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Abstract 

This study of D'Arcy McNickle (1904-1977) focuses 

primarily on his literary work: his two novels, The 

Surrounded (1936) and Wind from an Enemy Sky (1978), the 

manuscript versions of the two novels, and his short 

fiction. McNickle regarded fiction as a vehicle to explore 

his own identity as an American Indian. Of mixed French

Cree-American ancestry McNickle grew up on the Flathead 

Reservation in western Montana. Cut off from the 

Reservation and its traditions by a rather unhappy 

childhood, he struggled throughout his life to reestablish 

the severed bonds to his roots. In addition to this personal 

involvement in his fiction, McNickle also considered fiction 

a proper medium for writing tribal history, one that could 

include such diverse materials as oral tradition, 

literature, history, anthropology, etc. 

The first three chapters of the dissertation provide 

some background information on the Flathead tribal history, 

as well as the problems and prejudices McNickle encountered 

while growing up as a "breed," which led to a rejection of 

his American Indian heritage. This section ends with a 

consideration of his pivotal years in New York city when he 

started to rethink his earlier experiences and took the 
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first step on his journey back to his tribal roots. The 

middle section, chapter four, gives a brief summary of 

McNickle's activities during the years he was involved with 

federal Indian policy. Even though McNickle did not work on 

any new fiction during those years, he continued his journey 

in a more detached way through non-fiction and biography. 
I 

The last two chapters of the dissertation, the final stage 

of his journey, analyzes McNickle's disassociation from the 

abstract policies of the Bureau of Indian Affairs and how he 

turned to fiction once more in order to complete the painful 

but successful journey back to his tribal roots. 
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CHAPTER 1 

1904-1934 

Later we had a trial. The government emploies of 
the reservation were there. They were put on the stand. 
I was there with 5 witnesses, all of good character and 
standing to show I am capable of raising my child 
proper and providing for him. The judge wouldn't let 
but one of my witnesses on the stand. 

The judge said he thought I was fit to raise my 
child, but so as to cause any ill feelings between the 
child and, my former husband, Wme McNickle he would 
turn the boy over to Mr. Morgan. He was take put at the 
Ursuline school in st. Ignati.us. That was 7 days ago 
and I understand they refused to take him, for reasons 
that should be investagated. I don't know where my boy 
is and I have'nt seen him since the day of the trial. 

Has Morgan the right to take my child from me 
when I want to raise him as white man, and fit him for 
a better lot in life, than the common indian. l 

This anguished letter of D'Arcy McNickle's mother, written 

when he was ten years old, describes what must have been the 

most traumatic single event in McNickle's childhood: the 

divorce of his parents William and Philomene McNickle which 

resulted in the forced separation from his mother and the 

mother's unfair treatment by the white officials. In 1974, 

at age seventy, McNickle wrote to Robert Bigart, "I had only 

fragmentary memories of what happened during my childhood." 

But in the same letter he also comments with bitterness on 

lMrs. Gus Dahlb~rg, letter to the Commissioner of 
Indian Affairs, 27 October 1914, McNickle Collection. The 
D'Arcy McNickle Collection is as yet uncataloguedi 
therefore, more specific references in regard to location 
cannot be given. 
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the behavior of the white administrators who, of course, 

supported his white father and "ascribed all bad things to 

the mixed-blood woman.,,2 That memory of his childhood years 

was one that remained vivid and fresh. 

Despite his claim of a fragmentary memory, one other 

incident which is related to the divorce of his parents 

remained with him. The ten year old boy had attempted to run 

away when the Flathead Superintendent Morgan decided to send 

him to Chemawa, the Indian boarding school in Oregon. 

McNickle's daughter, Antoinette McNickle Vogel, told me in a 

personal conversation that her father could always remember 

what the railroad station looked like from the mountain 

after he had escaped temporarily. At age seventy McNickle 

su~~ed up these childhood experiences in his letter to 

Robert Bigart: "It was a hell of a society to grow up in.,,3 

William D'Arcy McNickle was born on January 18, 1904 in 

st. Ignatius, Montana. Little is known about his father, 

William James McNickle, who was born in 1871; McNickle 

himself thought that his father or his family had come to 

Montana from Pennsylvania and that he must have been a 

farmer. At the time of his son's birth William McNickle was 

an "Industrial Teacher for the Flat Head Indian school." The 

2D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Robert Bigart, 15 October 
1974, McNickle Collection. 

3Ibid. 



only clue to his character comes from the correspondence of 

white agency personnel and two letters that have been 

preserved that he wrote to the Commissioner of Indian 

Affairs at the time of the divorce. In 1904 his character 

was described in a letter from the Flathead agency as 

follows: "McNickle has been on the Reservation for a number 

9 

of years, bears a good reputation and is, I believe 

entirely reliable and will make a very desirable Industrial 

Teacher, I have just been informed by the superintendent 

that his work is entirely satisfactory to him, and I 

therefore have to request that some arrangement be made 

whereby we can retain Mr. McNickle's services. n4 Fred 

Morgan, superintendent of the Flathead Reservation at the 

time of the McNickle divorce, subscribed to this reading of 

William McNickle's character as reliable and trustworthy. It 

is not clear whether or not William McNickle was ever 

employed as an industrial teacher. If he started to teach, 

he cannot have remained in that position for long; already 

in 1905 he had returned to farming. 

Philomene Parenteau, DiArcy McNickle's mother, was a 

Metis from Canada. Metis are mixed-blood descendants of the 

fur trappers employed primarily by the Hudson's Bay company 

4Letter from the Flathead Agency, 27 April 1904. 
Mr. Robert Bigart kindly send me a copy of the letter. 

He also wrote: "Once when I was talking to D'Arcy he 
expressed surprise that his father was the industrial 
teacher as he remembered his father's position as being more 
that of a janitor." 



and native women; in this case, we know that Philomene was 

descended from French Cree ancestry. She was officially 

listed as a half-breed on the Salish Kootenai Confederated 

Tribes' roll. 
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It had been an official policy of the Hudson's Bay 

Company to encourage marriages between their trappers and 

Indian women. That act not only bound the migratory trappers 

to the land but also populated Prince Rupert's Land, the 

property of the Hudson's Bay Company, later a part of 

Saskatchewan. 5 Only after the fur company sold its property 

to the British Crown in 1867 did pronounced racial problems 

develop there. Olga Weydemeyer Johnson refers to Alexander 

Ross' early account of fur trading in her study of the 

Flatheads and Kootenai; Ross says that a great tenderness 

between the white fur traders and their native women was 

5Joseph Kinsey's strange Empire: A Narrative of the 
Northwest (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1952) seems 
to be the most comprehensive account of the settlement of 
the Northwest. He writes: 

There were comparatively few of these people 
[metis - mixed-blood] until the middle of the 
eighteenth century, when the French invasion of 
the Plains began in earnest, a movement 
accelerated by Britain's conquest of Canada in 
1760. The fur companies encouraged unions of their 
engages and the Indian women: love helped to 
induce men to put down roots in the country, and 
their Metis offspring were pledged, as a matter of 
course, to the service of the companies. 
Extensive immigration was discouraged because it 
would be bad for the fur business; and the natives 
w~re more tractable and more efficient than 
newcomers. ( 40) 
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common and that there were many stories in the Pacific 

Northwest that deal with the trappers' grief at the loss of 

their native wives. 6 

All this changed with the arrival of the British: "At 

first the Anglo-Saxon visitors found them charming. [ ••• ] 

After 1870 the Metis became to Anglo-Saxon commentators, a 

race of greasy rebels, worthless vagabonds, bloodthirsty 

murderers and unhung felons.,,7 The conflict between the 

British and the Metis was primarily due to the question of 

land ownership. The British government arbitrarily decided 

to survey Prince Rupert's land in the accepted American way, 

i.e. establish square townships. That decision violated the 

French system already in use where each settler had a river 

front plot and "hay privileges" in the open prairie. The 

settlers the new government hoped to attract would be 

farmers who did not need access to the river for grain 

production while the metis would no longer be able to raise 

cattle and garden crops under the new system. 8 The conflict 

developed rapidly and lead t~ the first Riel Rebellion in 

1870 which was an attempt to establish the former Prince 

Rupert's land as an independent Metis territory. On the 

60lga Weydemeyer Johnson, Flathead and Kootenay: The 
Rivers. the Tribes and the Region's Trappers (Glendale, 
California: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 1969) 309-10. 

7Howard, Strange Empire 40-41. 

SHoward, Strange Empire 95. 
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defeat of the Metis, Louis Riel, the mixed-bloods' leader 

from Red River, had to go into exile in Montana. Louis Riel 

never lost interest in the Metis cause and, when a 

delegation of Metis sought him out in 1884, he returned to 

Canada to help the Metis settle their differences with the 

Canadian government. The land question had still not been 

resolved, despite the fact that the Canadian government had 

decided in 1870 to accept Metis title to land in the same 

way it accepted the Indians' aboriginal title. other 

grievances of the Metis were economic and political 

discrimination. communication between the government and the 

Metis was never good and this explosive situation did not 

prove to be the exception. In 1885 the second Riel Rebellion 

took place and ended with the execution of the Metis leader 

Louis Riel. His supporters once more fled to Montana. 

Philomene's father, Isidore Parenteau, had been 

actively involved in the second Metis upraising and had to 

flee from Duck Lake, Saskatchewan, to Montana. At the time 

of Philomene's divorce from William McNickle, he and his 

wife were still living in the neighborhood of their 

daughter. In answer to a distant relative's inquiry, a Mrs. 

Judy Jordan, D'Arcy McNickle wrote about his grandfather in 

1972: 

Isidore, my grandfather, died while I was still 
fairly young and therefore I did not get to know him 
too well. He returned to Canada after the Canadian 
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Government granted amnesty to him and others who 
participated in the Riel uprising. That was in 1910. He 
did not return to the Flathead reservation where I 
grew up until sometime in the 1920s. I remember his 
telling me that he was born at "st. Joe," which I 
afterwards discovered was probably the town of st. 
Joseph, just east of Pembina, on the Canadian border. 9 

McNickle's information on his family members and family 

history was almost as sketchy as Mrs. Judy Jordan's, since 

"our people did not keep records,,10, and despite his many 

years at the University of Saskatchewan, Regina Campus, he 

never got in touch with his relatives at Duck Lake. His 

Metis relatives we must assume were too closely associated 

with that most traumatic experience of his childhood, his 

parents' divorce. 

McNickle, who shows such close affinity with the 

Flatheads in his two novels, The Surrounded published in 

1936 and Wind from an Enemy Sky published posthumously in 

1977, was not born into the Flathead tribe and neither were 

his two older sisters, Ruth born in 1900 and Florence born 

in 1902. until 1905, the year after D'Arcy McNickle's 

birth, Philomene Parenteau McNickle and her children were 

Metis, nominally Cree. She applied for adoption into the 

Flathead tribe for herself and the three children on April 

18 of that year. The Council Proceedings show that the vote 

9D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Judy Jordan, 17 March 1972, 
McNickle Collection. 

10Ibid. 



14 

was nine in favor to seven against. The close vote is 

especially interesting if compared to the one that follows 

Philomene's case in the Counci~ Proceedings. "The name of 

James McKeever, a half blood, was presented to the Council 

by his half-brother, Louis Camille and the following was the 

vote on him."ll Here there were no dissenting voices, but 

two council members refused to vote. The Flathead Council 

then was not worried about maintaining the Flathead's purity 

of blood. 

Two possible explanations for the close vote on 

Philomene's adoption present themselves; first, there was a 

personal dislike of Philomene or, secondly, there were too 

many of the Metis refugees seeking adoption into the tribe. 

It is quite impossible to characterize Philomene's personal 

relations with the Council; the only indirect evidence is 

again related to her divorce from William McNickle. In one 

of his letters to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, D'Arcy 

McNickle's father mentions her temper: "My wife cold me 

aside and told me if I came up home she would kill me she 

said the Agent could not scare hear I went up the same 

After noon and she was at the door and told me she would 

knock my head off if I came in the door was locked so I did 

not want to push the [ ••• ] in hear father told me I had 

llFlathead Council Proceedings, 18 April 1905, 10. 
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better tell the Agent to pute her in Ja1e.,,12 Again, this 

statement comes from a man who was at that time trying to 

gain control of his three children's a11otments1 his own 

economic security and Phi1omene's repeated letters to the 

Commissioner may have demanded a negative report on her. As 

far as the number of Metis refugees applying for adoption is 

concerned, Howard reports in strange Empire that there were 

at least 1,000 Metis in Montana before the second Riel 

Rebellion. It would be safe to assume that the number grew 

substantially after 1885. Allotment was one way for these 

political refugees from Canada to establish a land base in 

America. However, the adoption was completed and Phi10mene 

and her children became a110tees 43, 44, 45, and 46 on the 

Flathead Tribal Roll. Seven days later Phi10mene signed a 

"relinquishment" of all her rights to Cree land and future 

benefits. Officially, they were now Flathead. 

The initial stage of McNickle's life must have been 

fraught with insecurities for the boy. Not only was he a 

"breed" and breeds were by far only as well suffered in 

Montana as they had once been in Prince Rupert's Land, he 

must also have been confused about his ethnic identity. His 

mother had grown up in Montana and was probably not too 

familiar with the Metis customs at Duck Lake. In fact, she 

did not even teach her son French, even though that was the 

12william James McNickle, letter to [unnamed], 8 
November 1914. 



language she spoke prim~rily. The letter quoted at the 

beginning of the chapter indicates that she deliberately 

would not introduce her son, and probably all of her 
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children, to native customs. Her intention was to "raise him 

as a white man, and fit him for a better lot in life, than 

the common indian." McNickle then picked up what he knew 

about Flatheads by living in the Flathead Valley. How 

tenuous such acquisition of knowledge was, McNickle 

described to a correspondent at age seventy. A correspondent 

had sent him a history of the Arlee whose photographs 

describe the historic event of the shipping of the Pablo

Allard buffalo herd, among other things. McNickle responded 

to the gift: "It's a great idea to have high school 

students discovering the past in this way. My recollection 

of that period of my life is that we knew so little and 

tried to ignore what we did know, since it was not a source 

of pride. As 'breeds' we could not turn for reassurance to 

an Indian tradition and certainly not to the white 

community. 1113 

The Flathead tribe had only recently been moved from 

their ancestral home in the Bitter Root Valley to the Jacko 

Reservation; consequently, the ties to the land were not as 

strong among tribal members as they had once been. Disunity 

and confusion had been further increased by the Allotment 

l3D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Karen L. Fenton, 15 
october 1974, McNickle Collection. 
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Act and the adjustments to a different communal life that it 

brought in its wake. The Reverend Ketcham, sent by the 

federal government to survey conditions on the Flathead and 

Fort Peck Reservations, pointed out in his report to the 

Secretary of the Interior in 1915 that "The conditions on 

this reservation are far from what they should be •••• ,,14 

Not only was tribal unity disrupted by enforcing the foreign 

concept of individual rather than tribal land ownership, but 

the allotment of the reservation and the sale of the 

"surplus" land caused friction between the Flathead and the 

white settlers. Allotments to Indians occasionally caused a 

white settler to lose the land he had begun to improve. 

Resentment ran high on both sides. Writing in 1974, 

McNickle remembered some of these changes brought about by 

the Allotment Act quite clearly: 

I remember vividly how the families around us, 
ourselves included, drove our surplus horses to the 
open range along the "Big" river, the Flathead, and 
went down there in the spring to collect them again and 
bring them home in time for plowing. Then after 
homesteading the range was fenced up and everybody was 
sore about it. I also remember stories about people 
selling off their herds because they could no longer 
support them on the lands allotted to their families. I 
presume that was the reason the Pablos and Allards sold 
off their buffalo herds. 15 

14william H. Ketcham, Conditions on the Flathead and 
Fort Peck Reservations (Washington, D.C., 1915) 31. 

15D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Robert Bigart, 15 October 
1974, McNickle Collection. 

---.----~--~--~---- -------------
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The general change brought by the recent relocation of the 

Flathead and the Allotment Act then were also reflected in 

D'Arcy McNickle's life; as a breed, a part of both groups, 

he was caught in the middle of the conflict. He developed a 

close affinity with the majestic landscape of Montana and 

its aesthetic beauty, but his relationship with the land 

itself did not have a distinctly tribal character. 

Indeed, he sold his own allotment in order to pursue an 

education in the white man's world, an education that would 

remove him physically from the land. In his novels The 

Surrounded and ~ind from an Enemy Sky, McNickle tried to 

redefine and establish the relationship with a tribal land 

that he had never experienced as a youth. 

The Flathead Reservation is located in the western part 

of Montana, "bounded on the east by the divide between Jacko 

Valley and Missoula Valley, on the west by a line crossing 

the Clark Fork between Horse Plains and Camas Prairie, and 

on the north by an east-west line cutting Flathead Lake in 

half.,,16 The Jacko Reservation is not the ancestral land 

of the Flathead. The Bitter Root Valley, the ancestral land, 

was lost through treaty negotiations with the united states 

government. 

l6Johnson, Flathead and Kootenay 294. 
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The Flathead had had no extensive contact with the 

white world until the first half of the 19th century when 

the tribe sent a succession of delegations to st. Louis to 

ask for Jesuit missionaries to live among them. The Flathead 

had been introduced to Catholicism by some Iroquois, among 

them the well-known Big Ignace La Mousse17 , who had settled 

among the Flathead. Urged by the Iroquois the Flathead tribe 

sent the first delegation in quest of Jesuit missionaries, 

the Black Robes, to st. Louis - approximately one thousand 

miles away from the Bitter Root Valley - in 1831; but the 

members of the party were never heard of again. In 1835 Big 

Ignace La Mousse reached st. Louis with the second party and 

rece:i.ved promises that a priest would be sent. The territory 

the Jesuits were administering was vast, however, and the 

number of priests available was too small to make such a 

missionary effort in the wilderness possible. When no priest 

arrived, Big Ignace impatiently left the Bitter Root Valley 

once more with a third party in 1837; tragically, all 

members of this delegation were killed by sioux. Finally, in 

17In A Brief History of the Flathead Tribes (Flathead 
Culture Committee of the Confederated Salish and Kootenai 
Tribes, 1983) Big Ignace's role is described as follows: 

Around 1820 a small party of Iroquois under Ignace La 
Mousse -- Big Ignace as he was known by the local 
Indian people -- reached the Flathead country, married 
and became members of the tribe. They taught the 
Flatheads about the medicine of the Blackrobes. The 
Flatheads recognizing the prophecies of one of their 
elders, shining Shirt, made arduous efforts to learn 
more. (6) 
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1839, the fourth Flathead party, on their way to st. Louis 

once more, encountered the Jesuit Father Pierre-Jean de Smet 

at Council Bluff where he was working among the Potawatomi. 

