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The
Great

=9 Tradition

By Donald Hamilton

LA WY v Are we novelists or historians?

fthey are trying to tear down Lane
e, Little men with dry and schol-
By minds who never followed the UF,
200 or rode with the riders of the purple
we by the Light of the western stars
E ursing their thin lips and saying
L Fifty-four million copies is all very
B, but it just proves you-know-what
gt the public taste, and after all,
Bt man couldn’t write. Besides, he
't authentic. His backgrounds are
Wiy, his characters are unreal, and
g liistory stinks.

E,"j!in%( written two Westerns myself
Eont knowing a great deal about the
gE oxcept what I picked up as I
giled it — hush, don't let the scholars
¥ me say that — [ finally decided
ii:Td better buckle down and really
i, the difference between a lariat
fifa latigo. And I came upon a good
$5' of fascinating information, and

gic of it will undoubtedly be very

-

Ipful to me in futuwre books. (Inci-
Rty since others are recommending
Y favorite research volumes, let me
i on the act. The recently pub-
el THE Loox oF THE OLp WesT is
Woirse a beaut; nobody should be
",. it. But a book that has not
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And who is too proud to be entertaining?

been previously mentioned, as far as I
lkmow is Arxras oF AMERICAN Historye
[Seribners] which will let you follow
all the intriguing but confusing accounts
of plains crossings and Indian wars and
traﬁ drives with some understanding of
where they actually ocowrred, since most
such works are sadly lacking in maps
of their own.) As I say, I found the
research faat:inﬂting},l and a lot of fun,
but I'm not sure that it's made me a
better writer. After all, I'm a novelist,
not a historian; and if I zet too absorbed
in the detail of what actually happened
back in 1875, I may lose the pace of the
story I'm trying to tell in 1956.

This i5 a trap that Hes in wait for all
of us. A great many good books have
been ruined, for the great reading pub-
lic, by too much scholarship. True, some
good books have also been made by
it— I can mention Guthries Tre Bic
Sy, and Le May's THE SEARCHERS —
but it takes a special kind of 2 book
(maybe I should say a special kind of
author) to absorb a lot of research and
pass it on to the reader without boring
him stiff. In a great many cases, to be
blunt, the book isn’t strong enough to
carry a big load of authentic detail. It's
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not that k¥ind of a book. All the reader
really asks of the author, in most cases,
in the way of accuracy, 15 that the hero
does not perforate the villain with a
Fronter Colt back in 1850, or travel
north from Denver to Santa Fe, or shoot
Apaches in Sioux territory.

It is a fact that females did not ride
freely around the range during the
period in which we are intemstei par-
ticularly astride; if they rode at all, they
perched themselves precariously on a
sidesaddle. It 15 also a fact or I have
read it as such, that most cowboys
weren't very good boxers and were mod-
erately averse to batterinf each other
with their fists, much preferring to use
a gun or even (horrors; who ever heard
of such a thing!) a lknife if one were
handy. Yet the free-riding ranch girl
and the saloon-busting free-for-all are
part of our stock in trade; are we going
to discard them in the interests of mere
ACCUracy?

Leave us face it, boys, we are story-
tellers, most of us; not scholars. I am
not saying that we should burn our re-
search books and throw away our col-
lections of old firearms (Will Cook
please note): but I am saying that the
Western-reader expects to be entertained
by a good yam, first of all. If it's au-
thentic, so much the better; but the
average reader isn't going to give a story
very much higher marks because some-
thing like it actually happened. (I read
Haycox's Bucres IN THE AFTERNOON foux
times with great enjoyment betore I dis-
covered that it was a reasonably au-
thentic account of the Custer atftair;
now I'm a little disappointed. I thought
Emie had made up all those fine char-
acters himself, instead of just cribbing
them from historv.) The point I am
trying to make i1s: let’s not get too enam-
ored of abselute historical accuracy, and
for Heaven's sake lets not start thinking
of ourselves self-consciously as great
creative artists inheriting a grand liter-
ary tradition stemming direct from Owen
‘Wister, whose Vmemiman was actually
a pretty dull book.

Let's remember that we also have an
inheritance from Zane Grey and the
Beadle and Adams dime novels which
were lousy literature and stinking his-

),
tory, but which entertained millions —5
and who's too proud t be an entefg
tainer? If I can write one book that
gives some reader that wonderful hotg
and-cold feeling down the spine that¥j
got upon reading RipERs oF THE PURPIH
SAcE at the age of fourteen — and stil}
oet, thinking about it! I wouldn't dreagy
of spoiling it by reading the book agaig
today — Il be a proud and satisticd
author, even if critics pan the yarn ahg
historians pick holes in it. If somebodid
looking back on a story of mine over#
space of vears, remembers some scerg
written by me with the same little thrill
of excitemnent with which I still reefll
the great horse Wildfire's race with thy
flames of the forest fire, or the momend
in which some Grey hero whose namg
I have forgotten strain: with cracking
muscles to unseat the giant balancing
rock that will black the only passagh
to the hidden valley. . . . You take yoilg
research, boys, and write your literdg
ture, Maybe the critics and the scl'ml
will remember you a long time. Tl
settle for a yarn that]l keep some kigh
voung or old, up all night like Zahh
Grey kept me. Tl even settle for on#
scene that somebody will recall afif)
twenty-five years with a catch in
throat, even if the heroine sat her hots
astride, and the hero had just cleaneg
out a saloon with his bare fists.
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21 Critics Yoting! 1

Jammes F. Cooper, book editor of i3
Blytheville (Ark.) Courier News, g
this month joined “"Western Ratingg
boosting the total vote to twenty-Omps
Emerson Price, hook editor of the Cleys
land Press, has signified he will do Likg
wise when and if he gets enough bobR
to make his vote mean sc:meﬁlingf
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“

Writers should be discerning: ™3
should care less about what people mes
to say than about what they say withgd
meaning to.” (Miguel de Unamuno )i
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Like the old philosopher said: §
Giather in Santa Fe while ye mayg
And meet fine friends of WWAZS
Next yvear yvou might be dead. 2

1
r i
LT

P e

=
I"." o






