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 Two gamblers and two stories.  Did you notice anything else that reminded you 

of Bret Harte? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 We he was — a game of chance.  He was well respected.  He’s playing with, 

what, the D.A. and the judge, or something like that.  I was thinking about when Scully 

takes the Swede upstairs to show him the picture of his dead daughter.  It says “his 

lamp gave off an effulgence.”  You know, this is Nebraska.  Effulgence is a rather fancy 

word for something like that.  But there’s a little bit of diction like that in Stephen Crane. 

 1871 to 1900.  Not quite 29 years old when he died.  He sure crammed in an 

awful lot of life.  Apparently, Stephen Crane had an early indication before he even had 

tuberculosis that he would not live a long life.  He indicated that to several people.  Said 

he didn’t have time for anything but to get on with living.  His father was a Methodist 

minister.  That’s something that kind of galled him the rest of his life.  He himself was 

not religious at all and rejected conventional established religion.  But he said as a 

preacher’s kid he could really understand how other P.K.s, as they call them, suffered.  

He said, “Because if the son if a bartender does something wrong, so what?  But if a 

preacher’s kid gets in trouble, oh, my.  The whole world comes down on ‘em.  So he felt 

that pressure. 

 As they say, he lived with a mistress of one of the better houses of ill fame in 

Jacksonville, Florida.  Now, it wasn’t just a house of ill fame.  Prostitution was going on 

there but it was mainly a nightclub.  So give him a little bit of credit.  And she was — 

they were never married, but she was his — very supportive of him and stayed with him 
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throughout his illnesses. 

 It says, “He frequently lived the down-and-out life of a penniless artist; he was a 

poet and an impressionist; a journalist, a social critic, and a realist.”  It’s hard to pin him 

down.  You certainly can’t pin his style of writing down.  They list some possibilities: 

realism, naturalism, impressionism or expressionism.  I think naturalism comes into play 

with some of his writing, particularly his first novel Maggie, in that it seems that 

everything that happens to the heroine is determined by her environment, by her 

poverty, by the living in Hell’s Kitchen in New York. But also there’s a lot of poetry in 

that book, some very impressionistic poetry, which is not particularly a type of 

naturalism.  And certainly he’s realistic in much of his detail. 

 His journalism career took him many places.  His collected writings — which is a 

nice sized book for a man who lived the brief life that he did — includes a piece on Hot 

Springs, Arkansas.  I don’t know if you’ve ever been to Hot Springs, but it’s the same 

now.  His description of bathhouse row, the mountains, the types of people who were 

there from all over the country, the gambling and everything is all still there. 

 He went to Syracuse University for one semester and he was not a serious 

student and dropped out.  He did pledge a fraternity.  Early on you kind of see some of 

the strange things that Stephen Crane would do.  This fraternity had a haze and he 

refused to participate.  And they came into his room one night and broke into his room 

to initiate him, but they quickly turned around and left because Crane was pointing a 

revolver at ‘em.  He had a thing about pistols.  He kind of anticipates Hunter Thompson 

and some other writers in that. 



ENG 351 Lecture 6 3 
 
 When he lived in England, Ford — Maddox Ford came to see him and Crane 

took him to show him his estate and strapped on a revolver before he walked down the 

country lane.  I don’t know what the gun was all about.  But he was 20 years old when 

Maggie, A Girl of the Streets was published at his own expense.  They sold two copies.  

He did get people like William Dean Howells to read it and some others who were 

impressed.  Later one winter when he was nearly freezing to death he set fire to the 

other copies and kept himself warm.  I don’t know if that’s just anecdotal or not, but it’s a 

good story when you talk about starving artists. 

 The Red Badge of Courage, of course, is his most famous work.  How many of 

you have read that?  Do they still assign it in high school?  They used to.  Did you like 

it?  Why not? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, there’s an awful of symbolism and so forth in that.  The only moment I can 

remember is when the sun in the sky is like a red wafer.  It’s kind of like the Eucharist 

that they’re talking about.  Of course The Red Badge of Courage is a wound.  Stephen 

Crane was 24 when this was published.  He had never heard a shot fired in anger and 

yet this is a novel about the Civil War.  He did research.  He went to the Old Soldiers 

Home where the veterans of the Grand Army of the Republic were still around, and he 

talked to them and they described their experiences to him.  And later, when he did see 

combat, he said, “This is just the way I imagined it and this is just the way I put it in my 

book.”   