Interested in the Flathead and despairing of his work among 

the Potawatomi, Father de Smet requested permission to go 

among the Flathead and to make a sur~ey for the building of 

a mission there, a request that was finally granted by the 

bishop of st. Louis. His reception the next year must have 

been enthusiastic. Patricia Corley's history of st. Mary's 

Mission contains a description of that first meeting: "The 

camp was in an uproar when Father de Smet and his escorts 

rode up. The Flatheads had been joined by delegations from 

the Nez Perces, the Pend d'Oreilles and the Ka1ispe1.,,18 

Despite the many years they had had to wait for a Jesuit 

priest, the Flathead, who had already been instructed in a 

rudimentary way by Big Ignace and the other Iroquois, were 

unwilling to accept the Protestants as missionaries, even 

though they had had contact with them. "They were 

disappointed when two Methodist clergymen visited their 

camp. These were not the men 'who dressed in black, wore a 

crucifix, never married, and prayed the Great Prayer' [the 

Mass].,,19 

18patricia corley, The story of st. Mary's Mission 
(Oakland, California: Tribune Press, 1941) 12. 

19Ibid. 
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The Flathead's easy acceptance of Catholicism must be 

attributed, in part at least, to their difficult position in 

regard to the Blackfeet and other northern Plains tribes. 

Both tribes, the Flathead as well as the Blackfeet, had 

hunted buffaloes on the Plains since times immemorial, but 

the Blackfeet continuously denied the Flathead's right to do 

so. Since the Flathead tribe was much smaller in number than 

the host~le Plains tribe, it suffered incredible losses 

during the long conflict. The Flathead nevertheless insisted 

that they had an ancestral right to hunt the buffalo and 

refused to give up their yearly hunts. When the Frenchmen 

made contact with the Blackfeet in the early 1700s and 

provided them with firearms, the Flatheads' situation grew 

even more precarious. Even though they also acquired guns 

eventually, they were still no match for their traditional 

enemies. Despite their small number, the Flathead warriors 

were admired and feared though. What they saw of the 

French seemed to link the Frenchmen's power to their 

religious observances, Le. the Catholic faith. "As they 

looked upon the first Frenchmen enter the Spokan country of 

the Columbia, they designated the visitors as 'Sema,' a word 

of exclamation or astonishment: 'The simple Indians thought 

if these wonderful "Frenchmen" came, they would die no more, 
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etc' • ,,20 The necessity for cultural survival made them 

susceptible to the teachings of the "immortal" Frenchmen; if 

they could learn to understand the secrets of these 

strangers and their ceremonies, they would also become 

immortal. Interest in the matter was revived when the group 

of Catholic Iroquois under the leadership of Big Ignace 

settled among them in the early 1800s. From them the 

Flathead learned the secret of the Frenchmen: the teachings 

of the Black Robes, as the Jesuit missionaries were called. 

When the Jesuits did finally settle among them, the Flathead 

set themselves sing1e-minded1y to a learning of all the 

"secrets." In fact, Father Gregory Mengarini reports in his 

Recollections of the Flathead Mission that the Indians would 

come to confession every day if he would let them. The 

priests managed to end polygamy among the Flathead and, for 

the time of initial zealous learning, succeeded in outlawing 

gambling as well. All Flathead came to mass and participated 

- if baptized - in the communion. Even Indians from other, 

quite distant tribes came to be converted and baptized at 

the Flathead's st. Mary's Mission. 

Repeated military successes over their traditional 

enemies, the Blackfeet, Crows and Sioux, during the early 

years of the Jesuit missionaries' residence among them, 

20The quote is from Gloria Ricci cothrop's introduction 
to Gregory Mengarini's Recollection of the Flathead Mission 
(Glendale, California: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 1977) 119. 
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increased the Flatheads' confidence in the "secrets" of the 

Black Robes and fueled their zeal. During that time the 

Flathead warriors were reputed to be invincible, even when 

greatly outnumbered. An example of such a victory over a 

tribe superior in military strength occurred in 1846 when a 

combined Flathead, Nez Perce and Blackfeet camp was attacked 

by the Crows; despite their superior strength the Crows were 

beaten. Father De Smet describes the aftermath of the battle 

in Life. Letters and Travels: 

Shortly after my arrival, the Blackfeet came in a 
body to my lodge to express in a manner truly eloquent 
their admiration of the Flatheads, with whom in future 
they desired to live on terms of closest friendship. 
"To their prayers," said they, "must this extraordinary 
victory be attributed. While the battle lasted, we saw 
their old men, their women and children, on their 
knees, imploring the aid of heaven: the Flatheads did 
not lose a single man - one only fell, a young Nez 
Perce, and another mortally wound:?d. But the Nez Perce 
did not. We prayed morning and evening with the 
Flathead, and heard the instructions of the chiefs." 
They then begged of me in their own affecting way to 
take pity on them and be charitable to them: they now 
determined to hear the course the Redeemer had marked 
out on earth. 21 

As time passed however, the Flathead found it once more 

difficult to resist the encroachment of hostile tribes. They 

resented that the Black Robes were willing to share the 

"Medicine" and their "secrets" with other tribes as well. 

They also disliked the priests' interference in their way of 

conducting war. Father De Smet, for example, frequently 

21Life. Letters and Travels of Father Pierre-Jean de 
Smet. S.J. 1801-1873 (New York: Francis P. Harper, 1905) 579. 
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prevented the torture of captives. When several of the 

Flathead chiefs died in quick succession, the tribe believed 

that they had been killed by too much study. All these 

incidents certainly contributed to the increasing doubt in 

the missionaries' power. The final blow came when one of the 

Jesuit lay brothers drowned; it severely shook the 

Flatheads' belief. in the immortality of the Black Robes. st. 

Mary's Mission had to be closed temporarily in 1850 since 

many of the tribe's younger members had returned to their 

"pagan ways." 

Governor stevens of the newly created Washington 

Territory arrived in the Bitter Root Valley in 1855 to meet 

the Flathead chief Victor and the chiefs of the Pend 

d'Oreilles and Kootenai for treaty negotiations. "It was 

estimated without a formal census that there were four 

hundred Flatheads, six hundred Pend d'Oreilles and four 

hundred Kutenais to be considered. About three hundred 

Kalispel were not represented at the council.,,22 It was 

G()vernor stevens' intention to convince the chiefs to move 

to the Jacko Reservation within a year and to organize the 

three independent tribes into the so-called Confederated 

Tribes with Flathead chief Victor as their head chief. 

Throughout the negotiations victor steadfastly refused to 

give up the ancestral lands of his tribe, the Bitter Root 

22Johnson, Flathead and Kootenay 288. 
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Valley, and also refused to sign the treaty that stevens had 

brought with him. Only when stevens added Article II was 

victor prepared to add his signature to the treaty, which 

came to be known as the Hell Gate Treaty. 

[Article II] above the Loo-lo Fork, shall be carefully 
surveyed and examined, and if it shall prove, in the 
judgment of the President, to be better adapted to the 
wants of the Flathead tribe than the general 
reservation provided for in this, then such portions of 
it as may be necessary shall be set apart as a separate 
reservation for the said tribe. No portion of the 
Bitter Root valley, above the Loo-lo Falls shall be 
opened to settlement until such examination is had and 
the decision of the President made known. 23 

Needless to say that neither stevens nor the united states 

government, as William L. Davis put it, "had the slightest 

intention of implementing the provisions of this article, no 

obstacle was placed in the way of white men, who in 

succeeding years, crowded into this lush area. victor's 

band, accordingly (for the bands of Arlee and Adolph, sub

chiefs, took up residences on the reservation lands in 

1872), saw themselves yearly confined to smaller and smaller 

areas and their sources of livelihood, game and roots, 

driven out and ploughed under to make way for grazing and 

23william L. Davis, A History of st. Ignatius Mission 
(Spokane, Washington: C.W. Hill Printing Co., 1954) 26. 
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farming developments by the whites.,,24 Other than this 

article the Hell Gate Treaty of 1855 follows the standard 

pattern of the early western treaties that the rapid 

expansion of the railroad and the discovery of gold had made 

a necessity. It provided for large land cessions by the 

Flathead in exchange for a small and strictly defined 

reservation and set boundaries. It regulated the right of 

way of the railroad, promised payment of $120,000 and a 

yearly salary for the chiefs, acknowledged the Indians' 

right to sell improvements on their land in the Bitter Root 

Valley to the white settlers, provided for possible 

allotment of the reservation in the future, protected the 

lands of the Jacko Reservation against land claims of the 

Hudson's Bay Company, and promised the establishment of 

schools and the services of a blacksmith, two farmers, one 

tinner, one gunsmith, one carpenter and ploughmaker to 

instruct the Indians in that "pursuit" of civilization. 

Seventeen years after the signing of the Hell Gate 

Treaty the Article 11 had still not been carried out, and no 

survey of the Bitter Root Valley had been conducted. 

consequently, the head chief of the Flathead, victor's son 

Charlot, refused to follow the presidential order of 

24Ibid. Davis is not alone in his contention that 
Article-rr-was merely included to make Victor sign the 
treaty; Peter Ronan, Flathead agent at the time, and some of 
the Jesuit missionaries, who were participants in the treaty 
negotiations, express similar beliefs. 
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November 14, 1871 to remove to the Jacko Reservation and, 

thereby, to make room for the incoming white settlers. 

Charlot's refusal made a special agreement between him, sub

chiefs Arlee and Adolph, and Special Commissioner General 

Garfield necessary; the agreement was signed on August 27, 

1872. It provided for the building of houses for the 

Flathead, seeds, fencing and ploughing and payment of 

$50,000 in return for the promise to move. Charlot, like his 

father before him, refused to sign before the question of 

the Bitter Root Valley was settled, but Arlee and Adolph 

agreed to move and assured Garfield that Charlot would go to 

the Reservation once the provisions of the agreement were 

carried out. Garfield in turn attached Charlot's signature 

to the document without Charlot's consent. Only in 1885 did 

Charlot finally consent to abide by the Hell Gate Treaty of 

1855; he left the Bitter Root Valley for the Jacko 

Reservation. It was of small comfort to the chief that 

"wagons, plows, harness and agricultural implements were 

also issued by the agent and it was hoped that by devotion 

to agricultural pursuits that an era of prosperity and 

civilization would dawn upon this remnant of a once great 

and powerful tribe.,,25 

The Hell Gate Treaty and the Garfield Agreement proved 

to be a turning point for the Flathead. While they had 

25peter Ronan, History of the Flathead Indians 
(Minneapolis, Minnesota: Ross and Haines, 1890) 479. 



28 

sought the instructions of the Jesuit missionaries and had 

striven to improve and farm their land in the Bitter Root 

Valley, once they moved to the Jacko Reservation they became 

demoralized and hopeless. 

Father De Smet's experience on his mission to the 

Potawatomi had convinced him that only a complete isolation 

of the Flathead from all temptations of civilization could 

make Catholicism the driving force of their life. He 

perceived it as his duty and as the duty of other Jesuit 

missionaries to protect tribes untouched by civilization 

against civilization. The initial success of his missionary 

labors among the Flathead seemed to bear out his theory. 

Even though st. Mary's Mission, the oldest Catholic Church 

on Flathead land, had to be closed temporarily in 1850, the 

priests could and did trace the relapse into paganism to the 

Protestant whites who had begun to settle the area and who 

thought it to be in their own best interest to cause trouble 

between the influential Jesuits and the Flathead. Part of 

the Protestants' reasoning might have been that a tribe 

established as agriculturists would have been impossible to 

dislodge from the fertile Bitter Root Valley. The 

acculturation of Indians was only an attractive endeavor if 

the Indians were removed from the best available land. 

It is surprising that the Jesuits took part in the Hell 

Gate Treaty negotiations, since the treaty was meant to open 

Indian lands to the white settlers. None of the missionary 
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accounts has much to say about the Hell Gate Treaty~ 

apparently, no sides were taken. The Jesuits might have seen 

the establishment of a reservation as a means to once more 

isolate the Flathead and, thereby, to remove them from the 

temptations of civilization. 

The government could and would not deny the success of 

the Catholic missions among the Flathead. stevens, Governor 

of Washington Territory, instructed the Indian agent as 

follows: "Yc.")U understand well the general character of the 

Flatheads - the best Indians of the mountains or the plains 

-honest, brave, docile - they need only encouragement to 

become good citizens. They are Christians, and we are 

assured by good Father De Smet that they live up to the 

Christian code.,,26 The fame of the Flathead had certainly 

spread through the missionary accounts27 and the fund 

raising tours that Father Jean-Pierre De Smet undertook 

periodically. Only a year later though, outside pressures 

caused stevens to revise his opinion of the Flatheads: 

white settlers demanded that the Bitter Root Valley, the 

26·president's Message, 1854, quoted in John Gilmary 
Shea, Catholic Missions among the Tribes of the united 
states (New York: Arno Press, The New York Times, 1969) 479. 

27Father Pierre-Jean de Smet, called the pioneer priest 
of the Rockies, left a variety of Narratives~ among them are 
Letter and Sketches: with a Narrative of a Year's Residence 
among the Indian Tribes of the Rocky Mountains and New 
Indian Sketches. Father Nicholas point, the official 
historian of st. Mary's Mission, wrote Recollections of the 
Rocky Mountain Missions and Father Gregory Mengarini 
published Recollections v:l' the Flathead Missions. 



most fertile area in the state, should be opened for white 

settlement. stevens, consequently, set out to drive these 

"model Indians" and their neighbors off their land. John 

Fahey describes the way stevens conducted the negotiations 

in his history of the Flathead: 

30 

In the meantime, the governor [stevens] concluded 
treaties with tribes west of the Cascades during 1854. 
His conduct at these councils did not reassure the 
Indians, for stevens relied on promises, threats and 
humiliation of strong chiefs to obtain the land cession 
he had written into draft treaty documents before 
leaving Olympia. His first couJ'lcil east of the Cascades 
convened on May 29, 1855, at Walla Walla with the Nez 
Perce, Umatillas, Cayuses, Walla Walla, and Yakimas. 
Although the bargaining was difficult, stevens 
obtained these concessions in a paper signed June II, 
and set out for Flathead country. 

The council convened on Friday with stevens eager 
to conclude its business. When victor continued to 
resist moving from the Bitter Root, stevens attempted 
to humiliate him. "Un jour une tragedie dans la 
comedie." Father Hoecken wrote in his diary. "victor 
etant appelle une vieille femme une chien par le 
Governor. Du moins parler interprete, laisse la place 
et retourne dans la loge." As soon as the Governor 
called him an old bitch, victor left the conference, 
while Alexander retorted that the Governor was "un 
homme a double bouches." On Saturday victor sent word 
that he had reached no decision. On Sunday no meetings 
were scheduled. 28 

The Hell Gate Treaty negotiations were one of the first 

contacts of the united states government with the Flathead 

tribe. stevens' insensitivity in the negotiations instilled 

mistrust in the Flathead that was considerably increased 

when General Garfield added Charlot's signature to the 

28John Fahey, The Flathead Indians (Norman: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 1974) 94. 
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agreement of 1872, even though the copy of the document in 

the Department of the Interior proves that Charlot never 

signed it. This dishonorable act had farflung consequences 

for the Flathead. Garfield published the agreement with 

Chralot's signature added by him immediately and, thereby, 

assured the white settlers that the Bitter Root Valley was 

open for settlement. When Charlot protested that he had not 

put his name on the agreement, the white settlers' anger 

turned, as was to be expected, on him. Indian-white 

relations, which had always been congenial in that area, 

became strained. The white settlers regarded the Indians as 

the main obstacle to their agricultural success in the 

Bitter Root Valley and racial prejudices increased from then 

on. 

The once respected Flathead did not receive any help 

from the government when the buffalo finally disappeared and 

the encroaching white settlers further limited the available 

foodstuff. The hopeless situation in the Bitter Root Valley 

also caused a number of social problems among the Flathead~ 

many of the Flathead began to drink heavily. 

By mid-1865 the opinion of many responsible 
citizens was that the Indians of the Flathead nation, 
once so proverbial for their honesty, were growing 
tricky and worthless. In Owen's estimation, "they 
require rigid and great punishment which will fall upon 
them ere they least expect it. The old chiefs can do 
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nothing with them. The young men are growing heedless 
and will not listen to the councils of their sages."29 

At this point Charlot decided to remove his people from 

the influence of civilization, liquor and the temptations 

the Jesuits had warned against. The Reservation, however, 

did not save the demoralized Flathead either since the 

breach in the tribe could not be bridged. Charlot is said to 

have referred to Arlee, the second chief of the Flathead who 

had moved with his followers to the Reservation in 1872, 

only as "that renegade Nez Perce. [ ••• ] Charlot died, a 

proud chief, broken in health and spirit on January 10, 

1910."30 Moses, another chief of the Flathead who refused 

to put his mark on the Hell Gate Treaty, probably expressed 

the feelings of the entire tribe when he said about the loss 

of the Bitter Root Valley: liMy brother is buried here. I did 

not think you would take the only piece of ground I had."31 

The government's final betrayal of the Flathead trust 

was the allotment of the reservation in 1910. Not only did 

the Flathead lose some of the best land, but the government 

caused increasing friction between them and their white 

neighbors. Economically, the allotment was also ill judged. 

29Lycyl1e H. Evans, st. Mary's in the Wilderness 
(stevensville: Montana Creative Consultants, 1976) 149. 

30Sharon Bergman and J. F. McAlear, The Fabulous 
Flathead (Polson: Treas. st. Pub. Co., 1962) 36-37. 

