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R I C H A R D H. C R A C R O F T Brig ham Young  Unive rs ity The  Big  S ky: A.B. G uthrie ’s  Us e  of His torical S ource s* In
that pe nultimate  fourth s e ction of A. B. G uthrie ’s  The  Big  S ky, whe re in the  idyllic  ye t e phe me ral re ality of
Boone  Caudill’s  We s t g rinds  towards  its  de s tiny at the  hands  of a rapacious  civiliz a tion, the re  is  a s tarkly
powe rful s ce ne  in which the  g rie vous ly wounde d Jim De akins , who is  s tarving  with his  s now-bound com�
panions  following  an Indian e ncounte r in the  rug g e d Marias  Pas s , fe e bly whis pe rs  to  Boone , his  le athe r-
toug h but caring  s ide kick: “Look Boone , I ain’t g ot long . Whe n my mind’s  rig ht I can s e e  that much. I’ll be
unde r come  tomorrow or ne xt day. Ain’t no us e  to  s ay I’ll make  it. Ain’t no us e  to  try. He ar?  Me  and you ne ve r
e t de ad me at, but me at fair-kille d is  me at to  e at. The re ’s  a s walle r or two on my old ribs . Take  your knife ,
Boone . G e t it out. I ain’t g ot long , nohow. G oddam your old s kin, you he ar?  Boone ? 1 The s e  words , tog e the r
with Boone ’s  e ns uing  re vuls ion at the  ide a of s uch a s ug g e s tion and his  actions  in s aving  Jim ’s  life , s um mon
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to  mind G e org e  Fre de rick Ruxton’s  e xciting  Life  in the  Far We s t, that ve ritable  handbook of Mountain Man life
firs t s e rial iz e d in Blackwood’s  in 1848. Ruxton’s  La Bonte  and Killbuck, (counte rparts  to  Boone  and Jim ) are
halte d in a s imilar mountain pas s  by Killbuck’s  s e rious  illne s s . AFe r four days  of s uGe ring  from pain and
hung e r, Killbuck whis pe rs  to  his  long time  s ide kick: “Boy [ , ] . . . This  old hos s  fe e ls  like  g oin’ unde r, and that
afore  long . You’re  s tout ye t, and if thar was  me at handy, you’d come  round s lick. Now, boy, I’ll be  unde r, as  I
s aid, afore  many hours , and if you don’t rais e  me at, you’ll be  in the  s ame  fix. I ne ve r e at de ad me at mys e lf, and
wouldn’t as k no one  to  do it ne ithe r; but me at fair kille d is  me at any way; s o, boy, put your knife  in this  old
nig g ur’s  lig hts , and he lp yours e lf. It’s  ‘poor bull’ I know, but maybe  my old hump ribs  has  picking  on ’e m.”
“You’re  a g ood old hos ,” ans we re d LaBont ,̂ “but this  child ain’t turne d nig g ur ye t.”2 •T h is  pape r was  re ad on
Octobe r 7, 19 70 , be fore  the  We s te rn Lite rature  As s ociation at S un Valle y, Idaho. 1(Bos ton: H oug hton-M iGlin:
S e ntry Edition, 19 6 5), p. 30 8. s Ed. by Le roy R . H afe n (N orm an: Unive rs ity of Oklahoma Pre s s , 19 51), p. 127.
16 4 We s te rn Ame rican Lite rature  The  fre que nt re curre nce  of this  kind of borrowing  in The  Big  S ky re minds
the  s cholar of We s te rn Ame rican lite rature  that G uthrie , in his  de s ire  to  cre ate  in Boone  Caudill what Wallace
S te g ne r has  calle d “both mountain man and myth, both individual and arche type ,”3 has  drawn he avily and
s pe cifically upon accounts  re corde d by the  me n who s avore d the  rug g e d mountain life  prior to  and during
the  ye ars  1830  to  1843. G uthrie ’s  us e  of s uch his  torical mate rials  to  authe nticate  his  nos talg ic  and
impas s ione d hymn to  the  pas s ing  of an e ra g oe s  far toward e xplaining  at le as t part of the  s ucce s s  of a book
which is  at once  re alis tic  and roman tic , vis ce rally g raphic  ye t almos t g e ntly poe tic. S ome time  in 19 38,
G uthrie , a s ucce s s ful ne ws pape rman in Ke ntucky, and author of a le s s  than e xce lle nt we s te rn nove l, M ur�
de rs  at Moon Dance , de te rmine d to  write  a nove l about the  Moun tain Man, a nove l which would e xpre s s  not
only G uthrie ’s  love  aGair with his  native  re g ion in g e ne ral and the  mountains  and s tre ams  of Montana in
particular, but one  which would capture  as  much as  pos s ible  the  virile  re ality of the  trappe r’s  life . Re je ct ing
S te wart Edward White ’s  s o-calle d “S unday-s chool re pre s e nta tion” of the  g e ne rally amoral Mountain Me n,
G uthrie  de te rmine d that his  proje cte d work would be  authe ntic  in tone  and fact, a s tory of the  . . . fur-hunte rs
who followe d hard on the  he e ls  of Le wis ...
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