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HOW CONTEXT DETERMINES FACT:
HISTORICISM IN WILLA CATHER'S A LOST LADY

Annals ot | | i v
Scholarship | Wills Cather Lo Ladyi  decptivework o ca be sty
Scholarshiy

read as a lament for a more glorious past, a kind of ode to the pioneer
era in western American history. However, the novel itself does not repre-
sent a longing for a singular, objective past, Rather, it explores the process
by which selective events are historicized, the process by which an era, for
example, may become either historically known or escape understanding
through ahistorical methods of narration. In Cather’s novel, an understand-
ing of the past is achieved once events and narracives are contextualized.
The problem lies in the face that there are a2 number of potential contexts
through which past evenes are commumicared, nor all of which are
historical. History is represented in Cather's narrarive in stories about the
past told by her characters and in the figure and fate of Marian Forrester.
in all three categories of representation, historical understanding comperes
with mythic images, or tableaus, from the past that capture the imagina-
tions of characters and narrators and stand in the way of historicat
knowledge. Cather’s titde suggests this strategy perfectly. A Lost Lady shows
that much of what actually occurred in the pioneer era has been lost in
the context of mythic aceounts generated by pioneers and their admirers,
Specifically, one admirer, Miet Herbert, fails to see Marian Forrester in her
own historical and biographical context and insists upon seeing her as a
I “lost” ideal. Idealized {and idolized) tmages—ladies and histories—are
generated at the expense of historical knowledge. It is not the past that
is lamented in Cather’s novel, a past which is shown to be far from heroic
or exceptional. Rather, A Lost Lady presents the problemarics of historical
representation. In particular, Cather’s novel postrays the way in which the
past is dehistoricized and rurned inte, as she puts it, “pleasant memory™