31Fahey, The Flathead Indians 97. 
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"While, as the figures above indicate, there is a marked 

tendency to improvement on the part of a few of the Indians, 

the evidence adduced from th0se long acquainted with these 

Indians was that the old and middle-aged full-blood Indians 

as a class are much worse off physically and financially 

than the same class were twenty-five years ago.,,32 

Philomene Parenteau's earliest memories were of that 

flight from Canada with her father after the second Riel 

Rebellion. 33 After their safe arrival in Montana, Isidore 

Parenteau entrusted his daughter to the Urseline sisters 

that Father Jean-pierre de Smet had brought to the Flathead 

Valley in 1890. And Philomene learned to be a "white woman," 

i.e. to renounce her Indian ways. Antoinette McNickle Vogel 

32Ketcham, Conditions on the Flathead and Fort Peck 
Indian Reservations 29. A Brief History of the Flathead 
Tribes also mentions the negative effects of the allotment 
of the Flathead tribal lands: 

Chief Charlo was making every effort possible to 
get the government to stop forcing the Indians to 
become white men. He journeyed to Washington in 1905 
and in 1906 sent Antoine Moiese and Alicot to 
President Theodore Roosevelt to halt allotments. They 
failed to change the government decision. 

[ ... ] 
On January 10, 1910 Chief Charlo died. Martin was 

elected to replace him as chief. Fifteen days later, 
the federal government announced that the lands would 
be opened to entry by whites on April 1, 1910. 
Approximately one million acres were opened. Soon after 
President Taft signed a bill authorizing Indians to 
sell their allotments making more land available to 
whites. (15) 

33Conversation with Antoinette McNickle Vogel, 1984. 



34 

says that her father considered Faithful Catherine in The 

Surrounded a reflection of his own mother Philomene. In the 

novel Catherine remembers her experiences in the sisters' 

school and the clock comes to symbolize the regulated but 

emotionally empty existence of the white man: "Also a white 

man went by a clock. Winter or summer he got up by the 

clock, he worked by the clock, and he wanted to eat by the 

clock. You just had to be there. The clock was a new thing 

and, small as it was, it was mighty. It made a man march 

around. A woman marched too.,,34 We must assume then that 

Philomene's experiences resembled Faithful Catherine's: she 

too learned to march and to do things the superior white 

way. At age seventeen she married or was married to a white 

man, William McNickle, eleven years her senior. When she 

applied for adoption into the Flathead tribe in 1905, she 

was forced to do so by economic necessity. Her and her three 

children's allotments would provide the basis for the 

family's economic survival. Her husband's failure at his job 

then forced her to acknowledge a part of her that she had 

been taught to suppress during her growing up. 

The divorce of Philomene and William McNickle in 1913 

was a long drawn out and acrimonious affair. D'Arcy McNickle 

34D'Arcy McNickle, The Surrounded (1936; Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1978) 172. 



called it "a great deal of mud slinging both ways.,,35 The 

divorce must have betrayed any faith Philomene had in the 

white man's justice. Upbringing, beliefs, and way of life 

meant nothing to the white superintendent and the court. 

Flathead Superintendent Fred Morgan wrote to the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs: 

While it will perhaps be hard to prove that Mrs. 

35 

McNickle has been living in adultery for some time, it 
is admitted by her that she is keeping a hired man in 
the home with no others except herself and a small 
child. From an acquaintance of some four years, it is 
my opinion that Mrs. McNickle, if allowed to make use 
of any of the allotments of the children, would not 
make proper use of the same and would, doubtless, 
squander a large portion of the revenue derived from 
the land. People who are acquainted and familiar with 
the family, state that none of the children really care 
to live with the mother, and it is my intention to try 
and place the oldest girl in some nonreservation 
school. The Catholic Fathers and sisters at the st. 
Ignatius, Montana have agreed to care for the other two 
children. 36 

The Superintendent's accusations are stated in vague terms; 

for example, he does not mention names of his sources in any 

correspondence on the divorce. Also, he is obviously 

concerned with the "proper use of the allotments" which can 

be ensured only with the help of the white farmer William 

35D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Robert Bigart, 15 october 
1974, McNickle Collection. 

36Fred C. Morgan, letter to the Commissioner of Indian 
Affairs, 22 July 1913, McNickle Collection. 

The McNickles had been legally separated for some time. 
The separation agreement shows 30 October 1912 as the filing 
date. 
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McNickle. If Philomene really had a hired man in the house, 

it would indicate that she was indeed making an attempt at 

working her allotment. The superintendent chose however to 

stress the moral implications of such an arrangement and, 

thereby, reinforces what he wrote to the Commissioner 

earlier that year. 

McNickle may not be blameless, but from what I know of 
the case she has been more responsible for their 
troubles than he has, and it is my opinion that the 
attorney whom she has endeavored to employ may also 
have the same idea, as in her letter Mrs. McNickle 
states: 

"I am thinking of getting an attorney to try and 
see what I can do but they tell me it is pretty 
hard to do anything for me.,,37 

The quote from her letter is taken out of context. 

Preceding the quote she had requested the Commissioner to 

have her husband's business dealings inspected, since he 

sold the crop and she never saw the money from that deal. 

The sentence following the quote reminds the Commissioner of 

his duty to her as a ward of the government. 38 The "it is 

pretty hard to do anything for me" is more likely to refer 

to her legal dependency on the Bureau of Indian Affairs and 

:r-~organ' s support of William McNickle. Any lawyer she hired 

37Fred C. Morgan, letter to the Commissioner of Indian 
Affairs, 22 April 1913, McNickle Collection. 

38Mrs. William McNickle, letter to the Commissioner of 
Indian Affairs, 27 March 1913, McNickle Collection. 
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would know that he was fighting a losing battle against the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs. 

Morgan's claim that there was little emotional 

attachment between the mother and her children is 

contradicted by a letter from ten year old D'Arcy McNickle 

to his sister Florence who, by that time, had been sent to 

the Indian boarding school in Chemawa, Oregon. After 

describing his own activities, hunting "squarrels" and 

fishing, McNickle wrote: "Now be sure and write to Mayo and 

tell him your sick and cant very well go to school and tell 

him you want to come home with your mother and tell him you 

dont want to die in a unknown school like that [ •.• ] just 

tell him what you think but dont be afraid to do it.,,39 

McNickle seems to be sure that his sister wants to be with 

his mother. 

Philomene's divorce of course violated the doctrines of 

her religious upbringing, and the Catholic Church sided with 

Superintendent Morgan and William McNickle. The Jesuit 

fathers and Ursuline sisters of st. Ignatius Mission refused 

to accept D'Arcy McNickle into their schools. The Mother 

superior wrote to Superintendent Morgan: "We fear the 

mother's influence would destroy all our efforts towards the 

training of his character. Then too, her reputation is such 

that her visits here would be a detriment to the good name 

39D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Florence McNickle, 10 
August 1914, McNickle Collection. 



of our Institution.,,40 D'Arcy McNickle had to be sent to 

Chemawa. 

38 

In 1914 Phi10mene remarried. Nothing is known about her 

second marriage to Gus Dahlberg, except that Phi10mene was a 

widow at the time of her death in 1961. Family legend has it 

that he was a sailor. After her marriage she made another 

attempt to regain custody of her son; she wrote to the 

commissioner of Indian Affairs once more: " there is no 

reason what aver for l>lorgan to take that child way from me I 

am marred with a good respectable man we have a good home 

for him and want to raise him as white man we got a good 

pub1ice school. [ ••• ] he has ••• got eneght Indian blood for 

them schools in the first place, my children are only one 8 

Indian my wishis to raise them as white children ,,41 

Since she is listed as a half-breed on the Flathead tribal 

role, her children are quarter-breeds and were, therefore, 

eligible for education at Indian schools. Her plea is that 

of a mother, but her argument and rhetoric are not strong 

enough to ensure the support of the white bureaucracy. 

Phi1omene's bitterness found expression when D'Arcy 

McNickle returned from Chemawa; she convinced her son to 

relinquish "McNickle" and to use his white stepfather's 

40Mother Superior of the Urse1ine Convent, st. 
Ignatius, Montana, letter to Fred C. Morgan, 22 October 
1914, McNickle Collection. 

41Mrs. Gus Dahlberg, letter to the commissioner of 
Indian Affairs, ? 1914, McNickle Collection. 
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name, "Dahlberg." This change of name does not only deprive 

William McNickle of his fatherhood but also symbolically 

wipes out the entire first ten years of D'Arcy McNickle's 

life. This denial of his early experiences must have been 

facilitated by his experience in the boarding school at 

Chemawa. No papers of that period survive, but McNickle 

wrote about Indian boarding schools in Indians and other 

American, a book he published with Harold E. Fey: 

To this basic pattern were added military 
discipline and the complete regimentation of the 
child's waking hours. Moreover, the schools were 
dedicated to the ultimate "~l.'adication of all traits of 
Indian culture. The location of the schools at 
distances far removed from the reservations from which 
children were selected was deliberate policy.If the 
child could be taken young enough and moved far enough 
away from the influences of family and tribe, the odds 
against his ever becoming a part of his environment 
were considered remote. 

[ ... ] 
The teachers at that time were appointed by Indian 

Service agents, who in turn were political appointees. 
Even when the appointive authority was moved to the 
Washington office of the Bureau, teaching positions 



were still part of the patronage system, and many of 
the applicants were grossly incompetent. 42 

Added to this "ultimate eradication of all traits of 

40 

Indian culture" was his mother's intention to "raise him as 

white man, and fit him for a better lot in life, then the 

common indian.,,43 It is not to be wondered at then that 

McNickle summarily rejected his Indian heritage until a 

cUlmination of events in the 1930's forced him to rethink 

that heritage. 

42Harold E. Fey and D'Arcy McNickle, Indians and other 
Americans: ~wo Ways of Life Meet (1959; New York and 
Evanston: Ha~per & ROW, Publishers, 1970). 

The era of the large off-reservation boarding 
school started with the establishment of the 
united states Indian Training and Industrial 
school at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, in 1878. It was 
followed by schools at Chemawa, Oregon, in 1880; 
and Genoa, Nebraska; Lawrence, Kansas (Haskell 
Institute); and Chilocco, Indian Territory, all in 
1884. These schools were modeled on the manual 
labor schools, providing part-time instruction and 
part-time maintenance labor. (129) 

Another account about Indian boarding schools can be found 
in Flora Warren Seymour's The Indian Today (Chicago et al: 
Benj. H. Sanborn & Co., 1927): 

So it was not the idea of teaching these Indians 
that was a new one. It was the idea of taking them 
entirely away from their tribes, to learn in the 
land of the white man. General Pratt would always 
say: 'To civilize the Indian you must put him in 
the midst of civilization.' So the success which 
followed putting the Indian prisoners at school at 
Hampton, virginia, was followed by the 
establishment of a Government Indian school in the 
east, at Carlisle, Pennsylvania. (209) 

43Mrs. Gus Dahlberg, letter to the Commissioner of 
Indian Affairs, 27 October 1914, McNickle Collection. 
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To avoid confusion, I will continue to use McNickle for 

"William D'Arcy McNickle known as D'Arcy Dahlberg." McNickle 

used Dahlberg until 1933 when the birth of the McNick1es' 

daughter made a choice between the two surnames necessary. 

McNickle was a student at Chemawa for three years. In 

1917 he was permitted to return to Montana, but there is no 

record that he returned to st. Ignatius. He attended public 

high school in Washington and Montana after his return and 

graduated from a high school in Missoula, Montana. 

Subsequently, he enrolled at the University of Montana 

as one of the first, if not the first, American Indian 

student, in 1921. McNickle majored in English literature and 

creative writing, but also collected sUbstantial credits in 

History, Science and Languages. 44 Unfortunately, he still 

lacked two semesters worth of credits when he was suspended 

in 1925. In his application to the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

in 1934, McNickle wrote: 

Let me first explain that at the time I left the 
university of Montana I had been suspended for one 
term, not for inadequacy in scholarship or misconduct, 
but for too many absences from classes. I am in.c1udi.ng 
a letter from Prof. H.G. Merriam, head of the English 
Department, in which I majored, which he wrote for me 
as I was on rey way to Oxford University. I believe you 
will find that this letter gives me a good character --

440f the. 134 total units McNickle had accumulated, 52 
were in English, 31 in Languages (Latin and Greek), 21 in 
Science (Botany, Psychology, Ecology), 9 in History, 9 in 
Economics, and 12 in Fine Arts and Music (Violin, Drawing, 
Music Analysis). Application materials submitted to the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs in 1934. 
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and you may also surmise that my interest in poetry, 
referred to in this letter, was what got me in trouble 
with the dean. The fact amounted to that. I was 
spending a great deal of time composing verse and 
reading in the library and I had got into the habit of 
staying away from classes. 45 

Even though McNickle never returned to the University of 

Montana to take a formal degree, he did not lose interest in 

formal education. He spend a year, 1925-26, at Oxford 

university, England, where he had hoped to complete his 

course work. That proved impossible. What he did take away 

from Oxford was important to him throughout the remainder of 

his life: an increased awareness of the subtleties of 

language. At the time of his arrival at Oxford, his speech 

had been heavily accented with the Western speech pattern of 

the area in which he grew up. When he left Oxford, he 

possessed a knowledge of the proper and correct usage of 

English that equipped him to work in a range of registers 

throughout his writing career. Several reviews of The 

Surrounded, for example, mention the language of his novel 

and the way it complements its topic. 

McNickle also attended summer school at the University 

of Grenoble, France, in 1931 and took courses at Columbia 

University and the New School for Social Research. In 1966 

the University of Colorado officially recognized his 

45Application materials from D'Arcy McNickle to John 
Collier, 4 May 1934, Exhibit B. 



scholarly mind and learning by conferring an honorary 

doctorate on him. 
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The New York years of McNickle's life are better 

documented than his early years in Montana; diaries covering 

the years 1930 to 1936 are at The Newberry Library in 

Chicago. McNickle commented not only on his own daily 

activities in them but also on the events around him: 

political events, books he was reading, sport events, and 

personal failures and triumphs. The interests he exhibits in 

the diaries were those of any educated urban American. 

However, the diaries become more and more devoid of the 

personal element as failures start to outweigh his 

successes. 

During the years before the Wall street crash in 1929 

and even the early years of the Great Depression, 1930 and 

1931, McNickle believed that he would succeed in 

establishing a professional writing career for himself. He 

worked for several large publishing houses reviewing and 

editing manuscripts and wrote for the Encyclopedia 

Britannica and several trade journals. The allotment money 

was gone, but it was not too difficult to make ends meet, 

and he even achieved enough affluence to buy a radio. The 

very fact that he could afford to live in New York city 

indicates a lack of financial pressures at that time. 
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McNickle was confident of his own success during the 

early years in New York City. He wrote in early 1932: liThe 

wine brought on some very frank talk between us [McNickle 

and his wife Joran] and we discussed the probabilities of 

finding a publisher any time that might be classed the near 

future - scarcely any, we agreed. She questioned if I were 

not expecting too much, but I thought not." 46 

Looking back on those hopeful years he wrote to John 

Collier in his application to the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

in 1934: liMy interest, for a number of years now, has been 

in writing -- stories, novels, and poetry. I have been told 

flattering things by publishers and by my professors, but 

the fact remains that I have a drawer full of rejection 

slips - some of them pleasant and encouraging - and nothing 

published as yet. 1I47 The early manuscript versions of The 

Surrounded, which was not published until 1936, were making 

the rounds of the publishers, and several times a publisher 

seemed on the verge of accepting the novel for pUblication. 

It seemed a matter of patience to make his life as a 

professional writer a success. 

In addition to the novel, McNickle was also working on 

a number of short stories in those New York years. The 

subject matter ranged from the Indians' experience with 

46Diary, 19 January 1932. 

47Application materials from D'Arcy McNickle to John 
Collier, 4 May 1934. 
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white administration48 and an exploration of the western 

farming community49 to an encounter of the American visitors 

with the value system of Paris. 50 Only two of these short 

fictions were eventually accepted for publication by New 

York magazines; Esquire bought "Meat for God" in 1935 and 

Common Ground "Snowfall" in 1944. The remainder of the short 

stories, which are in various stages of editing, are at The 

Newberry Library. 

McNickle also continued to write poetry during his 

years in New York City and, undoubtedly, the class he and 

his wife took from Robert Frost was one of the highlights of 

those years. He describes Frost in his journal: "Frost came 

in, nervous, when he tried to talk he actually trembled. His 

throat seemed dry. Only once or twice did he forget himself 

sufficiently to look directly at people.,,5l McNickle 

fiercely resented the other students in the class because 

they tended to embarrass this sensitive man that he admired. 

48"Hard Riding", "En roulant ma boule, roulant 
and "Train Time," published in Scholastic in 1936. 

... , " 
49"The Hawk Is Hungry", "Debt of Gratitude", "The 

wedding Night", "Newcomers", "Man's Work", and "Going to 
School which McNickle contributed to The Frontier (Vol.9, 
November 1928 to May 1929, 339-346), a journal of the 
English Department at the University of Montana, under Dahlberg. 

50"In the Alien Corn" and "six Beautiful in Paris." 
"Manhattan Wedlock" deals with the artistic milieu in New 
York city and "Let the War Be Fought" to[ith post-Civil War 
poor whites in the South. "The Silver Locket" was published 
in The Frontier (Vol. 4, November 1923, 18-21), under Dahlberg. 

5lDiary, 8 January 1931 (1). 



Unfortunately, McNickle did not record the progress of the 

class in his journals. 

Another subject McNickle came to be more al'ld more 

interested in was history. Besides literary works, 

historical readings are most frequently reviewed in his 
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diaries. And he was a ferocious reader. In history, past as 

well as present, he found an affirmation of his decision to 

join mainstream white society. 

The historical treatment of the Indian has always 

depended on the United states federal policy, which in turn 

reflected the westward expansion of the nati.on. The closing 

of the frontier in the late 19th century had ended the 

government policy of extermination which was based on the 

assumption that only the white farmer who utilized the land 

had a right to the soil. As late as 1932 a history by Leo 

Hubermann still expressed the dominant attitude of the era: 

"That land, however, was valueless until people lived on it, 

until crops were produced, or animals killed for their 

fur.,,52 And Pulitzer Prize for History winner James Truslow 

Adams wrote in 1931: "A continent which scarcely sufficed to 

maintain a half million savages supports nearly two hundred 

and fifty times that number of as active and industrious 

people as there are in the world. The huge and empty land 

52Leo Hubermann, We, the People (1932; New York and 
London: Harpers and Brothers Publishers, 1947) 11. 