 He saw some actual combat in Greece when he went to cover the Greco-Turkish 
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war briefly, but more important in Cuba and in Puerto Rico during the Spanish-American 

War.  There is a famous anecdote about Crane in Guantanamo, Cuba.  They were 

taking fire — taking some fire, some sniper fire from some Spaniards, but it was pretty 

deadly and pretty accurate.  And he went — got off this parapet where they were, this 

mud bank that they were behind, and walked down in front of it and stood up against the 

wall of the thing and smoked a cigarette.  And the bullets — thp, thp, thp — were hittin’ 

the mud around him.  And it was like he just wanted to see what it was like.  He says, 

“That’s what I thought it would be like,” you know.  Ahhh, I don’t recommend that kind of 

research for writing, particularly when he’d already established that he knew about that.  

Hart Davis, a reporter there, yelled at him and said, “You’re not impressing anybody, 

Steve.”  And so he scrambled back up the bank.  He had on a white coat so he really 

was outlined there. 

 The Red Badge of Courage made him famous.  It was a best-seller and at 24 he 

was a well-known author, which helped him make his living as a journalist.  On his way 

to cover the Cuban war is when he met Cora Howorth.  Don’t you love the name of her 

establishment, the Hotel de Dream?  That sounds like something out of a Tennessee 

Williams’ play.  In Jacksonville.  At any rate, the ship he was on, The Commodore, sank 

off the coast of Florida.  Your footnote says they were shipping munitions to the rebels 

in Cuba.  They even had loads of rifles.  They were trying to smuggle rifles in. 

 And he wrote a journalistic account of it and scarcely changed it to create “The 

Open Boat.”  That’s kind of a made — you know, almost like a found story.  A couple of 

sentences here are worth noting if you like handy things to note.  “Crane’s characteristic 
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subject matter is the physical, emotional, and intellectual responses of people under 

extreme pressure.”  Now what other American writer would that make you think of?  

How people act under pressure?  In fact, he created the phrase “Grace Under 

Pressure.”  Hemingway?  Hemingway likes to put people in stressful situations and see 

how they’ll behave?  It’s also a tendency of naturalism. 

 “The dominant themes of nature’s indifference to humanity’s fate” — in “The 

Open Boat” that’s pretty obvious.  I’ll point out a couple of passages there that nature’s 

not cruel.  Nature doesn’t care.  And Crane is very modern in that, anticipating any 

writers like Phillip Larken in England.  And the consequent need for compassionate 

collective action.  This is in a way almost pre-existential kind of attitude.  They were all 

in this together and nobody cares for us.  There is no God and there is no nature hostile 

to us, just an indifferent nature.  And so we have to cooperate and we have to help each 

other. They mention Anderson and Hemingway. 

 He lived in England the last couple of years of his life.  He died in Germany.  

They’d gone to the spa there at Badenweiler to try to get his health back or try to 

recover from the tuberculosis, but he knew he was gone.  He hung out with Henry 

James.  Henry James just lived down the road and so did Ford Maddox Ford.  The idea 

of Henry James and Stephen Crane hangin’ out just seems totally ridiculous, but they 

did. 

 At any rate, let’s look at the writing.  Although I think his life is interesting.  He 

also wrote poetry and I’ll bring you some poetry next time.  I have a feeling it might take 

us a couple of class periods to finish Crane.  Although you still are reading Willa Cather 
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— not Willa Cather — Edith Wharton for next time. 

 Well, what’d you think of “The Open Boat” besides its being rather long?  Well, 

yeah, there’s a lot of rowing that goes on there.  Do you suppose that one reason it 

goes on so long is that it was a long experience?  You know, if they just got rescued 

right away — but you’re out there going, “Oh, I wish they’d either drown or get to shore.”  

What’re you gonna say? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Can’t be any suspense whatsoever because he’s telling the story.  And that’s a 

good — well, he even — in the title he says, “A tale intended to be after the fact.”  But 

you don’t know how many survived.  He could have been kind of an Ishmael, “I alone 

return to tell thee.”  But that’s a good point, too. 

 I feel like I may have mentioned to you that I edited a novel one time in which the 

point of view was told first person, and he gets killed in the last chapter.  Now, that you 

can’t do.  He would’ve had to have survived, but Crane didn’t do it. 