A good deal of Cather criticism argues that Willa Cather saw the pres-
ent as a faliing off from the past, a great decline from the heroic pioneer
' era when men and women settled, colonized, and personified historical
foundation. A Lost Lay is read through this lens, and conclustons about
the novel reinforee critical visions of Cather's romantic, historical nostalgia.
Susan J. Rosowski concludes that the regrettable inability to matntain “a
1841 Broadway ' pioneer spirit of the land” gives A Lost Lady its tragic theme and that “hope
N.¥. 10023 : for the future lies with the ability of men and women to translate this spirit
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into life™ More recently, Rosowski has mnforsed her »'1;«.&}'0[';};3 i:gw;::
g Pmmhpia}ﬁf thc'snzlcil;i; ]t}':ea::il:::e?l?ly tﬂin Douglas
i victim.? Rosowski's reading | ed frec . . s
::lsnfrl:iian Forrester as “an emblem .Uf a fadmﬁr;s:;;} ,Of: g ;Ez:; al;lrjei:e
in hi 3 in an ineertexen A \
:;:2:.:?; 3;0:1;1-][; iﬁﬁ& by Cather to “frame the story of a downtall
ine™* .
o thérl;.teil-;?;m of A Lost Lady centers largely on Cather's '{mfw ?F thr:* pa es:,
her historical eonsciousness. The lrlm:l,gtwcjif;; f{ljjs;sagi l:::.l dt::;i ::5 gt v
ting at Cather’s view of a particular histors ¢ !
maiing of history, or the understan_de of 1:‘h::H fa%:eiz ?lsnl .;S:Z::.g:::i
ntending incerests in the present.
is:lr::tgfrs: Lmaifzrsufﬂh presefting a definitive portrait of the pa;_s: t‘;gn tl'::::raf.i
is in depicting a present in which many minds compete for 1'31:;:]1'i "
authority. Involved in this historicist struggle are cqmp]exmes in : iia.
ments arising from social class, gendr_r, ape, and re_] ative powers O 151 g >
tion, articulation, and comprehension. [;)ne thing, t}!qugh, is -ear'.rht
A Lost Lady the past is depicted as anything but dc&_’imtrlve OT SEAEiC. rhe
novel makes it reductively simplistic, and acru_al,!}' ahistorical, todsmte_t :1
“this happened this way and I understand it. _What ICad'.lf:r oes is hu
demonstrate with monumental subtlery the falsity of final judgment, the
misleading quality of settled issues. o
A Lost Lady shows how context determines the color of fack: historica
QONEEXTS, NArFabive contexts, textual contexts are emptoywe:_i w0 demons'fratc
that no fact or event exists prior to contextual interpretation. The various
readings of Cather’s novel all bring critical contexts, such'as the Ilost plwne?:
era, the image of woman, the intertextual, and emerge with rf.jadmg_s arfe };
determined by the critical frame employed. Bur the novel 1E5£|f is oud
context and how contextualization, including historicism, aes%heltlcls.m, arn
nostalgia, determines fact and, to a targe extent, cl'faractf:r. ML!SS{ng in m-ﬂ,“!
Cather criticism is a rigorous examination of Wikla Cathelrs |dw10g1|cla
program. Readings that have considered A LosrLad}-,cssennal_ly nust? gic,
or that have seen Cather as writing in awe of a “lost” era of pioneer oull:-
dation, have engaged in the same kind of historical repr:r:entappn that ; €
novel depicts as naive. What has been missing, or “lost;” in cnuc_al SELL :5
of A Lost Lady is a rigorous examination of what thf: novel dc!:las as t f.i
inextricable links berween historical representation and ideologica
ioning. ‘
PUSltCathi‘s refecences 1o Indians provide a good starting place fora dlslcu;-
sion of contextualization in A Lost Lady. Any reach wltl:l a wentiet 5
century sensibility must condemn vy Peters for the way in which he ac;;ue”
“splendid land from the Indians some way, [paying Fhem] next 1o lwl wﬁ;
as Marian Forrester says, and must share in her d15gu.st for P*iﬂP_': o
cheat Indians” (pp. 123-241.¢ This does not stop Marian from lesting vy
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invest her money, of course, but it does add to the general view of Tvy as
“swindler” or “shyster)” ro guote two terms applied to him frequently by
Carher readers. In direct contrast to Ivy Peters stands Caprain Daniel
Forrestet, a man of the previons generation, one of the hergic pioneers and
road-builders. Nonetheless, the Caprain's relations with Indians Wwere not
qualitatively different from Ivy Peters’: “Once, when [Captain Forrester]
was driven out of the tzail by a wash-our, he rode south on his horse to
explore, and found an [ndian encampment near the Sweet Water, on this
very hill where his house now stood,” Cather narrates. “He was, he said,
‘greatly taken with the location and made up his mind that he would one
day have a house there™ And so he drove a willow stake “into the ground
to mark the spot where he wished to build” {pp. 52-53). A number of
questions are unanswered here concerning the Captain's explocation and
land-claim in this passage. The novel does nor indicate what sort of
“encampment” he found, for example, whether it was the campground of
a transient hunting party or the more permanent encampment of a tribe
of plains Indians. To fuliy understand and assess the LCaprain's actions one
would want to know more abou this particular “spot,” such as who owned
it or whether there was a treaty in force regarding the arez in general.
Finally, the Indians themselves are curiousky silent, or historicaily mured,
in this account. Presumably, a white man on horseback galloped into their
midse, cur dewn 2 tree, claimed ownership, and rode away. Cather’s
nareative fails to give the Indians a participatory role in this historical
drama. Instead, the Indians remain passive observers, objects rather than
subjeces in Captain Forrester's act of discovery and foundation. Carher
concludes the bricf narrative of the Captain’s “heroic™ action by szying only
that “he went away and did not come back for many years; he was helping
w0 lay the first railroad across the plains™ (p. 53). The point is that Caprain
Forrester is just too busy making history to ask or answer these questians;
he is too busy building the railroad and dispossessing the Indians to address
questions about his right to do so. Cather’s omission here, and the Captains
selective presentation of his history, is epochai. ’
Marian may not admire Ivy for cheating Indians, but she is married
to 3 man whe, cither directly or as part of the general historical push West
by the United States, made his living through such means. Nonethefess,
[vy is condemaed and Captain Forreseer is granted an apotheosis, but his
apotheosis is the result of the context in which his history is told, His hergic
stature is the result of what is unsaid, or lefe our, of his history, and by
what is selected as significant, worthy of narration, and expressed in
language. The reader knows Ivy Peters is a swindler. All that is known of
the Captain, on the other hand, is that he drove a willow stake into the
ground and called it home. Also made clear in the novel is that the Cap-
tain paid off the bank’s depositors out of his own pocket and that he did
so out of old-fashioned “honou™ Ip. 51). However, the novel is not clear
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on how the Captain became a bank officer {nor is it clear on how he became
a military officer), Neither does the novel expiain the basis for his superior
status in the town itself, the sort of behavior or accomplishments that
resulted in his powerful position in Sweet Water. Cather delineates “rwo
distinct social strata” in Sweet Water at the outset of the nowel,
*homesteaders and hand-workers who were there to make a living, and
the bankers and gentleman ranchers who came from the Atlantic seaboard
to invest money and to develop our great West, as they used to tell us”
{pp. 9-13}. The irony of the last phrase is made clear by the generat failure
of the Sweet Water corparation, and the “us™ of Cather’s narrative places
her sympathies with the other strata, the “hand-workers.” Captain Forrester
may have paid his depositors our of his own pocket (a particularly pater-
nalistic response to an economic crisis), but his pocket is not deep enough
to replace the jobs and farms inevitably lost when banks fail. When the
Captain acts honorably, he saves little more than his own conscience. This
incident, and other incidents in A Lost Lady, leave much to the imagination
as one attempts to understand Captain Forrester historically. One can only
wonder, but one can never know, what else the Captain has chosen not
to refare,