-- - ~------ -----~-----~----------
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has been filled with homes, roads, railways, schools, 

colleges, hospitals, and all the comforts of the most 

advanced material civilization.,,53 The end of the frontier 

meant that the white man no longer had to justify his 

crowding the Native Americans out of their land and, 

consequently, could entertain the thtmgh": of "civilizingli 

the IndianE\ now mostly confined to their. reservations. This 

policy of f·orced acculturation, which McNickle had 

experienced first hand during his growing up in Montana, was 

still official government policy during the early years of 

McNickle's residence i:a New York City. Forced acculturation 

was only changed to self-determination with the Indian 

Reorganization Act in 1934. 

Even though the American people no longer had to 

justify their taking of land without consideration for the 

native peoplH who lived on it, the image of the American 

Indian in thE! historical accounts of the early blentieth 

century is not a positive one. 54 James Truslow Adams in The 

Epic of AmerjLca introduces the Native Americans, whom he 

often calls savages and barbarians, as follows: 

53James Truslow Adams, The Epic of America (Boston: 
Little, Brown, and Company, 1931) 402. 

54I consider Hubermann and Adams' accounts as 
representative. Their histories have not been chosen because 
they present a particularly negative account of Native 
Americans. Adams received a Pulitzer Prize for the first 
book in a trilogy on New England history, The Founding of 
New England, in 1921. He was a prolific as well as respected 
writer and historian. 
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It would be both needless and impossible to 
differentiate carefully between the various tribes. In 
their numbers, their arts and crafts, their ways of 
life, they varied to some extent with locality, but 
their general characteristics will suffice here. [ ••• ] 
Chatty and sociable in the ordinary life among 
themselves, they held to a convention of extreme 
gravity on all public and ceremonial occasions. Their 
nervous systems were unstable and they were of a 
markedly hysterical make-up, peculiarly susceptible to 
suggestions. Cruel and vengeful, they could school 
themselv~s to stand pain as a matter of social 
convention, although when unsustained by that they were 
childishly lacking in self-control. 55 

Adams obviously regards the American Indians' mind as 

arrested on a childish level that made further development 

unlikely. Unfortunately, there are other historians, 

anthropologists, and sociologists of that time who shared 

his view. For instance, the anthropologist George Peter 

Murdock published a book called Our Primitive contemporaries 

in 1934. Even though Murdock wrote in his introduction that 

"Primitive culture is intrinsically interesting, as the 

author knows from years of teaching experience with classes 

in anthropology and sociology.,,56, he also promotes the 

image of primitive man as arrested on his level of 

development. The cases he presents stress the physical, 

economic, and social organization of these primitive groups 

55Adams, The Epic of America 6-7. 

56George Peter Murdock, Our Primitive Contemporaries 
(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1934) viii. 



as they existed before the arrival of the whites. Culture 

change has hardly any room in his accounts. 
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The American military success, as Adams points out, fed 

"our sense of superiority" and, even though the reader of 

The American Epic senses some underlying sympathy for the 

original inhabitants in the history, A~ams says a little 

later: "Perhaps the most striking change was in the position 

of the Indians [after World War I], which we mention rather 

for its own intrinsic interest than for its national 

importance"S7 and "Before these new acquisitions [Puerto 

Rico and Philippines], we had seized only empty land, - for 

the Indians never counted, - and the land when filled with 

our own settlers could be carved up into Territories to 

become states."S8 The progressive political system of the 

united states, the democracy, then was enough to justify the 

displacement of the original owners of the land by denying 

their right to it. The paternal system demands that, if the 

Native American wishes to develop beyond that childish stage 

and participate in this superior poli~ical system that has 

deprived him of all his rights, he must subjugate himself 

unconditionally to its values. Adams' summing up of the 

westward expansion reflects this view: 

S7Adams, The Epic of America 396. 

S8Ibid. 338. 
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The old Americanism of the frontier had grown from the 
belief that in the early days we had meant what we said 
when we announced that just government could only be by 
consent of the governed, and that all citizens were 
entitled to certain rights. 59 

The Native Americans are not even mentioned; they don't have 

grievances against democracy. 

Leo Hubermann's We, the People was published a year 

after The Epic of America, 1932. His view of the Native 

Americans is stated clearly the first time he mentions them: 

"still another group of immigrants were brought against 

their lolill. When the early settlers found it practically 

impossible to make good slaves of the Indians they found 

here, because the red man was too proud to work under the 

lash, they turned to Africa, where Negroes could be 

obtained. ,,60 This statement is ironic if seen together with 

what he had stated a few pages earlier in the introduction: 

"It was a land of freedom to which the enslaved and 

oppressed fled.,,61 

Throughout his history Liebermann compares the American 

Indian with the Negro. The Negro, he claims, was considered 

inferior because he had never been given an opportunity to 

develop. The American Indian, on the other hand, had had the 

59Ibid. p. 340. 

60Hubermann, We, the People 12. 

61Ibid. xi. 



opportunity to develop but did not take advantage of his 

opportunities. 
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The pioneer had the difficult job of changing his 
old habits to fit his new surroundings. The frontier 
line was 'the melting between savagery and 
civilization.' The pioneer farmer had to give up his 
civilized ways and actually become, for a time, a 
savage. He took off his civilized clothing and put on 
the hunting shirt and the moccasin. He gave up his 
civilized home and lived in a log cabin. Beforo long, 
he plowed Indian fashion with a sharp stick and he 
planted Indian corn. He gave up the civilized way of 
fighting and shouted the war cry and scalped his enemy 
in true savage style. All these things he did, not 
because he wanted to, but because he had to in order to 
live. The wilderness forced these things; not to have 
fitted himself into this kind of life would have meant 
certain death. Little by little he transformed the 
wilderness, but in the meantime he had himself 
transformed. He was a new person. Many of those 
qualities we think are typical of Americans in general 
were the result of this frontier life. 62 

He not merely justifies the taking of land and the westward 

expansion here, but Liebermann also states the fundamental 

difference bebleen the white settler and the Indian. The 

white settler must descend to the level of the "savage" not 

only in superficial ways, such as his outward appearance, 

but in fundamental ways, such as values. In fact, he 

"becomes [ ••• ] a savage." But, because the settler 

experiences the urge to better himself, he becomes civilized 

once more and, in turn, civilizes the land around him. There 

is something fundamentally "good" in the white man that will 

not be suppressed. The Indian then, who has the same 

62Ibid. 105. 
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opportunities to rise above the savage state and who does 

not do so, lacks this inner "goodness." Not even the example 

of the white settlers inspires him to attempt improvement; 

therefore, the Indian is by implication unfit for 

civilization, an inferior being. The Indian not only failed 

to learn from the white settlers and the past, he also was 

not farsighted enough to at least acculturate. The Indians 

are locked into their childish stage forever, according to 

Liebermann, and, therefore, even inferior to blacks of whom 

"their masters mistakenly believed that they could not 

learn. ,,63 

If the white Americans saw the American Indians in such 

a negative way during that time, the mixed-blood offsprings 

of miscegenation between the two races were certainly 

regarded as inferior beings. Reuter explains why there is a 

fear of miscegenation among the American people: 

One school has occupied the position that racial stocks 
are somewhat grossly unequal in degree of native 
capacity for cultural achievement. They stand to each 
other in some sort of mental hierarchy. The existence 
of a superior racial group is a precondition to the 
appearance or even the use and maintenance of complex 
forms of culture and social organization. Creative men 
can be produced only by the superior race. On the 
basis of this major premise, the argument runs to the 
effect that any intermixture of the unequally endowed 
stocks raises the capacity of one at the same time that 
it lowers that of the other. The net result of 

63Ibid. 160. Emphasis added. 

-------- --



amalgamation is a decadence in racial stock and a 
corresponding decline in culture status. 64 
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Marriages between Native Americans and white Americans then 

debase white civilization and, eventually, the white race 

will sink to the level of the despised "savage." The descent 

to and subsequent rise from the "savage" existence would no 

longer be possible, and the white settler would be condemned 

to stay on the same unproductive level as the "savage." On 

the other hand, the mixed-blood gains some of the "capacity" 

of the white man and, thereby, becomes a threat to white 

supremacy. It is not accidental that the results of 

miscegenation were discussed in the early 1930's. Shapiro 

reports the census results of 1930 as "In 1910, 93,423 out 

of a total population of 265,683, were classified as having 

mixed origins. In 1930, 141,101 were returned as mixed 

bloods out of a total of 332,397. [ ••• ] These figures are 

undoubtedly too low.,,65 The dramatic increase in mixed

bloods could be perceived as a distinct threat by the 

whites. In addition, historically there had been little 

miscegenation between the white settlers and the Indians in 

North America. Whites of Anglo-Saxon descent had always had 

a distinct feeling of racial superiority, in contrast to the 

64Edward Byron Reuter, Race Mixtures (New York: McGraw 
Hill Book Company, Inc., 1931) 6-7. 

65H.L. Shapiro, "The Mixed-Blood Indian" in The 
Changing Indian, ed. Oliver La Farge (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1942) 22. 



French and the Spaniards who did intermarry with the 

natives. 
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The whites' fear of miscegenation made the life of the 

individual mixed-blood difficult. Feeling superior to his 

Native American heritage, he found it virtually impossible 

to gain entrance into the community of white Americans. 

Reuter makes ~his rejection responsible for the maladjusted 

mixed-blood: "In either case the hybrids sentimentally 

idealize the culturally dominant group and seek recognition 

from, and admission to, it. The mixed blood's hysterical and 

insistent knocking at the white man's door is a familiar 

sound in every bi-racial situation.,,66 He emphasizes that, 

despite popular belief, the situation has nothing to do with 

the racial superiority of one group but that the social 

pressures cause the mixed-blood to be unadjusted. The 

mixed-blood's only choice is then to identify himself with 

the culturally inferior group, the American Indian: "It is 

only through an identification of himself with the social 

group to which the social definitions consign him that he 

can find a tolerable life and develop a wholesome 

personality. ,,67 

Not even the big city permitted McNickle to escape the 

mixed-blood problems of his childhood. The discussion of the 

66Reuter, Race Mixtures 209. 

67Ibid. 216. 
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problem might be theoretical in nature there, but the 

conclusions drawn were just as derogatory to the individual 

mixed-blood as the application of the theory had been in his 

childhood. McNickle, who had experienced intense social 

conditioning from an early age, subscribed to the white view 

of the mixed-blood in his early versions of The Surrounded. 

His main character manages to gain entrance into the 

superior group, but at great cultural and spiritual expense 

to himself. McNickle physically removed himself from the 

"inferior" part of his heritage and cut off all connections 

with it by selling his allotment on the Flathead 

Reservation. In New York City he subscribed unquestioningly 

to the white American way of life: capitalism and 

individualism. Everything he reads, hiEtory as well as 

literary criticism, reinforces his decision to participate 

in the new group. Halleck, for instance, wrote in his 

History of American Literature: 

No other literature has so forcibly expressed such 
an inspiring belief in individuality, the aim to have 
each human being realize that this plastic world 
expects to find in him an individual hero. [ ••• ] This 
emphasis on individuality is an added incentive to try 
"to yield that particular fruit which each was created 
to bear." [Whitman] We feel that the universe is our 
property and that we shall not stop until we have clear 
title to that part which we desire. As we study this 
literature, the moral greatness of the race seems to 



course afresh through our veins, and our individual 
strength becomes the strength of ten. 68 
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Moral perfection, according to Halleck, is only possible for 

those who subscribe to individualism. Individualism, in 

turn, can only be sustained to its fullest within a 

democracy. This philosophy provides the justification for 

McNickle to leave the inferior part of his heritage, the 

tribal community, behind and to seek membership in the 

superior community which represents the other half of his 

heritage. 

The Newberry Library owns a number of McNickle's 

diaries; unfortunately, few diaries of the early years have 

survived. The 1932 diary shows D'Arcy McNickle's changing 

views of his early experiences. McNickle had participated 

wholeheartedly in the urban American life from the late 

1920's to 1932. On his arrival in New York city he had taken 

a job as a car salesman, and the car, of course, was the 

symbol of the American material progress and the economic 

values of the 1920's. Looking back on that experience in 

1932, McNickle called the job and by implication his 

participation in the urban life of New York city a "daily 

68Reuben Post Halleck, History of American Literature 
(New York, Cincinnati, Chicago: American Book Company, 
1911) 397. Emphasis added. 
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betrayal of my birthright in opposition.n 69 Instincts, he 

has come to believe, cannot be relinquished and their 

betrayal cannot go on indefinitely: inner equilibrium is too 

dearly paid for at that price. 

I could see nothing in prospect by following them, 
whereas the only safety seemed to lie in abandoning 
them [the instincts]. I would probably be right and 
would undoubtedly be justified in feeling the same 
today - that I should have learned this: instinct, 
right or wrong, cannot be abandoned without seriously 
impairing integrity, out of which rise self-possession, 
confidence, the very ability to act and think. In all 
reason, it must be better to have the wrong instincts -

wrong in the sense of one's ability to accommodate 
oneself to the world - to which one is faithful, then 
attempt to go counter to any instinct, right or 
wrong. 70 

There was some deeper force in the individual than 

allegiance to a political system: instincts were part of the 

collective unconsciousness. And in McNickle's case the 

instincts were not those of white Americans but rooted in 

the past that he had spent in western Montana on the 

Flathead Reservation. They were part of the stories that he 

had listened to as a child. This realization that the past 

cannot be dismissed and instincts ignored at will was to 

find expression in his revision of The Surrounded. At the 

end of the novel Archilde, the novel's main character, finds 

out that total acculturation is impossible because of these 

69Diary, 11 August 1932. 

70Ibid. 



"instincts." A short story, "Hard Riding," that McNickle 

wrote during these years also expresses this idea that 

Indicms can only find a meaningful future if they are 

permitted to weigh the values of the white world carefully 

and to choose those that do not conflict with the already 

existing ones. 
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The concept of tribal unconsciousness, which McNickle 

was beginning to understand, was more fully examined in the 

essays and fiction of N. Scott Momaday. The Western concept 

of literature, as John Crowe Ransome pointed out, is to make 

the object of literature worthy and unique by applying 

unique structure and texture to it. That is not the case in 

American Indian literature though. The Indian's imagination 

does not serve to create a unique representation of an 

object and original language but to find the object shared 

by the entire community, his tribe. In the essay "The Man 

Made of Words" N. Scott Momaday says about Ko-sahn, his 

Kiowa mentor: "And in the racial memory, Ko-sahn had seen 

the falling stars. For her there was no distinction between 

the individual and the racial experience, even as there was 

none between the mythical and the historical. Both were 

realized for her in the one memory, and that was of the 

land. The landscape, in which she had lived for a hundred 

years, was the common denominator of everything that she 

knew and would ever know - and her knowledge was 
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profound.,,71 Momaday's conviction that man is defined by 

his tribal memory and imagination makes the writer, at least 

the American Indian writer, a tribal historian. Membership 

in a group is legitimized by imagination; you are what you 

imagine yourself to be, says Momaday in "The Man Made of 

Words." The literary journey of D' Arcy McNickle, - which began 

with his l:~ealization of "instincts" beyond his control that 

were rooted in the past and ended only with his final novel 

Wind from an Enemy Sky, then was towards a realization of 

his own tribal memory. McNickle had reached the pivotal 

point in his life, the point that required a rethinking of 

all his earlier assumptions about the Indian-white 

relationship. 

In 1975 McNickle set down the requisites for a tribal 

historian, which echo the "racial memory" of Ko-sahn: 

We [Center for the History of the American Indian] 
are not opposed to the idea of the Indian tribal 
historians learning the technical skills of a craft. It 
would be better for them not to lay themselves open to 
the charge of ineptitude and contempt of scholarship. 
The problem is of a different order. Indian history, 
like any history, reflects the genius of a people; it 
is the expression of a culture. And Indian history will 
not be written if it limits itself to correcting the 
errors of the past. The ones who attempt that will be 
put down as soreheads and will not be taken seriously 
as interpreters for their people. 

[ ... ] 
If Indians are to write their own histories, and 

if history is a reflection of the people about whom it 
is written, I would expect and would hope for some of 

71Geary Hobson, ed. The Remembered Earth (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1979) 166. 
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these qualities [tradition, storytelling, etc.] to show 
up in the writing. I don't see how it is possible for 
an Indian (or any other native person) to write about 
his people if he is required to use the model designed 
by and for a different set of cultural imperatives. 72 

This view may explain then why McNickle returned to fiction 

at the end of his life; only fiction permits the use of the 

different elements - oral tradition, myth, history, 

anthropology, 'personal experience - necessary for an 

understanding of the American Indians' past and present in 

one text. 

McNickle's growing awareness of the injustices done to 

the American Indians and his rethinking of his own heritage 

that had been triggered by his growing disillusionment with 

72D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Prof. Richard K. Pope, 15 
March 1936, McNickle Collection. 



democracy73 is clearly expressed in a letter he wrote in 

1934: " ••• my interest is that of one of the original 

Americans hounded into the earth who sees, at last, the 

beginning of a wholly devoted and wholly sincere effort to 

recreate the glory that was in these Americas before 

73McNickle felt betrayed by the democracy that had 
advocated individualism and capitalism and which he had 
trusted implicitly. He wrote in his Diary, 11 August 1932: 

As with Henry Adams, so with me it is a question 
of education. Through long repetition, I had been led 
to assume that only the practical, the engineer
trained, the extrovert, the "smart," the super
salesmen, had any chance or any right to survive; the 
rest of us, if we could not die, had our futures cut 
out for us - which was to fill the roles of poor 
relations, and bad-tempered, crabbing neurotic 
relations to boot; knowing that we should never be 
taken seriously, and that it was not even possible to 
rebel, for by our own constitual infirmities we could 
never expect to agree with each other long enough to 
show a united front. 
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Having been led to assume that such was the cost 
of our times, and having begun to adjust myself to 
such a function of insignificance, I now learn that it 
was all no more than a salesman's dream (if these 
unimaginative fellows even dream), and the lessons 
which the world had presumed to back were no more than 
the muck of a propaganda -doctored text book. 