 “Many a man ought to have a bath-tub larger than the boat which here rode upon 

the sea.”  Now, that’s the kind of professional, slick journalistic writing that Crane was 

capable of.  We have four characters that are identified early in this exposition: the 

cook, the oiler, the correspondent — that we figure is our point of view — and the 

injured captain.  Look at the tone.  “The injured captain, lying in the bow, was at this 

time buried in that profound dejection and indifference which comes, temporarily at 

least, to even the bravest and most enduring when, willy nilly, the firm fails, the army 

loses, the ship goes down.” 
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 Lots of comparisons.  “A seat in his boat was not unlike a seat upon a bucking 

broncho, and, by the same token, a broncho is not much smaller.”  I don’t know how to 

explain this tone or how to comment on this tone.  Very middle.  “A singular 

disadvantage of the sea lies in the fact that after successfully surmounting one wave 

you discover that there is another behind it just as important and just as nervously 

anxious to do something effective in the way of swamping boats.”  Now, that’s an awful 

lot of verbiage.  That’s an awful lot of language to say, you know, one wave goes and 

another wave comes right behind it.  Not only that, but to personify the wave that way.  

But “just as nervously anxious to do something effective in the way of swamping boats.”   

 This guy’s talking about they’re in danger of their lives and yet he describes it 

with this kind off-hand, sarcastic way.  George Orwell does that sort of thing in some of 

his writing.  He talks about this mad elephant who inflicted some injury upon the 

municipal rubbish bin.  Or he’ll talk about a Burmese doctor — the child had an eye 

infection and he said, “And the doctor applied a concoction and after repeated 

applications, finally succeeded in blinding him.”  That’s fun to read, I think.  But some of 

it’s very poetic.   

 In Part II, describing the gulls.  “Canton flannel gulls flew near and far.  

Sometimes they sat down on the sea, near patches of brown sea-weed that rolled over 

the waves with a movement like carpets on a line in a gale.”  Can’t you see that?  “The 

birds sat comfortably in groups, and they were envied by some in the dinghy, for the 

wrath of the sea was no more to them than it was to a covey of prairie chickens a 

thousand miles inland.”  Interesting similies. 
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 But they’re looking for this lighthouse.  I’m so tempted to read more of this than I 

probably should read to you, but there are just so many wonderful descriptions of that 

little boat that you begin to kind of feel the bob of the sea along with them.  It’s such a 

wee thing, he says. 

 Part III, though, brings up an interesting note.  He mentions in the first sentence 

“the subtle brotherhood of men that was here established on the seas.”  About six lines 

into that paragraph, “It was more than a mere recognition of what was best for the 

common safety.  There was surely in it a quality that was personal and heartfelt.  And 

after this devotion to the commander of the boat there was this comradeship that the 

correspondent, for instance, who had been taught to be cynical of men, knew even at 

the time was the best experience of his life.  But no one said that it was so.  No one 

mentioned it.”  That would go against the code.  This is very much a guy thing here, I 

think.  I don’t know.  I’m sure that women bond.  If women bond, do they talk about the 

fact that they’ve bonded?  When men bond they don’t mention that they’ve bonded 

because that would ruin the bond.  You can’t say, “Man, we’re really — this is really 

great.  Boy, this is somethin’ Look at us.” 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, I imagine that’s probably happened before, too.  And then you get kicked 

out.  You’ve broken the bond.  “We’re not taking him anymore.  He gets drunk and 

thinks he’s bonded,” you know.  But no one mentioned it. 

 My back began to ache.  “The correspondent wondered ingenuously how in the 

name of all that was sane could there be people who thought it amusing to row a boat.  
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It was not an amusement; it was a diabolical punishment, and even a genius of mental 

aberrations could never conclude that it was anything but a horror to the muscles and a 

crime against the back.” 

 Well, their backbones are used to balancing when he finds the cigars at the end 

of Part III.  This really fits this brotherhood of man.  “Four of them were soaked with 

seawater; four were perfectly scatheless.  After a search, somebody produced three dry 

matches.”  Now, imagine what would’ve happened had they found the four dry cigars 

and there was no match.  “And thereupon the four waifs” — waifs?  It’s four grown men 

in a boat, but they’re waifs — “rode impudently in their little boat, and with an assurance 

of an impending rescue shining in their eyes, puffed at the big cigars and judged well 

and ill of all men.  Everybody took a drink of water.”  We’re gonna get rescued; we can 

have the water. 