Richard Slotkin has explained what happens “when historical narra-
tion is used for ideolegical purpeses” According to Slotkin, “the account
of the plot is always rendered in such a way that it justifies che political
and social arrangements of the present, and predices the falfillment of the
society’s pregeam for the futare” The Captain tells nothing that would
dirminish or call into question “the political and social arrangements” that
pravide the context fec his dominance, wealth, and authority in the town
of Sweet Water. But the faces selected as significant, the contexr created
by the medium of communication, and the pattern in which both are
arranged signal the ideological subkext of the narrative, When Marian
Forrester tells the story of how she and the Caprain met, for example, she
does not begin at whar Niel knows is “the beginning of the story” Instead,
she suppresses the scandal of her first engagement and begins the story
with her injury and rescue by Forrester. Instead of beginning at the begin-
ning, any beginning for that mareer, Marian opens with “*Once upon a
time,™ 2 clear signal of the mythic nature of her narrative {p. 164). In her
story there is no philandering, murdered fiance, no explanation of by
she would go mountain climbing alone with “young Fred Harney,” and
good season ro “wonder” why she would marry her rescuer without hesita-
tion. Her narrarive does'explain the political and sodal arrangement of
her marriage and of her new starus as widow and survivor, but it does
5o in: the context with.which she frames her story. The Captain and Marian,
patriarch and lady, did not come into being historically {as Ivy Peters is
shown emerging), but, on Marian's terms, the Forresters come into being
rythically, as if ordained by God or the brothers Grimm: “The boys were
genuinely moved,” as boys would be, by her narrarive (p. 166].