In McNickle's view the basic premise of democracy as the 
ideal state governed by its people was destroyed by the 
Depression. For him the "moral greatness of the race" was 
not achieved by giving the same opportunities to all 
individuals and by forcing them to take advantage of them: 

The intellectual of today may not be sure that there 
are any 'settled good principles,' but he is certain 
that the masses are indifferent, cynical, disrespectful 
and downright deviant in their attitude to law. (Diary, 
8 March 1932) 
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Christian barbarians came to impose a 'higher' civilization 

upon the innocents.,,74 

The financial pressures of the Great Depression, which 

became almost intolerable during McNickle's last three years 

of residence in New York city, 1932 to 1935, must have 

contributed to his development. Unemployment rose steadily 

and dramatically after Black Friday, the stock market crash 

in 1929. Paul Weblink thinks that 

within a few months after the stock market collapse of 
October, 1929, unemployment had been catapulte:,d from 
its status of a vague worry to be considered some 
future day into the position of one of the country's 
foremost preoccupations. [ ••• ] other estimates for 
March, 1933, range from Robert Nathan's 13,577,000 to 
the National Industrial Conference Board's 14,586,000, 
the American Federation of Labor's 15,389,000, and 
more than 26,000,000 on the part of the Congress of 
Industrial Organizations. 75 

The groups that suffered the most were the unskilled 

laborers, freelancers, and intellectuals. Accounts of 

destitute individuals and falrlilies in newspapers were not 

unusual as David A. Shannon points out in his account of the 

Great Depression; his collection of essays contains a story 

from the New York Times: "A heavily bearded man in a faded 

brown suit, who said he was a graduate of the university of 

74D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Prof. William Gates, 25 
March 1934, McNickle Collection. 

75paul Weblink, "Unemployment in the united States, 
1930-1940" in The Great Depression, ed. David A. Shannon 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1960) 7. 
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Colorado and had held responsible positions as a civil 

engineer [ ••• ] was arraigned yesterday on a charge of 

vagrancy in Flatbush Court •••• "76 A few months later the 

Association of Unemployed College Alumni was founded. The 

organization estimated that more than 10,000 college 

graduates in New York City alone could not find employment. 

Graduates from prestigious schools like Harvard, Columbia, 

Vassar, Swathmore, etc. did not fare better than those from 

less well-known schools. 77 

It is no wonder then that McNickle's manuscript reading 

and editing jobs became more and more scarce. In fact, by 

1934 the McNickle family was almost destitute. Buying a 

newspaper had become a luxury, and at times it was difficult 

to pay even for the milk the McNickles' needed for their 

infant daughter Antoinette. Repeatedly, they had to move to 

less expensive housing, because they could not pay the rent. 

Economic necessity made McNickle take a step that he could 

not even have contemplated two years earlier: he applied to 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs for a job on May 25, 1934. He 

had read that John Collier, the new Commissioner of Indian 

Affairs, was planning to hire Native Americans for his 

office in Washington. 

76New York Times, 4 May 1932, in The Great Depression 89. 

77The New York Times, 27 July 1932, in The Great 
Depression 91-92. 
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Antoinette was born in 1933 during the years of extreme 

financial strain. McNickle who still used his stepfather's 

last name, Dahlberg, had to make a decision about his family 

name on her birth and decided to return to McNickle. This 

was another step on his journey back to his past. 

Approximately at that time he also got back in touch with 

his mother, as a diary entry indicates, with whom he had not 

had any contact for several years. 

Still McNickle was not yet ready to return to Montana 

and his indi.vidual heritage. The next step on his journey 

was to join the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the center of all 

federal administration concerning Native Americans. A letter 

McNickle wrote on March 25, 1934 explains why he chose to 

join the "enemy's" camp: " ••• I say sincere [effort] because 

it is scientific, that is to say exacting, unexhibitionary, 

and removed from the sentimental efforts that have been made 

in behalf of the Indians in the past and which have 

succeeded only in making the uplifters ridiculous and 

sinking the victim into deeper obscurity.,,78 McNickle was 

going to involve himself in American Indian affairs, but he 

was going to distance himself from them emotionally. 

78D'Arcy McNickle, letter to William Gates, 25 March 
1934, McNickle Collection. 
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CHAPTER 2 

AN EARLY MANUSCRIPT VERSION OF THE SURROUNDED 

The story of an Indian, wandering between two 
generations, two cultures; excellent ••• A new 
territory to be explored: ancient material used for a 
different end. Perhaps the beginning of a new Indian 
literature to rival that of Harlem. Good ••• Everything 
is in favor of THE HUNGRY GENERATIONS except the 
telling. That is slow, explicit, overlabored; the deep 
thoughts of Archilde do not come out as deep thoughts, 
too seldom does one feel inside him, for all the 
explicitness ••• The book needs condensation and 
refocusing. It is so nearly all one needs that it 
would be a shame to publish it in this state. Perhaps 
the author needs a year of brooding; further experience 
in ' method. ,/9 

When The Surrounded was published in 1936 by Dodd, Mead and 

Company, D'Arcy McNickle had practically despaired of ever 

seeing his novel in print. Despite initial enthusiastic 

reactions of press editors, reader reports like the one 

quoted above urged endless revisions. As a result of these 

editorial pressures and McNickle's personal development in 

these years, the late 1920s to 1936, the novel went through 

a number of distinct versions and had at least three working 

titles: The Hungry Generations, Dead Grass and, finally, The 

79charles A. Pearce (Harcourt, Brace and Company), 
letter to D'Arcy McNickle, 6 April 1929, McNickle 
Collection. Mr Pearce was quoting from a manuscript report. 
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Surrounded. The changing titles already indicate that 

McNickle was not merely making some minor editorial changes, 

but that he was seriously re-thinking his topic: the place 

of the half-blood in American society. 

It is impossible to determine exactly when McNickle 

began the writing process of the novel finally published as 

The Surrounded, but he must have been working seriously on 

the manuscript by 1929, at the latest 1930. A diary entry, 

15 July 1931, says: "I have just written of Archilde coming 

down from the hill, filled with the emotion, the experience 

of which poetry is made." SO The entry refers to a scene in 

the longhand version of The Surrounded now in the possession 

of The Newberry Library in Chicago. Archilde, the novel's 

main character, has climbed a hill to survey the land from 

this vantage point and, while he is up there, remembers his 

early relationship with his mother and tries to understand 

the change it has undergone. SI The diary entry was written 

in Grenoble, France, where he was attending summer school 

that year. Other evidence that McNickle was seriously 

engaged in writing the earlier version of The Surrounded at 

least by 1931 is that part two of the longhand version's 

three parts is set in Paris. The entire version is loosely 

SODiary, D'Arcy McNickle Papers, The Newberry Library, 
chicago, Illinois. 

S1Manuscript version of The Surrounded (untitled), 
D'Arcy McNickle Papers, The Newberry Library, chicago, 
Illinois, pp. 11S-19. 



knit and the plot is frequently hampered by a number of 

unnecessary details and incidents, some of which are taken 

from the diary McNickle kept in France. 
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In 1934 McNickle undertook a most thorough revision of 

the earlier manuscript. He began revision on page forty

seven of the longhand manuscript and eliminated not only the 

entire Paris episode but also took out superfluous details 

and incidents in the Montana episodes. The manuscript with 

the working title The Hungry Generations was then re-named 

Dead Grass and once more submitted to a publisher. How 

drastically McNickle had deleted details is shown by the 

"Manuscript Report" that he received from that publishing 

house. Unfortunately, the report is undated and the reviewer 

is not identified. 

First and foremost, is the confusion inherent in 
the Catholic theme and the "two civilizations" theme. 
Obviously, the latter is much stronger and much more 
important in the life of the hero. In fact, the 
conflict between the missionary Catholicism and the 
Indian tradition is only a part of the deeper conflict 
between the white civilization and the primitive 
civilization of Archilde's forebears. Too much is now 
made of the first and not enough of the second; but 
this means, simply, that the second must be enlarged 
upon rather than that the first, which is beautifully 
and sensitively handled now, should be pruned down. 

Second, the novel is stripped down almost to its 
barest essentials, a good thing in itself, since most 
writers sin in the other direction. But this 
particular skeleton could do with a great deal more 
flesh on its bones than the author has provided, and 
the first half particularly, lacks the rich texture of 

---~~-~------.---~-.- ------------



background that would make it both credible and more 
satisfying. 82 

68 

Apparently McNickle had included Catherine's memories of the 

missionaries coming and, perhaps, Father Grepilloux' diary 

in Dead Grass. Acting on the suggestions of the manuscript 

reader, he may have written the feast and the storytelling 

chapter83 to counterbalance the missionary's story. McNickle 

did not act on all suggestions he received in the manuscript 

report. His desire to publish the novel and to become an 

established professional writer did not make him uncritical 

of his own writing. The manuscript reader had suggested that 

the ending of Dead Grass was too abrupt and needed 

additional details and maybe even other incidents to lead up 

to it. Despite the fact that "Archilde was going to jail for 

a murder he hasn't committed, on top of other incidents of 

his long struggle to transcend his divided spiritual 

inheritance, is tragedy of a real kind," the manuscript 

reader feels that the reader of the novel was left 

disappointed and "is not made to experience the emotional 

reaction which the book should produce.,,84 The published 

version, The Surrounded, still has a rather abrupt ending, 

82Manuscript Report, D'Arcy McNickle Papers, The 
Newberry Library, Chicago Illinois. Unfortunately, the 
Manuscript Report is neither dated nor signed. 

83chapter 6 of The Surrounded 

84Manuscript Report, D'Arcy McNickle Papers, The 
Newberry Library, chicago, Illinois. 
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which suggests that McNickle must have retained the ending 

much as it was in Dead Grass. Part of the reason why he did 

not follow the suggestion of the reader may have been that 

he wanted to maintain the parallel of Archilde's and Big 

Paul's life. He must have included the Big Paul story after 

Dead Grass had been reviewed; otherwise the obviously 

sensitive reader might not have suggested the change. 

McNickle finished the suggested revisions in 1934 and 

submitted the manuscript under its published title, The 

Surrounded, once more to covici, Friede. There is no 

indication that McNickle worked on the manuscript after this 

point. Forty years later he could write to a correspondent: 

"There is a possibility that it [The Surrounded] will be 

reprinted. I reread it recently and was pleasantly 

surprised."S5 

Unfortunately, the only two versions of the novel in 

existence now are the longhand version in the D'Arcy 

McNickle Collection at The Newberry Library and the 

published final version. Internal evidence - e.g. the "hill 

scene" and the Paris episode, the absence of the historical 

perspective introduced by Father Grepilloux' diary in The 

Surrounded, etc. - suggests that the longhand version at The 

Newberry precedes Dead Grass; it certainly shows none of the 

sparseness described by the manuscript reader. It seems 

S50'Arcy McNickle, letter to Professor Kenneth Wiggins 
Porter, 6 February, 1974, McNickle Collection. 



reasonable to assume therefore that the untitled longhand 

version is one of several versions with the working title 

The Hungry Generations. 86 

It is necessary to treat the two texts, the longhand 

and the published versions, as separate, distinct texts 

since there are significant differences in the solution of 

the central conflict despite their almost identical 

storyline. Both versions show Archilde's journey of self

discovery and final initiation, but the earlier longhand 

version deals with Archilde's more and more conscious 
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attempts to escape the ambiguous position of the half-blood 

and to become a white man like his father while the 

Archilde of the published version reluctantly discovers the 

ancestral roots of his mother's people for himself. This 

complete reversal had of course personal implications; it 

reflects McNickle's own rejection and subsequent rediscovery 

of his ancestral roots. The diary entry of August 23, 1932 

describes McNickle's growing realization that the past 

cannot simply be abandoned: 

The ineptitude of which I speak was more than country 
manners, I now realize. However it happened I cannot 
explain, but the fact is that I have been born in the 
opposition and I would not then, and feel that I never 
shall be able to, accommodate myself to the exigencies 

86For convenience sake I will refer to longhand version 
of The Surrounded as early or manuscript version. The 
manuscript version is fairly inaccessible; McNickle's 
handwriting is extremely difficult to read. Therefore, I 
will quote extensively from the manuscript. 
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of a world capitalistically regimented. [Cardwell] 
could make the accommodation, naturally, admiring the 
shrewdness of men who got on, yet holding himself 
apart somehow, as if he belonged in the opposition 
too. He admired [Cadir] for he was the only one in the 
group who was making headway. 

In my first job, selling automobiles, I went 
through a seven-months' daily betrayal of my 
birthright in opposition. Everything I was called upon 
to do was a violation of instinct and desire. I 
continued the effort under the impression that my 
instincts and desires were untutored and therefore 
probably in error: I could see nothing in prospect by 
following them, whereas the only safety seemed to be in 
abandoning them. I was probably right and would 
undoubtedly be justified in feeling the same way today 
- that I should have learned this: instincts, right or 
wrong, cannot be abandoned without seriously impairing 
integrity, out of whlch rise self-possession, 
confidence, the very ability to act and think. In all 
reason, it must be better to have the wrong instincts -
wrong in the sense of one's ability to accommodate 

oneself to the world - to which one is faithful, than 
to attempt to go counter to any instinct, right or 
wrong. 87 

The financial security of the earlier New York years and 

acceptance of urban life were no sUbstitutes for a person's 

roots, McNickle realized at that point of his career in New 

York city. Therefore, it is not surprising that the 

published version of The Surrounded reverses the conclusions 

of the longhand version: the mixed-blood Archilde needs to 

reconsider both cultural heritages, the Indian and the 

white. Outward manifestation of this realization in 

McNickle's own life is his application to the Bureau of 

87Diary', 23 August 1932, D'Arcy McNickle Papers, The 
Newberry Library, Chicago, Illinois. As mentioned before, 
McNickle's handwriting is difficult to read, and I couldn't 
be sure of the names. 
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Indian Affairs in 1934. The parallels between McNickle's 

personal life and his fiction therefore suggest that the 

various versions of The Surrounded cannot be regarded merely 

as evidence of his increasing literary skill in plotting a 

story, creating convincing characters, etc. They must be 

seen as autobiographical documents, i.e. indications of 

McNickle's personal development. 

The earlier longhand version oonsists of three distinct 

parts. Part one and part three are set in Montana. The 

second part takes place in Paris, France. In part one 

Archilde returns to his father Max Leon's ranch for what he 

plans to be a last visit. Despite his intentions he stays to 

help his father with the wheat harvest though and goes on a 

hunting trip with his Indian mother. Louis, one of 

Archilde's wayward and criminal older brothers, joins them 

in their camp and shoots a deer in the morning while 

Archilde misses his deer. The game warden, who has been 

guided to their camp by the shots, arrests them for 

violation of the hunting laws and is nervous enough to shoot 

Louis as the latter picks up his gun in preparation for the 

ordered departure. Archilde's Indian mother then kills the 

game warden. To protect his mother, Archilde claims when he 

is arrested on suspicion that they have not seen the game 

warden and that they found his brother already dead. 

Finally, he is released from prison and returns to his 
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father's ranch. For the first time in Archilde's life he and 

his father talk. Max realizes that Archilde is different 

from his other, criminal sons and leaves his entire 

considerable fortune to him. Unfortunately, Max Leon dies a 

few days later of a chill. Before Archilde leaves Montana, 

he sends his ne~hews, Mike and Narcisse, to Chemawa, the 

Indian boarding school which he had attended too. 

In part two, three years after the death of the game 

warden, Archilde has reached Paris in his search for 

education and self-understanding. Two years he had spent at 

Columbia university for academic training for which he had 

been insufficiently prepared at Chemawa and now he is taking 

violin lessons. By chance he meets the American family 

Burness and falls in love with the daughter Claudia. He has 

no hope, however, of winning her, since he regards himself 

as socially inferior and too uneducated for the accomplished 

white girl. After an ugly scene with Mrs. Burness, who 

unjustly accuses him of encouraging Claudia and her two very 

talented musical sons to lie to her, Mrs. Burness goes 

insane. Providentially, Archilde receives the news of his 

mother's death that very night and he decides, quite sure 

now that farming is his task in life, to return to his ranch 

in Montana at once. Besides, he intends to take Mike and 

Narcisse in hand on their return from Chemawa and to make 



them into white men. Regretfully, he leaves Claudia 

behind. SS 
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In the third part Archilde is running Max Leon's ranch~ 

three years have again elapsed since his return from Paris. 

Mike and Narcisse show little desire to help on the ranch 

and despite all Archilde's efforts to prevent it, spent a 

lot of time with his older brothers. Finally, the 

storekeeper Moser, who hates Archilde because the latter 

refuses to let himself be treated like the other mixed-

bloods, bribes Mike and learns the secret of that hunting 

trip six years earlier. Of course Archilde is once more 

arrested for the murder of the game warden and is even 

transferred to the county jail in Missoula. Despairing and 

lethargic he feels a complete outcast of all human society~ 

the only connection to reality are the visits of his friend 

the Indian agent and his lawyer. A letter from Claudia 

finally shakes him out of his lethargy. The trial of 

Archilde itself is reflected in the speeches of the 

prosecuting and defense attorneys. The prosecuting attorney, 

attempting to show Archilde in as bad a light as possible, 

is emotional and twists the truth around to suit his ends 

while the defense attorney surprises the court with the 

testimonies of Archilde's sister Agnes, Mike and Narcisse 

S8McNickle eliminated the entire Paris episode in the 
published version and made the Archilde-Burness encounter 
into a separate short story titled "In the Alien Corn." 



who have heard Archi1de's mother's deathbed confession. 

When Archi1de returns to the ranch on his release, he 

decides that he is now in his father's place and everyone 

who does not wish to do things his way can leave. After a 

few days' work in the fields, Archi1de receives another 

letter from Claudia; her mother has died and she is on her 

way out West to join Archi1de. 
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The structure of the longhand version is balanced, 

beginning and ending in Montana, but the Paris episode does 

not contribute much to the other two parts. First, the love 

story has no influence on the remainder of the story except 

that it provides a measure for Archi1de's development in the 

end. He can accept the idea that Claudia, an educated and 

cultured white girl, may marry him. Secondly, the necessity 

to prove that Archi1de underrates his own intellectual 

achievements and to show that he substitutes natural dignity 

for learned polish, takes too much space89 and makes the 

Paris part tedious reading. For example, he tries to explain 

to Claudia, her brother and a friend of theirs why he will 

not make music his profession: 

"What I said a little while ago is true - I simply 
haven't given it much thought. Do you know why? Can you 
understand why? Let me tell you something about myself 

89The Paris episode covers approximately 127 of the 339 
pages of the manuscript. Archi1de spends most of those pages 
"thinking." 
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-just a short story. Three years ago this month I was 
sitting at home wondering what I was going to do. There 
was a heavy snow on the ground and it was cold. My 
father had been dead almost a week. My mother - well, 
you wouldn't understand my mother. Only let me say this 
much: my mother and I have never said more than a dozen 
words to each other at one time in my life. Does that 
sound strange?" His eyes had become glued on Claudia, 
yet he did see her clearly - he was conscious that he 
was trying his best to communicate himself - to make 
his story understood. The others had become completely 
silent and motionless. 