 Of course, this is after-the-fact and so the narrative voice — it’s not necessarily 

the correspondent, but the narrative voice — although we assume it’s the 

correspondent’s point of view — can tell us that there wasn’t a lifesaving station within 

20 miles in any direction.  And then this feeling that he has that he repeats several times 

— near the middle of 909 — “there was rage in them.”  Not just the correspondent.  

They all feel this way.  “Perchance these thoughts might be formulated thus: ‘If I’m 

going to be drowned--if I am going to be drowned--if I am going to be drowned, why, in 

the name of the seven mad gods who rule the sea, was I allowed to come thus far and 

contemplate sand and trees?’”  Don’t you think you’d feel that way?  This really isn’t fair 

to be so close.  If fate can’t do any better than this, “she should be deprived of the 
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management of men’s fortunes.  She is an old hen who knows not her intention.” 

 I like the scenes when they see the men on the shore.  Why is he waving?  

Remember that Stevie Smith poem, “Not Waving but Drowning”? “I was always too far 

out, the dead man said.  I wasn’t waving but drowning.”  Oh, hi.  Nooo.  You don’t 

understand.  I’m in trouble here.  There’s also that optical illusion.  He says, “Look at 

him running.  Wow.  He’s on a bicycle.”  They really art out at sea.  “He thinks we’re 

fishing.  Just giving us a merry hand.”  No, no, no. 

 And wouldn’t it be like somebody, like the cook, at the end of Part IV: “The cook’s 

head was on a thwart, and he looked without interest at the water under his nose.  He 

was deep in other scenes.  Finally he spoke.  ‘Billie,’ he murmured, dreamfully, ‘what 

kind of pie do you like best?’ ‘Pie,’ said the oiler and the correspondent, agitatedly.  

‘Don’t talk about those things, blast you!’  ‘Well,’ said the cook, ‘I was just thinking about 

ham sandwiches.’”  I think we could get the boat much more safely to shore if you got 

rid of one of the people in it, and that would be a good way to do it. “A night on the sea 

in an open boat is a long night.” 

 Did you like the shark?  Once again you knew the shark didn’t get ‘em.  A little bit 

of “Old Man and the Sea” here.  The captain is awake too, but the captain doesn’t say 

anything.  He finds out the next day that the captain saw it, too.  He said, “I would’ve 

liked it if I’d known you were awake.”  Interesting psychology. 

 Part VI.  “‘If I am going to be drowned,’” etc., etc.  And then very important, third 

paragraph of Part VI.  “When it occurs to a man that nature does not regard him as 

important, and that she feels she would not maim the universe by disposing of him, he 
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at first wishes to throw bricks at the temple, and he hates deeply the fact that there are 

no bricks and no tamples.  Any visible expression of nature would surely be pelleted 

with his jeers.”  If he had a way to do it. 

 That’s kind of Thomas Hardy.  Some of his poetry shows that kind of attitude.  

Like in Hardy’s Poem “Hap,” “If but some vengeful god from out the sky would say to 

me, ‘Thou suffering thing’” — you know, know that your suffering makes me happy.  

“Then could I bear it, clench myself and die.”  But no.  Skies are silent.  There’s no 

temple to throw rocks at.  You can’t have metaphysical rebellion unless you believe that 

there’s something you can metaphysically rebel against.  Which really puts the atheists 

in a rather situation. 

 “The captain gives him some whiskey and water” — and the end of Part VI — 

“and this steadied the chills out of him.  ‘If I ever get ashore and anybody shows me 

even a photograph of an oar --’” Kind of like in “The Odyssey” at the very end of it.  One 

of the gods, I believe, tells that this is the — maybe it’s the sequel to “The Odyssey” — 

that he needs to put an oar on his shoulder and start walking inland.  ‘Course that won’t 

work in Ithaca, but he has to get on the mainland.  And when he gets to a spot that 

nobody knows what that thing is, that’s where he needs to settle because it’d be so far 

from the sea. 

 On the end of the first long paragraph of Part VII, top of page 917, is another one 

you ought to note.  Talking about nature.  “Nature in the wind, and nature in the vision of 

men.”  Fourth line down.  “She did not seem cruel to him then, nor beneficent, nor 

treacherous, nor wise.”  Now, those are attributes we often assign to nature.  Oh, nature 
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in her wisdom or nature in her cruelty.  “She was indifferent, flatly indifferent.”  That’s 

almost harder to take, in a way, that nature doesn’t — nothing cares for us in this. 

