confronted by a colorful character, used to say, “I know him--knew him on the river.” I could say, almost as legitimately, I know him--knew him in Eastend.
A young frontier gathers every sort of migrant, hope-chaser, roughneck, trickster, incompetent, misfit, and failure. All kinds passed through our town, and some stayed, or were stuck.  Our first doctor was a drifter and a drunk who finally died of eating canned heat. Our only dentist came through once a year, and in a week’s stay did more harm than an ordinary dentist could have done in a decade. Our religious needs were served by two institutions: the shack-chapel and itinerant priest who took care of the metis, and the Presbyterian church with resident pastor who took care of everyone else. The Scandinavians, Germans, Ontario men, Englishmen, and run-of- the-mine Americans, even the Syrian grocer and his family, became Presbyterians because that was where the principal social action was. The Jewish butcher, the cow punchers, the two Chinese who ran the restaurant, and the Greek who took over from them--all without families--remained refractory and unassimilable.
When we arrived, and for a couple of years thereafter, the Frenchman River provided a habitat for beaver, muskrats, mink, weasels, sandhill cranes; in the willow breaks were big populations of cottontails and snowshoe hares preyed on by coyotes and lynxes. On the long, mainly roadless way to the homestead down on the Montana line--two days by lumber wagon with the cow tied behind, one day by buckboard (we called it a democrat), seven or eight excruciating hours by Model T--we passed many sloughs swarming with nesting ducks. On the homestead itself, dry country far from any slough, it was all flickertails, prairie dogs, badgers, blackfooted ferrets, coyotes, gopher snakes, and hawks. That prairie, totally unsuited to be plowed up, was hawk heaven.
		We plowed our first field, and dammed our coulee, and built our shack, in the summer of 1915, and thereafter we spent the summers on the homestead, the winters in town. It was an uneven division, for in that latitude a wheat crop, from seed time to harvest, took only about three months. But either on the prairie or in town we were only a step from the wild, and we wavered between the pleasure ii was to be part of it and the misguided conviction that it was in our interest to destroy it. There are two things that growing up on a belated western frontier gave me: an acquaintance with the wild and wild creatures, and a delayed guilt for my part in their destruction.
I was a sickly child, but hardly a tame one. Like all the boys I knew, I had a gun, and used it, from the age of eight or nine. We shot at anything that moved; we killed everything not domesticated or protected. In winter we trapped the small fur-bearers of the river bottom; in summer my brother and I spent hours of every day trapping, shooting, snaring, poisoning, or drowning out the gophers that gathered in our wheat field and the dependable water of our rezavoy.” We poisoned out the prairie dogs, and incidentally did in the blackfooted ferrets that lived on them—ferrets that are now the rarest North American mammals. We didn’t even know they were ferrets; we called them the big weasels. But we killed them as we killed everything else. Once I speared one with a pitchfork in the chickenhouse and was sickened by its ferocious vitality, dismayed by how hard the wild died. I had the same feeling when I caught a badger in a gopher trap. I would gladly enough have let him loose, but he was too fierce, and lunged at me too savagely, and in the end I had to stone him to death.
Our neighbors were few, and miles away, most of them across the line in Montana. For two weeks at a time we might see no one but ourselves; and when our isolation was broken, it was generally broken by a lonesome Swedish homesteader who came over ostensibly to buy eggs, but more probably to hear the sound of a human voice. We welcomed him. We were as hungry for the sound of a human voice as he was.
I am somewhat skeptical of the fabled western self-reliance, because as I knew it, the West was a place where one depended on neighbors and had to give as well as get in any trouble while we were on the homestead, I ran, or rode one of the horses, four or five miles to get Tom Larson or Ole Telepo or someone else to help. They came to us the same way. And yet there is something to the notion of western independence; there is something about living in big empty space, where people are few and distant, under a great sky that is alternately serene and furious, exposed to sun from four in the morning till nine at night, and to a wind that never seems to rest - there is something about exposure to that big country that not only tells an individual how small he is, but steadily tells him who he is. I have never understood identity problems. Any time when I lay awake at night and heard the wind in the screens and saw the moon ride up the sky, or sat reading in the shade of the shack and heard the wind moan and mourn around the corners, or slept out under the wagon and felt it searching among the spokes of the wheels, I knew well enough who, or what, I was, even if I didn’t matter.
THE WESTERN LANDSCAPE
The Westerner is less a person than a continuing adaptation. The West is less a place than a process.
History builds slowly, starting from scratch, and understanding a new country depends on every sort of report, including some that are unreliable, biased, or motivated by personal interest . . . .  True or false, observant or blind, impartial or interested, factual or fanciful, it has all gone into the hopper and influenced our understanding and response at least as much as first-hand acquaintance has. But it took a long time. Even learning the basic facts-- extents, boundaries, animals, ranges, tribes of men--took a long time.
In the marginal zone between humid Midwest and arid West it was easy to be deluded, for the difference of just one inch in rainfall or a slight variation in the seasonal distribution would make the difference between success and failure. And delusion was promoted. The individualism of the frontier, the folklore and habit learned in other regions, the usual politics and boosterism, and land speculation encouraged settlement on terms sure sooner or later to defeat it. Cooperation was one lesson the West enforced, and it was learned hard. Bernard DeVoto once caustically remarked, in connection with the myth of western individualism, that the only real individualists in the West had wound up on one end of a rope whose other end was in the hands of a bunch of cooperators. But a lot of other individualists wound up in the hands of the bank, or trailed back eastward from the dry plains in wagons with signs reading, “In God we trusted, in Kansas we busted,” leaving a half-ruined land behind them.