This decision of mine was to be of considerable 
importance to myself. My father had a large ranch and 
he left me some money. It was his wish that I should 
remain and develop what he had left to me. But there 
was a certain circumstance which made it difficult for 
me to remain. I had explained this difficulty to my 
father shortly before he died - and he understood and 
advised me to leave though it was entirely against his 
desire. But even after he died I could not make up my 
mind. This particular circumstance, which I have 
mentioned, was complicated and it involved me in more 
than one way. A person with more experience and 
learning might have found it easier - but I haven't 
much of those. And what's more I wasn't in the habit of 
solving problems - we didn't live that way out there. 
Either you did a thing or you didn't - that was all. 

"Another thing I should tell you is that I never 
played the violin there. Can you imagine why? People 
would have laughed - yes, my own father. He wouldn't 
have then, if he had been alive, because we came to an 
understanding just before he died. I used to play for 
dances when I was younger, that was different. gO 

Archilde loses himself in words without making himself or 

his ideas very clear. On another occasion he tries to 

determine whether his beliefs of justice and right are 

primitive: again he cannot finish the argument to his 

satisfaction. The reader gains all factual knowledge and all 

insights into the white -Indian/mixed-blood situation from 

90Manuscript 169-70. 
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Max, Archilde's father. When Max dies Archilde assumes his 

father's words as well as his possessions. Archilde's 

memories of his time at Chemawa are the most interesting of 

the second part, but they are often triggered by unimportant 

situations and people and the connection to other incidents 

of the second part is not always obvious. These flashbacks 

serve mainly to show ArcM.lde' s responsiveness to the white 

man's ideas of right and wrong and other abstract concepts 

such as honesty. Thirdly, Archilde's enforced isolation in a 

foreign city where he can communicate with others only on a 

superficial level encourages his realization that his roots 

are in Montana, on his father's ranch. Lastly, his final 

acceptance into the white society of Montana is marked 

partly by Claudia's decision to join him. It is nevertheless 

a superfluous re-enforcement and can hardly justify the 

existence of part two, since Archilde's acceptance as a 

member of white society had already occurred at the end of 

the trial. "Nor could he f.Archilde] forget that the judge 

had shook his hand after the trial and commended his 

[stolid] qualities that would, no doubt, make him a splendid 

citizen. 'I commend you!' were the judge's words and as 

Archilde passed through the corridors packed with people, 

everyone paused to let him pass and smiles and pleasant 

words met him on every hand. ,,91 

91Manuscript 335-36. 
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The longhand version of The Surrounded is the story of 

the individual Archilde rather than that of the community. 

As a mixed-blood Archilde finds himself between the white 

men, represented by his father Max Leon, and the Indians, 

represented by his mother. His desire to leave the 

reservation at the beginning of the novel shows that he has 

already made his decision to join the white man's world. 

Archilde acknowledges that physically he is part of 

both his parents, "Archilde found it harder to talk to his 

father than to his mo~her, though he was as much of one as 

of the other.,,92 The communication difficulty in his 

relationship with his father is due to Max' preconception of 

mixed-bloods. His older sons, who once had the same 

possibilities as Archilde, have all become criminals. Max 

generalizes his experiences with his mixed-blood family and 

decides that mixed-bloods will always return to their Indian 

heritage. Even though the Indians are to be pitied for what 

the white man has done to them, they are lost beyond hope to 

alcohol, diseases and lethargy; the future for both 

communities, the white as well as the Indian one, is a dark 

one. 

He could not think of that yardful of energetic 
youngsters without a shudder.' In his mind's eye he saw 
them as they would be in ten or fifteen years. He saw 
the misery they would bring to themselves and such of 
their relatives as had any sense. They would all be a 

92Manuscript 4. 
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drain upon the community for there would be but few who 
would earn their livings honestly. The community was at 
their mercy, it could never develop under such a 
handicap. Yet it was a rich and beautiful valley in 
which they lived. 

He was responsible for some part of the condition. 
In the enthusiasm of conquest he had turned squaw-man 
and now he could walk along the road and reflect on its 
consequences. Never had he seen a white man who was 
happy with his Indian wife and family. Many did not 
care and weren't much better themselves but mostly they 
kept out of sight and avoided their fellow men; they 
took to wearing moccasins and shuffling along with 
averted faces like any full-blood; when they were 
addressed they kept their eyes on the ground and 
escaped as soon as possible. 

Not that Max had ever done anything of the sort. 
His grey eyes were as frank and challenging as any and 
he said bluntly what he meant. But it had required 
effort. Any man resents gaining with effort what other 
men arrive at naturally. It was something to be a bank 
director at last. 93 

Despite his resentment towards his family, Max feels an 

individual responsibility for what is happening in the 

valley. On the other hand, however, he is sure that nothing 

can be done to reclaim these children of mixed-blood 

marriages who are doomed to a criminal or at least 

unproductive life from birth. After Father Grepilloux' death 

he summarizes his feelings talking to Moser, the 

storekeeper: 

Wives were makeshift too. A white man married a squaw 
in the same way that he put dirt on the roof of his 
cabin in place of shingles. That was how he married a 
squaw. Father Grepilloux praised him for it. In his 
opinion, it was better than the preaching of the 
missionaries; it was simpler, but more, much more 
effective. There could be no misunderstanding such an 

93Manuscript 57. 

--------~-----~--.- ---------------------
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action. Possibly Grepilloux had even thought of putting 
aside the robe and living what he thought was more 
powerful than the word. His wisdom was that he kept to 
the robe. 

A squaw was all right until she gave you a child. 
There he lay in front of you, ugly and black. What 
could you do? Give him the best Christian name you 
could think of and let it go at that. Thus, Pedro, 
Umberto, Blasco, Luis, - Archilde was a crazy name, he 
didn't know where it came from, - these were the names 
of his sons, much good it did him. For his squaw, he 
had no harsh words. She worked, not hard and what she 
did was of little account, but she minded her own 
business and never asked for anything? But was she 
civilized? Was she a companion. friend, an equal? Could 
she sit at the head of his table? Not for a thousand 
years yet. 

Max had been talking with more and more heat. 
There was a natural twist for sarcasm in his tongue and 
after long disuse he was trying to get it unlimbered 
today. The whiskey and [ ••• ] had flushed his face and 
he swung his arms at times awkwardly. His eyes shone. 

"I Tell you we've been fools. Did we think we 
could build a paradise here? Did we think the Indians 
were lambs, free of sin and ready to be made into 
Christians? Look at them! They are diseased, many are 
born blind and crippled. The rest are drinking 
themselves to death and gambling away every penny, 
every shred of property that they get their hands on. 
They [ ••• ] like dogs. No body knows who's the father of 
the papooses you see hanging on a squaw's back. Did we 
think they would make farmers? They won't work. They 
sell or gamble away their harvests and tools and then 
sit around the agency waiting for the government to 
make them payment of twenty-five or fifty dollars. And 
the government does it, three or four times a year. 
Have we been fools? 

"Now I'm an old man. In a few years I'll be dead. 
Who've I got to take my place? Nobody. I've worked 
thirty-five years in this valley building my ranch. I 
have money and lots of land. But none of my blood will 
use it when I am gone. I hoped it would be Archilde but 
he is in jail even now. How do I know what kind of a 
son he will be? Maybe he is innocent - but what's he 
doing in jail? White men have a way of staying out of 
jails when they live innocent lives. 

"Father Grepilloux died working with these savages 
but tomorrow they won't remember him. He had wisdom and 
the kindness of a saint but he had just as well into 
the woods and baptised and preached to the trees. 



Friendship with an Indian is like the wind and you 
won't catch the wind in a sack. 

[ ... ] 
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Images of the funeral kept returning to his mind 
and for the first time he felt the melancholy of the 
occasion. Before he had resented his friend's death. A 
good man should never die. But now as night on he was 
feeling emptiness. He would not go to the Mission 
anymore. In the back of his brain he still heard the 
Indians wailing in that dismal tone and he wondered if, 
after all, they did have human feelings, and if their 
weepini was genuine. He didn't pretend to understand 
them. 9 

Max stereotypes the roles of the white man and the 

Indian here. The white man is seen as an idealist who 

believed in the natural purity of the Indian: the Indian 

would have had the ability to acquire civilization, i.e. 

become a Christian and a farmer, if he had attempted to do 

so. Max, the first generation American of European descent, 

and Father Grepilloux originally shared the idealistic view 

of the French philosophers about the Indians on their 

arrival in the Flathead Valley. 

As early as 1703 Baron de Lahontan had contrasted the 

naturalness and simplicity of the American Indians with the 

corrupt civilization of his time. And, almost fifty years 

later, Jean Jacques Rousseau took de Lahontan's thesis and 

developed it further: 

Rousseau geht davon aus, daB der Mensch 
grundsatzlich gut ist, und daB das Bose in ihm erst 
durch das Zusammenleben mit anderen Individuen 
hervortritt: " ••• rendez un etre mechant en le rendant 
sociable ••• " Der ideale Mensch ist fUr ihn der 

94Manuscript 87-89. 
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iso1ierte Wilde, dessen Wunsche nicht uber physische 
Bep.urfnisse hinausgehen, we1che auf einfache Weise 
befriedigt werden konnen. Damit hat dieser ein zwar 
kind1iches, doch gluck1iches Leben. Da der primitive 
Mensch nicht uber Gut und Bose ref1ektiert, kann er 
weder gut noch bose sein: es sche:lnt Rousseau, daB die 
Menschen in diesem stadium keine Verpf1ichtungen den 
Mitmenschen gegeniiber hatten, und durch diesen Mangel 
an mora1ischer Verpf1ichtung, die in der zivi1ierten 
Welt 1angsam a1s Burde empfunden wird, weder Tugenden 
noch Laster entwicke1n konnte. 95 

Of course this idealized image of the American Indian and 

the sense of their own loss that the members of the European 

community experienced could not survive the reality of the 

American settlers' daily encounters with the different 

Indian tribes. After the Revolution the Americans, for the 

first timo, were able to determine their own westward 

expansion politics. Rousseau's idealized view of the 

American Indian as Noble Savage interfered with the 

settlers' demand to move the frontier westward; 

95Brigitte Georgi, Der Indianer in der amerikanischen 
Literatur: Das weiBe Rassenverstandnis bis 1900 und die 
indianische Se1bstdarste11unq ab1833 Versuch einer 
Geqenuberste11unq (Ko1n: Pahl-Rugenstein, 1982) 22. 

[Translation of quote] Rousseau proceeded from the 
assumption that man is basically good and that the evil in 
him only develops by his living together with other 
individuals: " ••• rendre un etre mechant en 1e rendant 
sociable, ••• " The ideal man for him is the isolated savage 
whose wishes do not exceed the physical necessities which 
can be easily satisfied. Therefore, the savage may live a 
childlike but happy life. Since primitive man does not 
reflect on good and evil, he can be neither good nor evil: 
it seemed to Rousseau that people in that state had no 
responsibilities toward their fellow men and that they could 
develop neither virtues nor vices because of this lack of 
moral obligation which was beginning to be felt a burden in 
the civilized world. [Birgit Hans] 
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consequently, the Indian policies of the American 

government were intended to destroy tribal identity and to 

absorb Indian tribes into the mainstream society. Only the 

end of the western expansion, which was marked by the 

completion of the transcontinental railroad in the l880s, 

made it possible for the white Americans to revive the idea 

of the Noble Savage at least in part. James Fenimore 

Cooper's Leatherstocking Tales, which are probably the best 

known examples of this revival, glorify the Noble Savage, 

i.e. natural man, who is nevertheless doomed to destruction 

by his way of life and his inability to adapt to a new life 

of agrarian exploitation. 96 McNickle comments much more 

directly on the agrarian paradise in the published version 

of The Surrounqed. Max refers to Rousseau's Noble Savage 

very early in the novel: "It was not laziness, and it was 

not romanticism. He never thought the Indians were "noble" 

or children of a lost paradise. While it was true that the 

old life was much cleaner than the present existence, it was 

still hard for a white man to stomach.,,97 And Father 

Grepilloux shows Max what the whites' achievement of the 

agrarian paradise has done to the Flathead: 

96Ibid. 36-37. 

97D'Arcy McNickle, The Surrounded (1936; Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1978) 42. 
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You have least to complain of. You lose your sons, 
but these people have lost a way of life, and with it 
their pride, their dignity, their strength. Men like 
Jeff Irving have murdered their fathers and their sons 
with impunity. Gross natured officials have despoiled 
them, they are insulted when they present grievances. 
Of course" - since Grepilloux was a priest, and a 
faithful one, he added what in his heart seemed to 
balance all that he had set against it - "they have 
God.,,98 

In the manuscript version however, Max and Father 

Grepilloux, and later Archilde, pursue their dream of an 

agrarian paradise unquestioningly. There is no participation 

of Indians though; Archilde's brother Pete, for example, has 

all the right tools, but they decay on his "ranch" because 

he doesn't know what to do with them. The Indian in the 

manuscript version does not want to change, the very 

primitiveness that should have made them susceptible to the 

blessings of civilization now becomes an insurmountable 

obstacle: he cannot perceive the necessity for bettering 

himself and, according to Max, he remains primitive because 

he is lazy. 

The Indian cannot even be forced to participate in the 

white dream, as Max' references to official white policies 

indicate. For example, in 1887 Congress had passed the 

General Allotment Act or Dawes Act that was to speed up 

Indian assimilation into the mainstream culture. The lands 

held in common by each tribe were to be allotted to 

98 I bid. 59. 

-~----- .. -.---.-.-----.- -_. __ ._ .. - ._------------



individual ownership because, as Carl Schurz, Secretary of 

the Interior in President Grant's cabinet, claimed: " 'the 
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enjoyment and pride of the individual ownership of property 

is one of the most civilizing agencies.' ,,99 McNickle 

advanced a reason for the failure of the Allotment Act in 

Native American Tribalism: "The Indians did not become 

farmers, not of the kind envisioned by the lawmakers. Many 

Indians had been farmers from a time that antedated the 

countries of modern Europe. But they farmed to eat, not to 

exploit a market. In this they remained unchanged. IIlOO 

McNickle's fictional treatment of the Allotment Act in the 

manuscript version certainly bore out his anthropological 

analysis of its failure. As already mentioned, Pete's tools 

decay by the rich soil of the wheat fields and acculturated 

Archilde, like his father before him, manages his brothers' 

allotments: "The choiciest land on Max Leon's ranch belonged 

to his children. It had been given to them by government 

allotment. During his lifetime he had been virtually the 

renter of their land - though none had ever dared to demand 

it of him. The agent favored this arrangement because under 

'Max the land was put to good use and his sons received 

benefit from it - he paid a regular rent for it every 

99D'Arcy McNickle, Native American Tribalism (London, 
Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 1973) 81. 

lOOIbid. 85. 
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year. ,,101 In the manuscript version the result of allotment 

is complete disintegration of tribal unity. This white man's 

attempt to force the Indians to become a productive member 

of the white community has failed. 

In Max' eyes the case is even more desperate than the 

mere failure of a government policy: even the Christian 

names of his sons cannot conquer the "ugly" and "black" 

babies of the mixed-blood marriages, i.e. the good cannot 

overcome the evil. If Max sees himself as a member of the 

Christian community, his wife's native laziness makes her of 

little account and his sons are servants of the Devil. Max' 

final statement that he will never return to the Mission 

after Father Grepilloux' death indicates that the forces of 

evil, the children of these two worlds, have destroyed all 

possibilities of a paradise in the valley. God, in Max' 

view, is the God of the Old Testament who has marked these 

children of the Devil with diseases and deformities. Nothing 

honorable can be attributed to them, not even gratitude to 

their greatest benefactor, Father Grepilloux. Here Max found 

his justification for his rejection of his sons. His 

stereotypical perception also makes an understanding of 

Archilde impossible; his youngest son, whose outward 

appearance does not indicate his Indian heritage, belongs to 

101Manuscript 258-59. 
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these lost children: "White men have a way of staying out of 

jails when they live innocent lives." 

McNickle's early view of the Indians' place in 

Christianity is neither new nor original. As far back as the 

end of the 16th century, European explorers of America had 

seen the Indians in that light. l02 Even William Bradford, 

who, in 1619, . attempted to visualize the dangers the 

Pilgrims would encounter in the new world, wrote in Of 

Plymouth Plantation: 

The place they had thoughts on was some of those 
vast and unpeopled countries of America, which are 
fruitful and fit for habitation, being devoid of all 
civil inhabitants, where there are only savage and 
brutish men which range up and down, little otherwise 
than the wild beasts of the same. 

[ ... ] 
And also those which should escape or overcome 

these difficulties should yet be in continual danger of 
the savage people, who are cruel, barbarous and most 
treacherous, being most furious in their rage and 
merciless where they overcome; not being content only 
to kill and take away life, but delight to torment men 
in the most bloody manner that may be; flaying some 
alive with the shells of fishes, cutting off the 
members and joints of others by piecemeal and broiling 
on the coals, eat the dollops of their sight whilst 
they live6 with other cruelties horrible to be 
related.l 3 

102For some of the earliest descriptions see, for 
example, John smith, A True Relation of such occurrences and 
accidents as hath happened in Virginia since the first 
planting of that Collony (1608). 

103William Bradford, Of Plymouth Plantation 1620-1647, 
ed. Samuel Eliot Morison (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1959) 
25-26. 
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Furthermore, the Puritans developed an entirely new genre, 

the Captivity Tales, to deal with their fear of the Indians 

who presented a perpetual threat to the purity of their own 

beliefs. The first account was Mary Rowlandson's; she was 

captured by the Narragansett during the King Philip War in 

1676 and was forced to spend a little more than eleven weeks 

with them. The captivity Tale shows her dependence on God in 

her constant references to the Bible and her fear and 

contempt of the Indians: "This was the doleful lest night 

that ever my eyes saw. Oh, the roaring and singing and 

dancing and yelling of these black creatures in the night 

which made the place a lively resemblance of hell."104 

Later, in the 19th century, James Fenimore cooper uses the 

image of the Indian as a child of the devil for the Indian 

tribes hostile to the whites in his Leatherstocking Tales. 