 He wishes — well, it says he starts thinking about maybe if he could only have 

another chance.  “A distinction between right and wrong seems absurdly clear to him, 

then” — a man who’s about to drown — “in this new ignorance of the grave-edge, and 

he understands that if he were given another opportunity he would mend his conduct 

and his words, and be better and brighter during an introduction, or at a tea.”  That has 

to produce a grin.  Good.  I see a grin or two.  I mean, really.  Because, “Oh, I would’ve 

been a better guy, I would’ve been nicer, politer.”  And he’s not swearing he’ll build a 

church the minute he gets ashore or anything like that, or making promises.  Not going 

through those Kubler-Ross stages of bargaining and praying.  Just saying, “Ah, if I had it 

to do over again I’d be a better guy.” 

 Bottom of the next page.  “He thought: ‘I am going to drown?  Can it be possible?  

Can it be possible?  Can it be possible?’  Perhaps an individual must consider his own 

death to be the final phenomenon of nature.”  That’s an interesting thought.  This isn’t a 

novel.  It’s almost — I mean, it’s a long story, if you can call it a story.  But novels have 

room for discursive language and thoughts.  When something just occurs to you, you 

can throw it in and a short story generally doesn’t have room for that kind of thing.  But 

Crane takes advantage of this long story in order to say something like that.  You ever 

thought about that? The final phenomenon of nature that should matter to any of us is 

our own death because that’s it.  Whatever happens after is immaterial.  He’s almost 

giving up.  He’s actually thinking that drowning might be a little bit of a relief but he 
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doesn’t want to hurt.  “For some moments had been horror of the temporary agony. “ I 

don’t know.  

 Ever thought you were gonna drown?  I see several — I asked this question 

before because John Falls has a wonderful short story called “Poor Coco,” and in that 

story he says there are four things that have to happen to a person before he or she can 

say that they really lived.  One, he says, is thinking you’re gonna drown.  That is a — 

when Dr. Johnson says “You’re gonna be hanged to concentrate your mind,” if you think 

you’re gonna be drowned it concentrates your mind, too.  How many of you thought that 

you were in that kind of danger?  It’s almost — it’s odd how many people have been in 

that situation.  

 Do you want to know the other three things?  I’ll try to remember.  Oh, one is to 

see a ghost.  And he says he’s never seen one and unfortunately he never will because 

people who want to see a ghost never get to see one.  The third one was being caught 

in bed with the spouse of somebody else who just caught you.  That would be an 

experience, he says, you need to have before you can say you have actually lived.  And 

the last one is to discover that you’re not alone in a house in which you actually believed 

you were. 

 In the scene in the novel, the man who’s visiting this country house — he hears 

the silverware rattle downstairs and it’s the tea service on a table.  And he thinks, “Well, 

it must be the cat walking across it.”  Because he knows he’s alone in this house, out in 

the lonely English countryside.  Then he hears a drawer open.  Knows the cat is not 

opening a drawer and that there is a burglar in the house.  But I digress. 
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 Well, don’t you like the rescue?  I think that’s pretty well done.  The way he looks 

at the man who’s pulling him out of the water.  “He was naked, naked as a tree in 

winter, but a halo was about his head, and he shone like a saint.  The correspondent did 

not know all that transpired afterward.  When he achieved safe ground he fell, striking 

the sand with each particular part of his body.  It was as if he had dropped from a roof, 

but the thud was grateful to him.”  Isn’t that a nice physical detail?  When you’ve been 

swimming for a long time, the odd way land feels and how heavy your body is and how 

he went thud on the beach.  And, of course, Billy is still a “dripping shape was carried 

slowly up the beach.” 

 Oh, I don’t know.  Is that really writing?  Is that really art if you take an experience 

and just recount it?  Wouldn’t that be more like creative non-fiction?  A team I hate but a 

class I try to teach.  Creative non-fiction.  June Spence — it’s one of our graduates, a 

fine writer.  She was included in, I believe, The Best American Short Stories of 1999.  

And the story that she wrote concerned three women who had gone to a high school 

graduation the night before and the next day the house where they were was found with 

the doors open, their purses still there, their keys and cigarettes all about, their cars still 

there, and they were missing.  If that doesn’t sound familiar to you, you’re not from this 

area.  But that happened here 10 years ago.  And what June did was she literally retold 

that story with a very imaginative consciousness of a woman in the town.  And I 

suppose no one would know unless they were from Springfield that she was actually 

simply retelling the facts of a real case.  Somebody asked me the other day how much 

fiction is really fiction anyway.  I would imagine 90 percent of first novels are true, or 
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based on truth.  If you have a good story.  Change the names. 