i)
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Cather’s novel 25 a whole shares in the ideological qualities of Marian's
Pa:rative of origins. A Lost Lady opens with a series of tableaus, frozen
in unspecified time, “thirty or forty years™ in the past, The Forrester’s house
is “ugly” but made pleasant by “the people who lived there” and by the
railread prosperity it represents. The Captain is wealthy enough to afford
the hucury of an uncultivated marsh “because it looked beautiful to him®
and “he could afford to humour his fancies” Mrs, Forrester defines what
is “lady-like” by whatever she does, which is o say her actions create their
own context, and there is no imagining “her in any dress or situation in
which she would not be charming” (pp. 9-13). What is missing in each
of these images is history, despite the fact that the narrative describes a
point chronologically thirty or forty years “ago™ Historically significant
information is not supplied in these opening pages. Someone had to have
built the house and some historical or social circumstances must accounc
for the transformation of an ugly house, in a remote countryside, into a
pleasant home. Furthermore, there are no doubt significant reasons why
the house is so forbidding to the townspeople, reasens that would also
account for the resentment expressed so vehemently when the Captain has
his second, and faeal, stroke. The fate of the Indizn encampment s not
mentioned, nor do signs of it apparently exist on this spot. The nove] also
does not tell of the sources of the Caprtain's great wealth, nor does it make
it clear what it means when it says that the Capeain “built” the railroad.
Perhaps his metheds of foundation and accumulation of wealth have
something to do with the way the townspeople, the “hand-workers” who
have also buil things, look upen him, his house, and his corpse, To these
people, at least, all this did not happen so long ago.

The only specific time given in the first chaprer is that Mes. Forrester
is exactly “twenty-five years younger than her husband” The temporal set-
ting of the novel is presented mythically, but the age difference in the couple
is presented historically. Their peculiar sexual relarionship is signaled by
the story Captain Forrester tells of when Marian was “chased by the new
bullin the pasture” The Captain “had never seen her look more caprivating”
than that day when she was running, laughing, and “stubbornly clinging
to the crimson parasol that had made all the troubie” [p. 13). The house,
the marsh, and Marian are all accoutrements and signs of Caprain
Forrester’s accomplishments, and these signs stand in place of his, or
Cather’s, need to explain or narrate his origins. The house is pleasant, the
marsh is beautiful, the young wife is captivating—the world is good, ever
since “once upon a time thirty or forty years ago™ when it all became so.
But Cather’s narrative raises questions about these tableaus and their
ideclogical implications by insisting upen the ugliness of the house [with
its “hideous” pillars), the unproductive nature of the marsh [which will
prove the Forresters’ downfall), and by making it clear that Marian holds
her fare with the budl in her own hands. On the other hand, the novel
porerays and in irself represents the power of narrative to dehistoricize. In
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Chaprer Two the narrative proper begins: “But we will begin this story with
a summer morning long ago,” once upon a time.

If the past is informed by a “spirie” that is absent “today™—pioneer
spirit in this case—it is only because it is solicited, or conjured, by the act
of narration and by the seemingly incontrovertible fact that the past exists.
However, Cather’s novel puts forth the position that the past does mot exist
until it is contexrualized and that events and images lack substance vnl
they are historicized. Events may exist mythically—Marian’s rescue by
Captain Forrester, the “pleasant™ Forrester house, the Indian encampment—
bt this is not the same thing as providing these events and tableaus with
historical significance. When Marzan tells of how she was rescued by the
Caprain, she provides an ahistorical, romantic context, moving formal-
istically from “once upon a time” to the salvational marriage preposal.
Histarically and biographically, however, the event of her rescue must be
contexiualized within 2 series of quasi- and direct sexual encounters, Placed
in a biographical context that would include the gaudy millionaire, the
Captain, the young men of Colorade and California, Frank Ellinger, by
Peters, and Henry Collins, Marfan’s “rescue” is understood to be of 2 piece
with her more general enjoyment of (and, perhaps, reliance upon) males.
in the company of women, by contrast, Marian is twuly “lost,” or pechaps
besieged, as when the townswomen overrun her home when the Captain
is dying. Only by historicizing the mountainside rescoe within Maran's
biography, and within her social and economic condition, does one not
have to “wonder™ why she marries the Caprain without thinking rwice.