Nathaniel Hawthorne too associates the Indians with darkness 

and credits them with having taught Roger Chillingworth his 

evil knowledge of the herbs that destroy Arthur Dimmesdale 

in The Scarlet Letter. 

Despite this consistently negative view of the Indian, 

he was nevel:' considered beyond salvation in literature. All 

he had to do was to accept christianity and assimilate to 

l04r.fary Rowlandson, liThe soveraignty & Goodness of God 
II in Puritans among the Indians: Accounts of Captivity 

and Redemption 1676-1724, eds. Alden T. Vaughan & Edward W. 
Clark (Cambridge and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1981) 36. 
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the superior white culture. Alden T. Vaughan says in New 

England Frontier that the Puritans believed that "Satan had 

a hold on the Indians from which they must be freed. (He 

also had a hold on the Spanish and the Irish; the Puritans 

were generally less contemptuous of the Indians' ignorance 

of God's truth - as the Puritans interpret it - than they 

were of the papists' or, later on the Quakers').lIl05 While 

the attempt to convert the Indians to Christianity 

slackened in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 

assimilation was still considered essential for the physical 

survival of the Indians. 

McNickle's longhand version is not the only fiction by 

a Native American to advocate assimilation. Much of John 

Milton Oskison's fiction concentrates on frontier romance. 

His fiction includes minor Indian characters who serve to 

show the necessity of assimilation. other early Native 

American writers who also see assimilation as the only route 

open to their race are Charles Alexander Eastman, zitkala-Sa 

(Red Bird), Morning Dove, and simon Pokagon. Even John 

Joseph Mathew's main character in Sundown, published only 

two years before McNickle's The Surrounded, leaves for law 

school at the end; his rare insights into the Osage part of 

105Alden T. Vaughan, New England Frontier: Puritans and 
Indians 1620-1675 (Boston and Toronto: Little, Brown and 
Company, 1965) 19-20. 



his heritage fail to keep him at home. He is frightened of 

his osage blood. 

Even after Indian tribes had received self-

90 

determination as part of the New Deal in 1932, Charles T. 

Loram, a participant in the university of Toronto and Yale 

university Seminar Conference on the North American Indians 

in 1939, could present a paper at the conference that 

claimed assimilation to be an essential: "In the end, of 

course, the civilization of the white man must prevail. The 

culture of 500,000 Indians or even ten million Indians if we 

include Mexico, cannot prevail over that of one hundred and 

forty million whites, particularly when the white man's 

culture is so convenient, so powerful, and so dominating. 

Save the pure romanticism, no one really believes that 

Indian culture can ultimately prevail on the American 

continent. "106 The image that McNickle uses in the 

handwritten manuscript is well-worn and not very original; 

it merely perpetuates already existing stereotypes. One of 

McNickle's most significant achievements in the revision of 

the manuscript is therefore that he reverses the image 

without damaging the integrity of the priest Father 

Grepilloux. In the published version, The surrounded, the 

106charles T. Loram, "The Fundamentals of Indian-White 
Contact in the United States and Canada" in The North 
American Indian Today, eds. C.T. Loram and T.F. McIlwraith 
(Toronto, Canada: The University of Toronto Press, 1943) 8. 
McNickle also participated in this conference. 
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validity of organized religion, i.e. the capacity to put 

everyone in a clearly defined pigeon hole, and the sanctity 

of its teachings shatter for Archilde when he discovers the 

squalor behind the altar. 

In contrast to Max, Father Grepilloux attempts to 

discredit the early belief that Indians are children of the 

Devil in the manuscript version. Max thinks however that 

even saintly Father Grepilloux has lost faith in his 

idealistic beliefs since he did not commit the "mistake" of 

,leaving his orders and of marrying a native woman. In fact, 

the hope to create a new people who would combine the best 

elements of both worlds is a dream; in reality, this new 

people has the worst qualities of both. The white man, 

instead of furthering civilization, has embarked on a course 

of self-destruction. The dream of an agricultural paradise 

and a Christian nation are dismissed early in the longhand 

version by Max Leon. In his first talk with Father 

Grepilloux he says: "I came from Spain when I was a small 

boy and I don't remember the town in which I was born. If I 

hadn't married a squaw no doubt I should have been 

happy.lll07 

Max' ideas about Indians and mixed-bloods are shared by 

other members of the white community. Even Claudia, who is 

emotionally involved with Archilde and who has shown sincere 

107Manuscript 38. 

-------------------~------------------~ 
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interest in his struggle to find himself, cannot progress 

beyond stereotypes: 

"Listen." she [Claudia] said and a slight color 
came over her face. "Dad said something this morning 
that interested me - greatly. Is it true that you are -

Indian?" 
"Why, yes - Didn't I ever tell you? I thought I 

had." 
"No _II her voice was very soft. After a brief 

pause she continued. "Do you know, I think that's too 
marvelous for words! It gives me the queerest thrill. 
Now I understand many things that puzzled me before -
your reticence, directness, honesty, your genuine 
wonder - all that is so unusual and admirable. Oh, 
there are dozen, a hundred things, I must ask 
about! ,,108 

It is highly appropriate that this exchange takes place in 

Paris where the French philosophers of the eighteenth 

century created the myth of the Noble Savage. Claudia's 

attempt to recreate Archilde into the image of this 

ancestral myth comes to nothing, because it is paralleled 

with her mother's ambitious dreams for her sons which are 

also centered in Paris. Mrs. Burness goes insane, and her 

collapse forces Claudia to rethink her own past and the 

stereotypes she has simply accepted before. Claudia's final 

letter to Archilde at the end of the novel indicates that 

she had had to adjust her view of Archilde and that she 

finally manages to see him as an individual rather than a 

symbol of a stereotyped past. "I will be with you three days 

after this reaches you, I have figured it out. Now I have 

108Manuscript 199-200. 



hinted for three years but you never came. So I will 

then. ,,109 Archilde, in turn, can accept her decision, 

because he has found his place in Montana society. 
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Another character in the manuscript version who 

subscribes to Max' negative and fatalistic view of the 

Indian and mixed-blood is George Moser, the white 

entrepreneur whose only interest is money. Moser, nagged by 

his wife to take her East, tries to make Archilde buy his 

properties in the valley. Even when he pretends that Max had 

already committed himself to do so, Archilde refuses to 

consider the offer. Moser's response seems to be a typical 

one judged by Archilde's reaction: "'You want whatever you 

can get out of your friends but when they come to you oh 

that's a different story. Well, there's no mistaking where 

that characteristic comes from. Your father warned me 

against it. I dare say he had felt it all right. It's the 

Indian in you!' He shouted and salvia dripped from his mouth 

as he spoke the words."110 Moser's words strengthen 

Archilde's determination to become a member of the white 

Montana community; he leaves for college and later Paris. At 

the trial the prosecuting attorney, whose chief character 

witness Moser is, takes up Moser's estimate of Archilde's 

character: 

109Manuscript 339. 

l10Manuscript 113. 

~-- -~~~------- ---------------
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"I have a final word to add. The defendant is an 
Indian breed. He is one of a family of boys who have 
been repeated evil-doers, they have been a constant 
drain upon the good-will of the state. For some reason, 
we have always dealt leniently with this clan of 
offenders. We have labored under the theory tha~ we are 
under debt to the Indians and we have permitted them 
privileges which we deny ourselves. I think it is high 
time we questioned the wisdom of such a course of 
action. If the Indian is to form a part of our state he 
must learn the duties and qualities of a citizen. How 
is he to get this knowledge? By granting him special 
privileges and dealing leniently with him when he 
defies our laws? Is that the way we treat our own 
children when they disobey our wishes and wander from 
the straight path? Or hasn't our axiom always been -
'Spare the rod and spoil the child'? We came from a 
race of sturdy Pilgrim fathers who knew the virtues of 
discipline. They built for us a great nation on that 
very principle. Let us not give over their work into 
the hands of a race undisciplined in either spirit or 
mind. Let us be stern in our justice - but righteous, 
always. That's the duty laid upon us, gentlemen of the 
jury. ,,111 

Not only Archilde is on trial here but the entire Indian and 

mixed-blood community. Indians and mixed-bloods are children 

who must be forced to relinquish the old and to SUbstitute 

it with the white man's civilization. As the representative 

of the law and the state, the prosecuting attorney denies 

the Indians' right to self-determination and the possibility 

of individual development. The white man has the right and, 

furthermore, the duty to educate his children. 

In his short story "En roulant ma boule, roulant " ... , 
which was probably written in the 1930s, McNickle developed 

these ideas of the prosecuting attorney further. In the 

111Manuscript 315-16. 



first part of the short story young Dieudonne Leroux is 

accused of the rape of sixteen year old Pauline Delorme. 
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Throughout the ludicrous trial the mixed-blood judges 

quarrel among themselves about the correct trial procedure. 

Finally, Dieudonne walks out of the court without waiting 

for the outcome of his-trial. 

Even though the mixed-blood judges talk vaguely of 

"English common law, the Napoleonic Code, statutory Law, 

Blackstone, Chancellor Kent ••• ," they clearly cannot grasp 

the concepts imposed on them by the white community. At the 

same time, the very beginning of "En roulant ma boule, 

roulant ••• " shows that they have rejected their Indian 

heritage. "The judges stalled for time. Embarrassment and 

unconfessed ignorance snuffed out their wits. Four hundred 

years lay barren in them. So far they had spent most of 

their time arguing with the tribal policeman and among 

themselves, none quite daring to put the questions 

necessary to bring out the facts."ll2 The mixed-bloods' 

attempt to accept another people's laws, which have not 

grown out of their own tradition and history, is doomed to 

failure and leaves the mixed-blood community with a lack of 

purpose. Even the spectators, who are officially governed by 

the adopted law, come with one expectation only, to be 

ll2D'Arcy McNickle, "En roulant ma boule, roulant ••• ," 
unpublished manuscript at The Newberry Library, Chicago, 
Illinois. 
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amused. Sam Delorme, the French and Cree father of the 

"raped" girl Pauline, is also ridiculed and made into an 

example of the purposeless mixed-blood community. His only 

interest in life is food and even his outward appearance 

causes amusement. McNickle describes him as "his wide 

quarters hanging like the over-running dough round the 

seat's edge.,,113 The case of the mixed-blood in "En roulant 

ma boule, roulant ••• " serves as an example for the 

spiritual death that follows the wholesale replacement of 

one belief system with another. Indians can only 

successfully assimilate to the white man's world, McNickle 

indicates, if they are permitted to weigh the elements of 

the other culture and measure them against their own values. 

McNickle does not reach that conclusion in th'9 longhand 

manuscript version. The white characters in the novel and 

even the half-blood protagonist Archilde subscribe to the 

official government policy of substituting one belief system 

with another, i.e. they advocate assimilation. The longhand 

version then is an illustration of popular beliefs held by 

white Americans. 

There are indications, however, that McNickle was to 

reconsider his position; the rethinking of the Indian and 

mixed-blood positions is the basis for the published version 

of The Surrounded where Archilde, after experiencing both 

l13Ibid. 
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worlds, returns to his Indian roots. On his way home after 

the trial, ArchiJ.de encounters Blind Michel in the longhand 

version, one of the few full-blood Indians in this early 

version. Archilde has never described Indians so 

sympathetically before. He does not even comment on the dirt 

and smell but instead asks Michel to stop at his house some 

day: 

A figure appeared as the road turned out of a grove of 
cottonwoods and underbrush. At first he was undistinct 
and gradually he grew familiar to Archilde's eyes. He 
was an old man, an Indian, bareheaded, a dirty shirt 
that had once been yellow, a faded blanket that had 
once been red. Because it was warm, he had taken the 
blanket off of his shoulders and folded it waistlength. 
with one hand he held the blanket up and with his other 
hand he clutched his cane - a sawed-off billiard cue. 
Now he was quite close and Archilde saw him plainly. 
His hair was quite grey and yellowed with dirt; it was 
braided in two braids that hung down his shirt front. 
In his ears were large pearly shells suspended on small 
brass rings. His eyes were sightless, the lids blinking 
continuously and a thin moisture lurking in the 
corners. This was Blind Michel, who wandered the valley 
from end to end, in all weather and at all times of the 
year. sometimes he had an old black dog (?) but usually 
he was alone. Some called him the "wandering Jew" -
which meant nothing to him. 114 

Archilde has acquired such self-assurance by his acceptance 

into the white community that he can accept people on their 

own terms. He can even see a moral in Blind Michel's 

situation that is applicable not only to the Indian. but also 

to the white community: "The world was such a place that not 

even a blind man looked other where for help than himself. 

114Manuscript 328. 



All bounty, all strength, lay there.,,115 For Archilde the 

importance of the community is on a membership level only. 

It is up to the individual effort to make something of the 

community and to contribute to it. 

Another indication that McNickle would rethink his 

position of total acculturation eventually is Archilde's 

state of mind during his time in jail before the trial. In 

these days he experiences "Feeling(s) of inexcusable guilt 

and shame." Archilde can find comfort in his Indian 

heritage which before he had rejected summarily: 
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He stood arm in arm with his mother those days, [ ••• ] 
the unhealthy mist of a hundred generations before his 
day. Inhabitant of a bleak world into which the 
sunlight had not yet penetrated, these were his people. 
They gazed into the sky and scanned the earth, picking 
their food from under the rocks and in the meadows. 
They feared the passing shadow of the bird overhead, 
they stood in awe before a blasted tree, they 
worshipped the wind that howled at night. They murdered 
their enemies who were no more than their brothers, 
casually. They wrought hideous distortions on their own 
bodies in deference to savage pride. On all these 
faces, not a laugh or a smile they walked grim faced 
through life and passed out amidst a burst of waiting. 
When opposition and adversity overtook them and 
threatened death and starvation on the snowy flats of 
winter, they sat in a huddle before a [sick] fire and 
with blank eyes, awaiting the hand to fall. They fought 
when the hand of the spirit pushed them forward - when 
it turned against them, they bowed their heads before 
the wind of wrath. Dull, naked savage, the breath of 
their nostrils was fatalism - there were the hundred 
generations who stood behind Archilde. In his sad days 
they came upon him and feasted on his strength, drawing 
his blood away and thinning the marrow of his bones. He 

115Manuscript 329. 



lay on his iron cot and was scarcely aware that the 
days passed. In his body there were no passions. 116 

99 

Archilde admires his ancestors' fortitude, their capability 

to sustain themselves in a basically hostile environment 

with which they nevertheless lived in harmony. Archilde's 

viewpoint is that of an educated white man; he understands 

his ancestors' primitive urges intellectually but, as his 

choice of words already indicates, does not share their 

"primitive" laws. He is momentarily in a state of suspension 

and like them has "bowed [his] head before the wind of 

wrath." His guilt feelings and his commitment to the white 

community do not permit him to go beyond a basic 

understanding. significantly it is a letter from Claudia 

that shakes him out of his state of suspension and renews 

his faith in the white man's world and his membership in it. 

After his trial he rationalizes his initial emotional 

response: 

As he had sat in jail shame and sorrow seemed to 
have eaten his bowels away - he sat with a green 
pallor on his face and movement gone from his limbs. It 
had seemed there that the pillars of his manhood had 
been blasted asunder and he sat admid the ruins without 
a whole purpose in his body. 

"Come," the agent had said, "you mustn't sit here! 
The judge has allowed you bail. You must come home and 
wait for your trial!" 

"Leave me be!" Archilde had growled. Go home and 
sit like a toad blinking his eyes at the sun with 
nothing to do but wait? No, he didn't care to do that. 
If his body broke out in sores he would go and hide 

l16Manuscript 301-02. 
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until they healed, wouldn't he? So he preferred to sit 
in the shadow of his cell until there was no more ulcer 
in his breast. It was in his blood that when an ordeal 
found him, punishment, torture, recriminations, he 
should stand up to the judgment without flinching; he 
should take the full measure of his enemy's wrath. Now 
that he had gone through the fire he stepped forth 
unshaken, undeterred. 117 

His willingness to submit unconditionally to the law he has 

chosen and his intention to assume the individual 

responsibility show his faith in his chosen community. 

Nothing but that momentary feeling of unity with his 

mother's ancestors indicates that Archilde will resist total 

acculturation in The Surrounded. In fact, at the end of the 

manuscript version of the novel, Archilde remembers an old 

Salish song: 

These were the words he spoke: 

"Clouds out of water! 
I have seen my dream of power walking the 
clouds of water! 
He was a valiant god, a red warrior. 
He buckled to his breast a bright robe 
And strode over the tops of hills, 
Walking on the clouds of water!" -

and his own ears were astonished. But deeper then this 
outward senses there was no astonishment. There was 
strength beneath that, singing and charging in a rush 
to the light. It was a dream of power and nothing 
less."118 

117Manuscript 331. 

118Manuscript 339. 
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He recognizes the fortitude and strength of his ancestors, 

that he had admired in prison, in this song. Even though he 

is willing to utilize the power and to acknowledge his 

Indian ancestry, he is not prepared to participate in his 

Indian forebears' culture. "It was a dream of power and 

nothing less." No rect:mciliation with his mother's memory 

takes place; Archilde has put her completely out of his mind 

after her death released his hate for her. At this point his 

acceptance of his Indian heritage provides him with 

additional strength without binding him to his ancestors. 

At the end of the longhand version Archilde is more 

than a supplicant for membership in the white community. He 

has taken Max' place and, despite his increased sympathy for 

the Indians and mixed-bloods, is prepared to subscribe to a 

slightly modified preconception about mixed-bloods. No 

longer is Archilde willing to expand his energy to help his 

nephews become white men. If they are not willing to take 

the initiative and responsibility this step takes, he will 

follow his father's example and throw them out of the house: 

One thing he knew, he'd waste no more words on 
them here after. They could make their own choices and 
his shoe would be ready to boot them through the door 
the first time they strayed too far. He was standing 
now in the footprints his father had left twenty-five 
years ago. Already he had said in his mind: "If they 
will not live on my terms - then they will get out and 
stay out!" 