 Well, I bet you liked “The Blue Hotel.”  That sounds like a Tennessee Williams 

title, too.  1898, twenty-seven years old.  Crane as a journalist, you know, observed the 

countryside observed in his travels and used these things for his fiction.  So he’d 

obviously been in Nebraska in the wintertime, or it seems to me that he must have.  

Gets his characters out there quickly.  “One was a shaky and quick-eyed Swede, with a 

great shining cheap valise; one was a tall bronzed cowboy, who was on his way to a 

ranch near the Dakota line; one was a little silent man from the East, who didn’t look it, 

and didn’t announce it.”  What’s that man’s name, the Easterner?  You remember that?  

He actually has a name.  They call him by name. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Yeah, Bill’s the cowboy.  Mr. Blanc, which would be Mr. White, but also Blank.  Is 

he the narrator?  Is he the central consciousness?  This was told from an objective point 

of view.  So how many heads do we get into?  We’re told what people say, we’re told 

what people do.  There’s even a bit of a dramatized narrative voice when he says, “The 

cowboy was a board-whacker.”  And when you have a board-whacker, you have an 

intense game. 

 But there’s no first person.  I assuming that the major consciousness in this is the 

Easterner.  Why would I do that?  There are a couple of moments in there that almost 

gives it away.  It’s more observing what these other characters do.  That’s right.  And 

when you do hear what the Easterner does there’s odd things like “He was so cold he 

felt like hugging the iron stove.”  That’s getting into his head.  “He was so nervous he 
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could hardly get his jacket on.”  That’s getting into his head a little bit.  I think that’s 

probably a slip-up.  When Kate Chopin does things like that, I want to call it the lap 

board moments — you know, that a kid ran across her foot or something like that and it 

distracted her, and she didn’t stick with her point of view.  I think it needs to be — or 

we’re supposed to think the narrator is the witness. 

 I don’t know if this has ever been filmed.  Have you ever seen a film of this?  

Wouldn’t it make a good short movie?  I’d like to case the young Max Von Sidel as the 

Swede.  Max Von Sidel — let’s see.  Oh, probably not.  I can’t — I’m trying to think of 

any film that — “Flash Gordon.”  Did you see that?  He was the evil Ming.  “The Virgin 

Spring,” Ingmar Bergmann, back in 1963.  I’m sure that’s one that you rent every week.  

Never mind.  But he would be great.  He would be terrific in that. 

 Do you cast stories when you’re reading them?  Don’t you like to see certain 

people in there?  And then sometimes they’ll make a movie of a book and ruin it.  They 

made a film of War and Peace.  Pierre Bazookof [phonetically spelled], the hero or one 

of the heroes in that book, is a huge bear of a man, this big guy.  They cast Henry 

Fonda.  The Great Gatsby.  Robert Redford?  Even worse, Daisy Buchanan was Mia 

Farrow.  I can’t imagine anybody dedicating his whole life to Mia Farrow somehow.  I 

don’t see Mia Farrow as Gatsby’s obsession.   

 Well, at any rate.  “This Swede says nothing.  He seemed to be occupied at 

making furtive estimates of each man in the room.  One might have thought that he had 

the sense of silly suspicion which comes to guilt.  He resembled a badly frightened man.  

Finally, with a laugh and a wink, he said that some of these western communities were 
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very dangerous.  And after his statement he straightened his legs under the table, tilted 

his head, and laughed again loudly.  It was plain that the demonstration had no meaning 

to the others.  They looked at him, wondering and in silence.” 

 And this just keeps going on.  What is with the Swede who may or may not be 

Swedish?  Kathryn Ann Porter in [inaudible] points out that anybody who is from 

northern or even eastern Europe, they call them Danes or Dutchmen or Swedes 

regardless of where they were from in the west.  But what do you suppose is up with 

him?  Do you suppose the Easterner’s conclusion is right, that he’s been reading too 

many dime novels?   

 “The Swede suddenly addressed Johnnie: ‘I suppose there have been a good 

many men killed in this room.’  The jaws of the others dropped and they looked at him.  