Niel Herbert is the chief consciousness of the novel, and it is largely
through his eyes that the narration proceeds. He is, however, naive to the
workings of history, Drue to this ignorance, he provides the novel its surface
aura of ahistoricism. Niel would like to become an architect, a visionary
mowver, but in the novel he is consigned the role of observer and narrator.
He would like to rescue Marian himself, for example, but he has no idea
where to take her: “If oaly he couid rescue her and carry her off like this—
off the earth of sad, inevitable periods, away from age, weariness, adverse
fortune!™ (p. 110} In other words, he would like vo carry her out of history.
The men who do rescue Marian all carry her into history, into the next
“inevitable period” of her iife. Captain Forrester takes her to her role as
mistress of the railroader’s big house; Frank Ellinger reconfirms her sex-
uality; Ivy Deters secures her financial solvency; and Henry Collins provides
her zenewed wealth based upon post-Frontier colonialism. But Niel wants
her to remain the same; she is his “aesthetic ideal” (p. 871, his “most finished
artifice” (p. 110}, a frozen image which recalls the tableau of her in seductive
dishabille at the beginning of the novel. Despite the fact thar Marian tells
Niel she has “such 2 power to live” and thae she feels “held back™ in Sweer
Water {p. 125}, and despire the fact that Niel knows and “rather liked the
sterics, cven the spiteful ones, about the gay life she led in Colorado, and
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the young men she kept dangling about her every winter” (pp. 78-79),
Niel never quite comprehends the successive contexts in which Marian
engages and expresses her character, This is because Niel has no sense of
historical time, no sense of historical {or in the personal case of Marian,
biographicai} context.

Niel knows that the people and the country are changing, bur he
considers this phenomenon of change to be an aberration in the order of
things. in Miel's mind, it is clear that

he had sees the end of an era, the sunsec of che pionser, He had come

upon it whea aleady its glory was nearly spent. S in the buffzlo rimes

a traveller used to come upon the smbers of a hunter's fire on the praitie,

after the hunter was up and gone; the coals would be teampled aut,

but the ground was warm, and the fattened grass where he had slept

and where his pony had grazed, wold the story (p. 165).
It is not self-evident whar “story” is being told here. The coals, the warm
ground, and “the flattened grass™ are evidence of a human being having
camped on the spot, bue this is not a story. The story would involve the
person's place of origin and destination, his backers, or suppliers, and their
interests, his prospective ¢customers {if he be a hunter), his thoughes and
ideals, his intentions, his values—the “story” would invelve a great deal
more than the tableau of flattened grass and dying embers. But, as Cather's
image makes clear, this is the way in which Niel knows “the era™ he mourns,
this is the extent to which he understands the era of “the mad-making West™
Cather's language intensifies as this passage continues. The pioneers are
all getiing old and dying off, as far a5 Niel can see. It is, for Niel, as if

it was already gone, that age; nothing could ever bring it Back. The taste

and smell and song of it, the visions those men had seen in the air and

follewed —these he had caught in a kind of afeerglow in their cwn

faces,—and this would always be his (p, 1591,
“And this would always be his™: the frozen image, the tableau of the pioneer
spirit as if it existed or could be represented in a photograph, out of con-
text, without origins or historical consequences, as if a century of
imperialism, genocide, and warfare, of homesteading, mining, and road-
building, could be reified into something Niel could possess like 2 memory.
This is not historical conscicusness but a crippling intellecrual inertia,

