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THE SANTA FE TRAIL. JOHN BROWN, AND THE COMING OF THE CIVILWAR by Larry J. Easley Throughout the eighty-
year historyofthe Americanfilmindustry, the Americanacademic historian has paid little attention to the
history thatis taught onthe screeninthe name ofentertainment. Historians have typicallyassumed that the
Hollywood version of history has so little to offerthe classroomteacherthatits use inanacademic
environmentis inappropriate. Inthe lasttenyears these views started to crumble as more historians have
turned to the examination ofthe entertainmentfilmas aresearchand teaching tooland as adevice forthe
studyofpopularconcepts aboutthe past. The 1940 Warner Brothers film, Santa Fe Trail, provides an
interesting example that maybe used withexcellentsuccess evenona limited budget. The filmis relatively
unknown eventhoughitstars such Hollywood figures as Erro! Flynn, Ronald Reagan, Olivia De Havilland, Van
Heflin,and Raymond Massey. Santa Fe Trail offers possibilities for the examination ofthe myth ofthe ante-
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bellum South, the Civil War, the westerngenre, the black experience, and the adve nture-melodrama. Taking
wide liberties with historic reality, director Michael Curtiz and screenwriter Robert Bucknerwrote a
powerful statementonthe events and causes ofthe mostviolent conflictin American history. Using
segments ofthe actualbiographyofVirginiaborn J. E. B. Stuart (Flynn), the screen playasks the readerto
pretend that some ofthe mostfamous generals ofthe CivilWarallgraduated inthe same WestPointclass
and were allassigned to the same postupon graduation. These future generals (George Custer,JohnHood,
James Longstreet, Laxxy J. EaAleyio a membexoithe Vepaxtment ofjHiotoxy at Southeaot Miodouni State
Linive xoity, Cape Gixaxdeau, Wiooouni. 25 George Pickett,and Phil Sheridan) have become fastfriends
despite the growing problems betweenthe sections. Eveninthe tranquilityofWest Pointitis impossible to
escape the stormclouds onthe horizon.Cadet Carl Rader (Heflin) has beensentto WestPointas anagent
ofthe abolitionist crusade to gainrecruits and learn the military skills the anti-slavery move ment willneed in
its fight. The fun-loving Stuart and fanatical Radercome into physical conflict after the Virginianobjects to
Rader's harangue to the othercadets inthe barracks. Stuart believes that onlythe Southunderstands
slaveryand will,intheirowntime, solve the problem. Itis outside agitation, and notthe institution ofslavery,
thatis the cause ofsectionaldiscord. The CommandantofWestPoint,RobertE. Lee,expels Raderfromthe
academyand informs the othersevencadets thatas punishmenttheywillbe assigned to "suicide station"
atFort LeavenworthinKansas Territory. They will replace seven officers who have beenkilled in the fighting
with John Brown (Massey).One ofthe cadets,RobertHolliday, is from Kansas Territory. His sister, Kit (De
Havilland), becomes the centerfora playful romantic battle betweenGeorge Custer (Reagan) and Stuart.
Holliday's father, Cyrus, runs afreightline to Santa Fe, New Mexico. His dreams ofbuilding a railroad have
beenshattered bythe attacks onpeacefulsettlers of Kansas mounted by Brown and his followers. Custer
and Stuart meetthe mad abolitionist when Brown, Rader,and a group offorty armed recruits atte mpt to take
deliveryoncrates of"bibles" shipped to Kansas by Dr. J. Boyce Russell,aleading Northernreligious leader.
The rifles are discovered, a gun battle ensues, and Brown's sonJasonis captured bythe cavalry after.being
shotbyCarlRader. Later, as the child dies, he reveals the real madness of his father's schemes and asks that
the killing be stopped. Brown's headquarters, Custerand Stuartdiscover, is in Palmyra, Kansas, at the home
ofShubelMorgan. Onthe journeyto Palmyra the cavalry enters Delaware Crossing,asmallFree Soil
communitydevastated by Brown. The film has alreadyrevealed that Brown and his men have massacred

Southernsettlers at Osawatomie but now, we find, he willevenslaughter...
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