‘What in hell are you talking about?’ asked Johnnie.  The Swede laughed again his 

blatant laugh, full of a kind of false courage and deviance.  ‘Oh, you know what I mean 

all right,’ he answered.  ‘I’m a liar if I do!’ Johnnie protested.’” And the Swede says, “‘Oh, 

maybe you think I have been to nowheres.  Maybe you think I’m a tenderfoot?’” 

Tenderfoot?  Do you suppose people actually used that expression in the West?  

Sounds to me like something right out of a dime novel. 

 “‘Oh, I see you are all against me.  I don’t want to fight!  I don’t want to fight!’” 

What particular mental disorder is he displaying here?  Paranoia.  The man is definitely 

paranoid.  It’s also been suggested that he is seeking victimhood, that he is actually — 

is the type of personality that wants to get himself into tight situations.  And he certainly 

does.  He tells Scully these men are gonna kill him and somebody says he’s crazy.  I 
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shouldn’t wonder.  And he replies, middle of 93l, “‘Yes, of course I’m crazy--yes.  But I 

know one thing.’  There was a sort of sweat of misery and terror upon his face.  ‘I know I 

won’t get out of here alive.’”  It’s the reason I think this would make such a good film.  

It’s almost like cinematic directions.  You could have a closeup here with him sweating. 

 “Scully began to howl. ‘But what does it mane?’ — m-a-n-e — ‘what does it 

mane?’”  Scully has a definite brogue.  And rather than try to reproduce it entirely, he’ll 

just give one or two words to suggest it.  There’s effulgence — in the beginning of Part 

III, first paragraph.  “Scully’s wrinkled visage showed grimly in the light of the small lamp 

he carried.”  “Wrinkled visage” is rather high-falutin’ language, too, for a cowboy story.  

“This yellow effulgence, streaming upward, colored only his prominent features, and left 

his eyes, for instance, in mysterious shadow.  He resembled a murderer.”  That’d be a 

good cinematic shot, too.  But he tells him, “Why in two years Romper’ll be a met-tro-

pol-is.”  I like that.  Met-tro-pol-is. 

 Then he shows the picture, the ridiculous photograph of a little girl.  Now, that’s 

editorial.  A ridiculous photograph.  “‘There,’ said Scully tenderly.  ‘That’s the picter of 

my little girl that died.  Her name was Carrie.  She had the purtiest hair you ever saw!  I 

was that fond of her.’” And the Swede is not watching this at all and Scully is offended, 

but he gives him a drink.  That’s a good idea, to get him a drink.  “The Swede laughed 

wildly.”  End of that passage.  “He grabbed the bottle, put it to his mouth, and as his lips 

curled absurdly around the opening and his throat worked, he kept his glance burning 

with hatred upon the old man’s face.”  It’s absolutely cinematic. 

 They discuss — in Part IV, “‘He ain’t no Swede,’ said the cowboy scornfully.  
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‘Well, what is he then?’ cried Johnnie.  ‘What is he then?’  ‘It’s my opinion,’ replied the 

cowboy deliberately, ‘he’s some kind of a Dutchman.’”  Which kind of applies to any 

German.  “‘What do you think, Mr. Blanc?’” He says he doesn’t know and then he finally 

says, “‘Why, he’s frightened!  He’s clear frightened out of his boots.’” He says that he’s 

been reading about all this shooting and stabbing.  “‘But,’ said the cowboy, deeply 

scandalized” — right in the middle — “‘this ain’t Wyoming, ner none of them places.  

This is Nebrasker.’  ‘Yes,’ added Johnnie, ‘an’ why don’t he wait till he gits out West?’  

The traveled Easterner laughed.  ‘It isn’t different there even--not in these days.  But he 

thinks he’s right in the middle of hell.’” 

 You would be surprised what constitutes the West for people in the eastern part 

of the country.  I was once told that I attracted the attention of some Ku Klux Klansmen 

in Georgia because of my Yankee plates, Arkansas plates.  I thought my, my, my.  What 

a strange world we live in.  Coming from Little Rock to be accused of being a Yankee by 

some redneck Klansmen was kind of an interesting experience. 

 That wind is always there, that cold wind outside.  More of the advantages of 

censorship occurs here.  The Swede is cussin’ throughout this game.  It says, “The 

Swede cursed frightfully.”  But we’re spared having to hear that because it couldn’t be 

printed at the time.  Then suddenly Scully, who’s just reading the paper while they’re 

playing, “heard three terrible words: ‘You are cheatin’!’  Such scenes often prove that 

there can be little of dramatic import in environment.  Any room can present a tragic 

front; any room can be comic.  This little den was now hideous as a torture-chamber.” 