[t is worse than inercia, however, because Niel would like to act, or
transform the world, in accordance with his historical blindness. Niel, like
kvy Peters, is of the new generation. And where Ivy acts historically, carry-
ing on the pioneer tradition of land acquisition, Niel is carrying on the
pioncer tradition of transposing history into myth. These are young men
of power and influence, and they will continue the path forged by the men
who Hawened the grass. Again, Niel's treatment of Martan demonstrates
this point. The source of his “contempt” for Mrs. Forrester is “that she
was not willing to immoiate herself, like the widow of all chese grear men,
and die with the picneer period to which she belonged” {p. 169). I Niel
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were a supreme architect, he would put Marian out of her misery, just as
he attempted to put the blind woodpecker out of its misery (p. 25). This
time, howeser, he has broken something less casily mended than a young
boy’s arm. Through her depiction of Niel Herbert, Cather demonstrates
the real potential for cruelty—a cruelty fac worse, and with far greater con-
sequence, than Ivy Peters’ childish act against the woodpecker—inherent
in Miel's delusive historical consciousness. His ignorance concerning the
historical context and consequences of the “pioneer spirit,” and his view
of historical change as contemptible, lead to his imaginative preference of
death for Marian Forrester. If she were dead, he could honor her memory.
Alive, she poses problems to his vision of a static, glerious past. It is not
only Captain Forrester whose memories and voice resemble “the lonely,
defiant note that is so often heard in the voices of old Indizans™ (p. 55).
In Miel's eyes, the only “good” Marian Forrester is 2 dead Marian Forrester.
In fact, “eventually, after she had drifted ourt of his ken, when he did nor
know if Daniel Forrester’s widow was living or dead, Daniel Forrester’s
wife returned to him, a bright, impersonal memory” (p. 171). Although
Marian would not immolate herself in order to protect his ideclogical
priorities, Miel succeeds in immolating her in order o privilege Daniel
Forrester’s historical significance.

Niel has had numerous stories told to him, and has witnessed enough
events, to have come to a clearer understanding of Marian long before he
finds her in Ivy’s arms at the end of the novel. Similarly, the townspeople
of Sweet Warer, and the “us” of Cather’s narrative, have heard enough stories
and know enough history to question the validity of Captain Forrester's
historical narrative and of the tableau of the heroic pioneer in general. The
Captain's “philosophy™ of life and history, that vou will ger what you want
in life “anfess you are one of the people who get nothing in this world”
{p. 54), is exemplary of the “ideclogical purposes” Richard Slotkin says
inform historical narrative. The Captain, and Niel Herbert, assume a kind
of historical necessity in which the “losers™ in historv—the Indians, “Black
Tom” {Judge Pommeroy’s servant), and, finally, Marian—are “immolared”
with their era and are edited out of the historical narrative. According to
this logic, the nature of the Indian encampment is irrelevant; MNiel can cur
the phone cord and "save” Marian from further speech; and Black Tom
can be “borrowed” by Mrs. Forrester when a more “formal™ servant than
the Forresters' own is called for {pp. 36, 50} Not even his own father's
financial ruein can awaken Miel Herberr to history, o the social and
economic context of the pioneer era. His father “was one of the first failures
10 be crowded 1o the wall™ as a result of speculative practices of the inves-
tors who, Jike Draniel Forrester, came to “develop our great West” When
Mr. Herbert leaves Sweet Warer, Niel stays behind to read law and 1o con-
tinue his resolution “te remain a bachelor” {pp. 32-33). Historical evidence,
community knowledge, and even personal experience are not enpugh to
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change Niel's predisposition 2o honor the Captain's memory and disparage,
or suppress, Marian’s. In the logic of the novel, his vow to remain a bachelor
is a vow to remain outside the dynamics of history. When his father feaves
town, Niel goes on to live alone, “with monasric cleanliness and severity,”
safe from the unclean world of history, and safe from the disorderly waorld
where lost ladies continue to find their way.