		The western landscape is of the wildest variety and contains every sort of topography and land form, even most of those familiar from farther east. Bits of East and Middle West are buried here and there in the West, but no physical part of the true West is buried in the East The West is short-grass plains, alpine mountains, geyser basins, plateaus and mesas and canyons and cliffs, salinas and sinks, sagebrush and Joshua tree and saguaro deserts. If only by reason of their size, the forms of things are different, but there is more than mere size to differentiate them. You know also that the western landscape is more than topography and land forms, dirt and rock. It is, most fundamentally, climate--climate which expresses itself not only as land- forms but as atmosphere, flora, fauna. And here, despite all the local variety, there is a large, abiding simplicity.
Aridity, more than anything else, gives the western landscape its character. It is aridity that gives the air its special dry clarity; aridity that puts brilliance in the light and polishes and enlarges the stars; aridity that leads the grasses to evolve as bunches rather than as turf; aridity that exposes the pigmentation of the raw earth and limits, almost eliminates, the color of chlorophyll; aridity that erodes the earth in cliffs and badlands rather than in softened and vegetated slopes, that has shaped the characteristically swift and mobile animals of the dry grasslands and the characteristically nocturnal life of the deserts. The West. Walter Webb said, is “a semi-desert with a desert heart.” The primary unity of the West is a shortage of water.
The consequences of aridity multiply by a kind of domino effect. In the attempt to compensate for nature’s lacks we have remade whole sections of the western landscape... Aridity has made a lot of difference in us, too, since Americans first ventured up the Missouri into the unknown in the spring of 1804. Our intentions varied all the way from romantic adventurousness to schemes of settlement and empire; all the way from delight in dehumanized nature to a fear of the land empty of human settlements, monuments, and even, seemingly, history.
We have gone about modifying the western landscape, it has been at work modifying us. And what applies to agricultural and social institutions applies just as surely to our pictorial and literary representations. Perceptions trained in another climate and another landscape have had to be modified. Our first and hardest adaptation was to learn all over again how to see. Our second was to learn to like the new forms and colors and light and scale when we had learned to see them. Our third was to develop new techniques, a new palette, to communicate them. And our fourth, unfortunately out of our control, was to train an audience that would respond to what we wrote or painted.

THE WEST AND COMMUNITY
Lieutenant Zebulon Pike, sent out in 1806 to explore the country between the Missouri and Santa Fe, had called the high plains the Great American Desert. In 1819 the expedition of Major Stephen Long corroborated that finding, and for two generations nobody seriously questioned it. The plains were unfit for settlement by a civilized, meaning an agricultural, people, and the farther west you went, the worse things got. So for the emigrants who in 1840 began to take wheels westward up the Platte Valley, the interior West was not a place but a way, a trail to the Promised Land, an adventurous, dangerous rite of passage.
Insofar as the West was a civilization at all between the time of Lewis and Clark’s explorations and about 1870, it was largely a civilization in motion, driven by dreams. The people who composed and represented it were part of a true Folk-Wandering, credulous, hopeful, hardy, largely uninformed. The dreams are not dead even today, and the habit of mobility has only been reinforced by time. Ever since Daniel Boone took his first excursion over Cumberland Gap, Americans have been wanderers. With a continent to take over and Manifest Destiny to goad us, we could not have avoided being footloose. The initial act of emigration from Europe, an act of extreme, deliberate dissatisfaction, was the beginning of a national habit
It should not be denied, either, that being footloose has always exhilarated us. It is associated in our minds with escape from history and oppression and law and irksome obligations, with absolute freedom, and the road has always led west.  Our folk heroes and our archetypal literary figures accurately reflect that side of us. Leatherstocking, Huckleberry Finn, the narrator of Moby Dick, all are orphans and wanderers... The Lone Ranger has no dwelling place except the saddle. And when teenagers run away in the belief that they are running toward freedom, they more often than not run west.
		But the rootlessness that expresses energy and a thirst for the new... has just as often been a curse. Migrants deprive themselves of the physical and spiritual bonds that develop within a place and a society. Our migratoriness has hindered us from becoming a people of communities and traditions, especially in the West. It has robbed us of the gods who make places holy. It has cut off individuals and families and communities from memory and the continuum of time. It has left at least some of us with a kind of spiritual pellagra, a deficiency disease, a hungering for the ties of a rich and stable social order. Not only is the American home a launching pad, as Margaret Mead said; the American community, especially in the West, is an overnight camp. American individualism, much celebrated and cherished, has developed without its essential corrective, which is belonging. Freedom, when found, can turn out to be airless and unsustaining. Especially in the West, what we have instead of place is space. Place is more than half memory, shared memory. Rarely do Westerners stay long enough at one stop to share much of anything.
The principal invention of western American culture is the motel, the principal exhibit of that culture the automotive roadside. A principal western industry is tourism, which exploits the mobile and the seasonal. Whatever it might want to be, the West is still primarily a series of brief visitations or a trail to somewhere else; and western literature, from Roughing It to On the Road, from The Log of a Cowboy to Lonesome Dove, from The Big Rock Candy Mountain to The Big Sky, has been largely a literature not of place but of motion.