 Why does the Easterner say, “Oh, what’s — you know, wait a moment.  What’s 
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the good of a fight over a game of cards?  Wait a minute, wait a minute.”  Why does he 

keep trying to calm ‘em down?  What do we find out at the end that he knows?  Johnnie 

was cheating.  That’s where this thing takes a little existential turn. 

 Well, Scully has tried to be so polite and tried to be such a wonderful innkeeper 

and host.  But at the end of Part V, “A change had come over the Celtic visage of the 

old man.  He now seemed all eagerness; his eyes glowed.  ‘We’ll let them fight,’ he 

answered stalwartly.  ‘I can’t put up with it any longer.  I’ve stood this damned Swede till 

I’m sick.  We’ll let them fight.’”  

 This is one of those indications — the beginning of Part VI — “The men prepared 

to go out of doors.  The Easterner was so nervous that he had great difficulty in getting 

his arms into the sleeves of his new leather coat.”  Did you observe that or would that 

be something an omniscient narrator might put in?  I don’t know.  Well, the Swede 

thinks they’re all gonna pitch on him.  “‘I can’t lick you all.’  Scully turned upon him 

panther-fashion.  ‘You’ll not have to whip all of us.  You’ll have to whip my son Johnnie.  

An’ the man what troubles you durin’ that time will have me to dale with’” — d-a-l-e — 

“dale with.’” 

 In the middle there it says, “The Easterner’s mind, like a film, took lasting 

impressions of three men.”  That ought to be a final conclusive piece of evidence that 

the point of view is that of the Easterner who’s reporting this.  Well, how about that 

fight?  “‘Go it, Johnnie; go it!  Kill him!’” We get the punches.  They “crashed together 

like bullocks.”  Mickey Spillane — I’m not gonna ask if you — well, yeah.  Anybody read 

any Mickey Spillane?  Well, one of you has.  Mickey Spillane who wrote detective 
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fiction, Mike Hammer and books like that, gave some writing advice in an article I came 

across by him one time that said if you’re going to write a fight scene in a crime novel or 

a detective novel or anything, describe it.  It needs to go for a couple or three pages.  

You can’t just say, “And then they had a fight.”  You’ve really got to spell it out because 

the reader expects it.  And wouldn’t it be a disappointment to say, “Well, they fought in 

the snow for awhile.”  Instead, we get all of the — all of it. “‘Are you any good yet, 

Johnnie?’  ‘No--I ain’t--any good--any--more.’  Then, from shame and bodily ill, he 

began to weep, the tears furrowing down through the bloodstains on his face.  ‘He was 

too--too--too heavy for me.’” And his dad says, “Johnnie is whipped.” 

 When it’s over — look at Part VI.  “‘I’d like to fight this here Dutchman myself,’ 

said the cowboy, breaking a long silence.  Scully wagged his head sadly.  ‘No, that 

wouldn’t do.  It wouldn’t be right.  It wouldn’t be right.’”  But then the Swede asks him 

how much he owes him and he says, “‘You don’t owe me anything — you don’t owe me 

nothin’  ‘Huh! said the Swede.  ‘I guess you’re right.’” And he says, “‘I guess if it was any 

way at all, you’d owe me somethin’.  That’s what I guess.’” And then he makes fun of 

the cowboy.  “‘Kill him!  Kill him!  Kill him!’, then guffawed victoriously.  ‘Kill him!’  He was 

convulsed with ironical humor.” 

 How do you feel about the Swede at this point?  Kill him!  You know, I’d like to, 

too.  Look what Scully says in brogue.  “The old man burst into sudden brogue.  ‘I’d 

loike to take that Swade,’ he wailed, ‘and hould ‘im down on a shtone flure and bate ‘im 

to a jelly wid a shtick!’” He’s absolutely out of control.  “‘I’d bate ‘im until he--’ ‘I’d show 

him some things--’”  They all get in there.  “‘Oh-o-oh! If we only could --’ ‘Yes!’  ‘And 
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then I’d --’ ‘Oh-o-oh’” Can’t you see those guys?  Oooooooh.  Scully won’t let ‘em. 

 Well, we’ll talk about the end of this before we talk about Edith Wharton next 

time.  See if you can tell why I’m maintaining that this is an existential story.  It all comes 

in the last two chapters. 

 

 

 

 