Niel equates a “kind of cowardice™ with “the fear of losing a pleasant
memory, . . . adread of sumething that would throw 2 disenchanting light
upon the past™ as he comtemplates Mr. Ogden's decision to abandon Marian
{p. 152). The definition serves the novel as a whole. It is a “kind of cow-
ardice” that manifests ieself in a refusal to historicize, to refuse to recognize
the historical context in which images, tableaus, or myths of the past are
produced. it is much more “pleasant” to imagine hemic hunters and
pioneers, erampled coals and Aattened grass, abandoned or vacated Indian
encampments, and lost ladies, than it is to imagine violent contests for
land and natural resources, dispossessed Indians, and men and women who
do not “immolate” themselves in the name of anvone's ideology but po
on demanding thar “things turn out well for them,” to paraphrase Marian
Forrester Collins' last message to Niel [p. 179). Pleasant memories are
nourished at the cost of continued historical suppressions, and at the pros-
pect of continued historical oppressions, as minds like Niel Herbert's emerge
as powerful interpreters of past events. As interpreter and narrator, Niel
becomes the “architect™ of his youthful ambitions: he is the archicect of
historical understanding, defining values and identifying herces who will
come o inform and personify histerical tradition. Niel is relieved to find
that Marian “was well cared for, 1o the very end” but not that her story
might supersede the Captains narrative as authorirative history. Such a view
would recognize Marian's resurfacing in “Buenos Ayres™ as the survival of
the American “pioneer spirit” in South America, internationalized now and
still having “everything™ Marian's marriage to Henry Collins is che iost
lady's San Juan Hill: the American pioneer spirit bas moved off the conti-
nent and ioto international politics, wed to “a rich, cranky old” English
imperiatism (p. 173} This sort of contextaal recognidon, of course, is
impossible for Wiel. In his mind, Marian's survival is an image more akin
to thar of 2 twentieth-century [ndian reservation, a curious relic of an era
considered long ended, for people who refuse to immeolate [or assimilate]
themselves “and die with the ptoneer period.” H is a curious and dangerous
sense of history which Cather locates in Niel Herbers. To Cather, it is a
form of intellectual cowardice thar consigns to death and historicai
obscurity visions and events in the past that counter or challenge the par-
ticular arsangements accepted as the inevitable present.
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NOTES

THE SQUATTER’S CIRCLE IN
THE GRAPES OF WRATH

Jobhn H. Timmerman
Calvin College

In John Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrazh, the indomirable Ma Joad
emerges as 4 hero and the leader of, in her words, “the fambly of man.”
In so doing, however, she also displaces Pa Joad from his traditional posi-
tion of authority in the family. While several critical studies have examined
those qualities of Ma Joad that direct her leadership—qualiries of humor,
a steadfast vision, and a resilient ability to bend and adapt to new situa-
tions without breaking—Pa Juad has disappeared from crirical SCEUtiny as
if ef no account, In fact, Steinbeck very carefully directs the reversal of
leadership roles through the use of the “squarter’s circle” motif.

That the migrant family of the 1930s was strongly patriarchal has been
demonstrated by Tom Collins” detailed repores on California migrant camps
during the late 1930s. Collins was the manager of the Kem County Migrant
Camp and was also Steinbeck’s most profitable source of informarion about
migrant traditions. He personally escorted Steinbeck through both the
established government camps and the squatters’ camps. More importantly,
Steinbeck took back with him to Los Gatos hundreds of pages of Collias’
reports and assessments of migrane families, These reports figured directly
o Steinbeck’s composition of his novels.

Collins’ weekly reports from Kern County's Arvin Camp, prototype
for the Weedparch Camp in The Grapes of Wrath, testify thar these migrant
families, while traditionaily paeriarchal, were experiencing a revolution of
matriarchal uprising. As the men foundered in the bewildering tides of
joblessness, indirection, and poverty, the women assumed dominant
authority in the famiiy.

Omne of the most revealing parts of Colling’ reports in this matter of
family authority appears in his weekly encry entitled “Bits of Migran:
Wisdom” Here Coliins diverges from his statistical information, his detailed
accounts of camp activities, and his necessartly objective analysis to satisfy
the governmental bureaucracy, to probe intimately the nature of migrant
lives. Frequently such musings and probings focus tpor marital selation-
ships. After recounting at some length in his report for June 6, 1936, one
protracted and often violent lover’s quarrel, Collins observes: “We just Jet
her cry. In fact we encouraged her 1o cry and bawl to her hearts [sic] con-
tent. That's what she wanted to do. Migrant women are that way"? But
he does not leave the portrait with this traditional depiction of the weakly