[ ... ] 
So, in a word, the story of Archilde's life had only 
now begun. How he would live out his days was to be a 
greater problem than his approach to life and possibly 
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stick. 119 

Even though Archilde admits early in the manuscript 

version that he "was as much of one as of the other," his 
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mother is hardly mentioned at all. In part one of the 

manuscript he remembers his mother's care and her importance 

to him during his childhood. But even while remembering he 

realizes that the early affection had changed to shame: "And 

at this moment he felt utterly detached from his mother. He 

felt no love, no hatred, no friendliness, nothing particular 

at the thought of her [ ••• ] But he couldn't even feel 

affection on principle. She was totally foreign and 

unappealing. [ ••• ] I wasn't ashamed of my blood to begin 

with because I never thought about it. [ ••• ] It is only now 

that I have grown ashamed of it.,,120 Archilde's 

relationship with his mother does not undergo any 

development, except that his shame changes to hatred after 

she killed the game warden to avenge Louis' death. "A 

feeling of intense revulsion and hatred came to life in his 

breast and he had an impulse to drive her away. He was 

ashamed of being an Indian and part of her.,,12l It never 

crosses his mind that his mother is grieving about Louis' 

l19Manuscript 337-38. 

l20Manuscript 118. 

l2lManuscript 71. 
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murder and that the game warden caused his own death by 

murdering Louis. This view that only the murder of the white 

man is a true murder is emphasized in the prosecuting 

attorney's speech. The game warden and his family are 

portrayed as victims of an irrational violence, a view that 

is reminiscent of Bradford's description in Of Plymouth 

Plantation and Mary Rowlandson's captivity Tale. Louis' 

violent death is only referred to in passing; an Indian's 

life does not equal that of a white man. 

Archilde's ethnocentrism and lack of sympathetic 

understanding of his mother's archetypal conflict in the 

mountains represent the final turning point in Archilde's 

development: he is going to emulate his father. The only 

other full-blood Indians he encounters in the manuscript 

version are Blind Michel and Jim, the tribal policeman, who 

drives him back to his father's ranch after his first 

imprisonment. The fact that his childhood love for his 

mother turns to hate and that he extends only reluctant 

sympathy to the other two full-blood Indians cuts him off 

from the participation in the Indian part of his ancestry. 

McNickle's treatment of that aspect of Archilde's life is 

heavy-handed and convinces the audience early on that 

Archilde will not experience any true development. And since 

we learn of the struggle with a mixed-blood heritage 

primarily from his father, it is a foregone conclusion that 

Archilde will ultimately subscribe to Max' views. The only 
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suspense in the plot then is the possible repercussions from 

his involvement in the game warden's death. Archi1de's early 

decision to follow his father's way of life, therefore, 

causes an imbalance in the manuscript version of the novel. 

As mentioned before, Archilde is extremely inarticulate 

and strives for a voice throughout the novel. McNickle chose 

however to include a lot of dialogue which makes tedious 

reading. Archilde is too inarticulate to bring across his 

ideas, but after the trial he holds some good interior 

monologues. The dialogue itself is not as tightly 

constructed as it could be and leads to a number of 

repetitions. For instance, in the opening scene of the 

manuscript version, Max says to Archilde: "Sit down, my son. 

Agnes said you were here, where have you been this time?,,122 

Max' contempt and distrust of Archilde, whom he sees as a 

representative of his older criminal sons at this point, 

does not come across in this version. Consequently, Max has 

to indulge in much soul searching to bring that point 

across to the reader. The dialogue in The Surrounded, on the 

other hand, shows an economy that makes the extensive use of 

interior monologue superfluous. McNickle uses more words in 

the same opening scene, but the reader cannot be in doubt of 

Max' feelings: " 'Sit down, my son!' His voice was deep and 

his least variation gave strong emphasis to his words. He 

l22Manuscript 4. 

---- ---------------------------------------
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handled his voice like a whip. ,,123 The most excessive use 

of dialogue occurs at the, end of the manuscript version; the 

prosecuting and defense attorneys' speeches are included in 

full length. The prosecuting attorney cunningly twists words 

to show the incidents surrounding the game warden's death in 

the least advantageous light for Archilde. We feel the 

prosecuting attorney's hatred of Indians and mixed-bloods 

and his envy of Archilde's secure financial situation 

emanate from the page. He is not striving to arrive at the 

truth; he is only interested in getting Archilde convicted 

on the most severe charge possible. It is horrifying for the 

reader that the game warden is presented as the innocent 

victim, even though the original act of violence came from 

him, while Louis' death is only fleetingly mentioned. The 

lives of an Indian and a white man are weighed and the scale 

tips to the latter's advantage. The defense attorney, secure 

in his knowledge that he can prove Archilde's innocence, 

chooses to recall Max Leon's important role in the 

settlement of the valley and contrasts his public spirited 

behavior with Moser's grasping and self-advancing nature. 

These recollections serve to set Archilde, as his father's 

successor, apart from his brothers. Both speeches are 

emotionally charged and too drawn out. 

123D'Arcy McNickle, The Surrounded 5-6. 
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Another imbalance in the novel is caused by McNickle's 

attempt to paint a realistic picture of the western states. 

Throughout the first part of the manuscript version, Max 

Leon remembers the early days of the settlement and provides 

the reader with fascinating details of daily living. 

Those were makeshift days; everything you used was 
a makeshift for the real article. Thus a hole in the 
roof served for a stovepipe or brick chimney, with an 
ax you chopped a tree, drove a spike .or stirred your 
shirts in a can of boiling water; you used your hat to 
cover your head, to sleep on at night or to drink out 
of during the day; in winter you stuck your extra shirt 
or pants in the hole that you had used as a window in 
summer; Father Gre~illoux had used a clean white shirt 
as an altar piece. 24 

sometimes McNickle, in an attempt to present the audience 

with a complete picture, provides descriptions that bog down 

the development of the plot. For example, when Archilde is 

transferred from the reservation jail to the county prison, 

he is subjected to the kangaroo court of his fellow 

prisoners. As Max refused to act out the role of the squaw 

man, Archilde refuses to take part in the mock trial and, 

thereby, to lower himself to the level of the common 

criminal. The judgment of the kangaroo court is to duck him 

in a tub of cold water. The description of the jail's 

bathroom is vivid and summarizes Archilde's loathing for 

his surroundings: "The room containing the bath tub was a 

filthy hole. A foul toilet stood nearby and a vile stench 

124Manuscript 87. 
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almost stopped the breath in his nostrils. The cement floor 

was wet and mouldy. The water pipes were rusted heavily and 

the bath tub, which was more than half full of water, was 

stained and unclean.,,125 The kangaroo court and the 

descriptions that go with it certainly provide interesting 

local color, but they are not at all important to the plot. 

Archilde, after all, spends his weeks in jail in a self

imposed isolation and has nothing to do with his fellow 

prisoners. 

The early manuscript version presents a consistently 

negative view of the mixed-blood, and it is Archilde's 

personal triumph that he rises above the stereotypes. The 

individual, according to McNickle in this early draft, has 

the power to change while the community remains static. 

Because of their inability to change, the full-blood Indians 

are disappearing: they can only be pitied. The white man, in 

a way, is exonerated from his responsibility because, as Max 

explains, the Indians have chosen to remain primitive. In 

fact, the Indians' attitude had a negative effect on the 

white community: it destroyed the dream of a great and 

beneficial agricultural paradise. McNickle's presentation 

then is entirely in accord with the beliefs of his time, 

beliefs that are expressed in Adams' The American Epic and 

Huberman's We, the People. 

125Manuscript 299. 
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Furthermore, the style and structure of the manuscript 

version dilute the struggle of the individual Archilde. 

McNickle attempts to solve too many controversial issues 

here: racial stereotypes, white responsibilities, 

exploitation of the Indians, concern for Western Realism 

that he also explored in his'short fiction, etc. Too much 

attention is given to the setting, even if it is not germane 

to the plot, for example the kangaroo court, and the plot 

does not move quickly enough because of the excessive use of 

interior monologue. The Surrounded is an indication of how 

much he honed his skills in between these two versions. 

There is some evidence that the earlier manuscript 

version is autobiographical. First of all, Archilde and 

McNickle went on the same physical journey: the reservation, 

the East, Paris, etc. with each stage of the journey, they 

moved further away from their Indian roots in order to 

participate in mainstream urban society. Another supporting 

detail is that McNickle recorded incidents in his journal 

that reappear in the earlier manuscript version. For 

example, in his Paris journals McNickle describes repeated 

visits to a silk shop with whose proprietress he felt 

comfortable talking. Archilde too visits a silk shop almost 

daily to have some human contact; the proprietress is kind 

to him and merely sells him scarves which are useless to him 

but are a small price to pay for her friendliness. Another 
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obvious similarity is McNickle's and his character's 

inability to deal with their fellow human beings in a self

assured manner. McNickle reported an incident in his France 

diary in 1931 that reveals his insecurity: 

This evening, after an embarrassing incident at 
dinner, I walked alone while Joran remained at the 
Chalet [Alfim] to play bridge with three Polish girls. 
It came to me suddenly as I walked that I am in fact 
far from achieving ease of manner and speech. Why 
embarrassment and fright should seize me I cannot 
understand. Intellectually I am at ease with myself. 
But when I am confronted by strangers and must 
contribute to the occasion a ghostly ineptness 
overtakes me. I cannot find a single word to utter -
or, if I do I stutter; up to now I have been leaving 
these things to take care of themselves - thinking 
always that as one matures the crudities of youth would 
disappear. But I foresee that in a few years times I 
shall count these younger years wasted if I do not 
overcome such difficulties. One must find the means to 
combat them. 126 

Some of the problems Archilde experiences in the manuscript 

version are reminiscent of McNickle's journal entry. In 

Paris Archilde spent weeks contemplating a young American 

musician, who was staying at the same hotel, from behind his 

book. He fantasized about having the courage to address the 

young man but doesn't manage to do so. Archilde also has 

difficulties expressing his feelings and gets tangled in 

such attempts. Throughout the manuscript version Archilde 

battles with "shyness" but never manages to actually 

l26Diary, D'Arcy McNickle Papers, The Newberry Library, 
10 July 1931. 
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processes through interior monologues. 

110 

The letter McNickle received from J. Verne Dusenberry 

after the pUblication of The Surrounded indicates that 

McNickle's characters are fictionalized versions of real 

people. J. Verne Dusenberry wrote: 

It occurs to me that possibly you might be 
interested in the reaction to the "Surrounded" as 
expressed by those on the Reservation and in Western 
Montana. 

[ ... ] 
George Beckwith of st. Ignatius thinks it to be 

the finest story he has read, sympathetic, searching 
and utterly honest. He states that he has seen so many 
of them come and go, each ending in just such a fashion 
as did Archilde. And too - that there are girls in the 
Mission today just like that La Rose girl. The sisters, 
according to Mr. Beckwith, can take the infant girls, 
raise them and educate them in their academy, and in 
the end can teach them everything but character. As far 
as the old Indians are concerned, Mr. Beckwith agrees -
they are surrounded. His entire reaction to the book 

is glowing - he recognizes all of the characters in the 
book except the merchant, George Moser, whom he thinks 
to be fictitious. To some of us, who delight in a 
little gossip now and then, that is amusing for in 
George Moser and his Indian-hating wife - we see Mr. 
and Mrs. Beckwith. 

[ ... ] 
One thing more and this is mere hearsay. It is 

reported that Father Taelman read your book and has 
stated that he thinks you have gone completely mad. 
That is the only dissenting voice amid the cheers "The 
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Surrounded" has received. But after all, one would 
expect him to feel that way.127 

Despite the thorough revision of the manuscript version, 

characters like George Moser and Max remained fairly static. 

In The Surrounded less space is given to George Moser, but 

his views of Indians and Archilde do not change, and he 

still has an Indian-hating wife. We can assume, therefore, 

that J. Verne Dusenberry's comments on the life-like 

characters of The Surrounded also pertain to the manuscript 

version. 

McNickle's own experiences growing up on the Flathead 

Reservation also reflect Archilde's to some degree. The 

bitterness of his parents' divorce, his separation from his 

127J. Verne Dusenberry, letter to D'Arcy McNickle, 3 
June 1936, McNickle Collection. 

Edward B. McCurdy mentions George Beckwith in his 
Frontier Days in the Flathead Country (Polson, Montana: 
Treasure State Publishing Co., Inc., 1976) 30: 

George Beckwith also came from Canada. Came to st. 
Ignatius from Missoula in 1901 and bought the Alex 
Demers holdings. George Beckwith then established 
the Beckwith Brothers' Mercantile Company which 
operated the old Demers property as well as 
elevators in both st. Ignatius and Ravalli. The 
Beckwith s~ore had the distinction of having the 
first telephone in this area. (30) 

J. Verne Dusenberry's letter also mentions that the Leon 
ranch must be the McDonald property. 

Angus McDonald, associated with the Fort Connah 
Trading Post from 1847-1871, was an early pioneer 
in the fur trade industry in the Flathead Valley. 
He was the chief factor for the Hudson's Bay 
Company. He left a well-earned heritage for his 
descendants. (McCurdy, Frontier Days in the 
Flathead Country 70-B) 
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mother at the age of eight, the refusal of the local Jesuit 

schools to enroll him because of his mother's divorce had 

left deep scars. McNickle, like Archilde, removed himself 

from his Indian roots by physically moving away from the 

reservation and by blending into the population of New York 

city. But ?is conflict was not as easily solved as 

Archilde's. Archilde can return to the land he has such an 

affinity for without compromising his belief in the white 

dream of westward expansion while McNickle's growing 

disillusionment with the same dream forces him to rethink 

and reevaluate his experiences. In the end he decides 

against his "daily betrayal of my birthright in 

opposition." His personal development was then responsible 

for the fundamental revision of the manuscript version and 

the publication of The Surrounded. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE SURROUNDED 

The modern Indian is, paradoxically, a very decent 
specimen of humanity, the possessor of a priceless and 
beautiful inheritance, a canker in our society, and a 
fine source of drunkards and prostitutes. One of the 
most interesting things about studying him is the 
manner in which the white race reveals itself in 
contact with him. His situation is that of a small 
group trying blindly to restore a shattered life in an 
enormous and thoroughly hostile world. Some solve 
their problem - or rather, avoid it - by silent 
inertia, some by blind, inactive hostility, some by 
pathetically trying to escape their origins, a good 
many by anodyne of debauchery. Whatever happens, any 
place where Indians and whites are in contact is loaded 
with dramatic stuff for the writer, provided he's 
willing to face it. 128 

This excerpt from Oliver La Farge's review of McNickle's The 

Surrounded, which was written immediately after the 

publication of the novel in March 1936, seems to explain why 

McNickle's novel was not as well received aG he and the 

publisher D9dd, Mead and Company had hoped. The American 

public was not ready to face the Indian problems, caused by 

centuries of mismanagement of Indian affairs, during its own 

time of trials, The Great Depression. 

1280liver La Farge, "Half-Breed Hero," rev. of The 
Surrounded, by D'Arcy McNickle, The Saturday Review 14 March 
1936: 10. 
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The 1920s had focused the interest of the American 

people on the industrial parts of the country as 

representative of the new spirit of capitalism. The 

literature of that era predictably reflects the problems 

caused by mass production and mass consumption. The greatest 

problem of the era, according to writers like Sinclair 

Lewis, F.Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, Theodore 

Dreiser and others, was that the individual lost his or her 

uniqueness and became a mere member of the mass. A critic 

says about Sinclair Lewis' novel Main Street: "Published in 

1920, Main Street became the most popular book of the year 

in which Harding was inaugurated, bringing to all the Main 

Streets of the nation Lewis's view of the 'village virus': 

the smug, intolerant, unimaginatively standardized belief 

that whatsoever the town banker does not know and sanction 

is heresy, not only worthless to know but wicked to 

consider. ,,129 Two years later Sinclair Lewis published 

Babbitt, another portrait of an industrial city, which also 

satirizes the unquestioning belief in progress and the 

complacency of the American middle class. And F.Scott 

Fitzgerald examined the crass materialism hidden behind the 

"Jazz Age" in his best known novel The Great Gatsby. which 

was published in 1925. The popularity of The Education of 

129James D. Hart, The Popular Book: A History of 
America's Literary Taste (Berkeley, California, London: 
University of California Press, 1950) 236. 
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Henry Adams also reflects the growing concern with the loss 

of ideals and the lack of morals. Here the member of a 

prominent New England family no longer manages to find 

meaning in a world that has replaced the "virgin" with a 

machine. Practicality and efficiency is the 1920's religion 

of the American people. 

The end of World War I had also seen a growing interest 

in psychology and science; for example, Carl Jung's 

Psychology of the Unconscious was translated in 1916 and 

four years later sigmund Freud's General Introduction to 

Psychoanalysis appeared in English for the first time. In 

literature this new interest led to an examination of the 

relationship between the individual and society, of sexual 

behaviors, and of child rearing. Books like Theodore 

Dreiser's An American Tragedy, 1925, and Edith Wharton's The 

Age of Innocence, 1920, explore the psychological reasons 

for their characters' failure to succeed under the social 

and economic pressures of twentieth century America. Often 

writers like Ernest Hemingway and other members of the "lost 

generation", who had actively participated in the war, 

combined an interest in psychological processes with their 

interest in recent history. This attempt to understand the 

psychological forces determining the individual was 

continued after the Wall street crash in 1929. In fact, it 

became more important than ever to a growing number of 

Americans, since these psychological portraits could help 



116 

them understand what had happened to the new American Dream 

to be the most progressive, technological country in the 

world. Books like John Dos Passos' USA trilogy and 

Nathanael West's A Cool Million represented such 

retrospective examinations in the 1930's. However, all 

history beyond the immediate past was much less searching, 

and the popular historical novels of the Depression 

permitted their readers to escape the social and economic 

dilemma of the 1930's. 

In some part the historical romance was in demand 
because many of its widely read examples dealt with an 
earlier America, more serene or more triumphant, 
appealing to the nostalgic urge of the people living 
through a period of distress. This attraction was 
strong enough to popularize a literary genre called 
Americana, concerned with the exploration of salient 
national characteristics, past and present. A product 
of hard times, the interest in Americana smacked of 
psychological regression among a people frustrated by 
the present and hoping to find comfort in the happier, 
younger days of their land. The New Deal, upsetting 
established relations between citizen and government, 
paradoxically helped to focus attention upon tradition, 
and, as a subsidiary part of the relief program, 
Roosevelt's administration further aroused interest in 
American by sponsoring the American Guide Series of 
some seven hundred local histories, by assisting in the 
revival of various folk arts, and commissioning 
paintings on regional subjects for post offices and 
court houses. As the years of the New Deal shifted to 
those of the war, Americana continued to interest a 
people driven to test national values against the alien 
ways of Fascism and Communism. 130 

It was much more comfortable for the American people to 

be able to look to the West and other agrarian areas of the 

130Ibid. 265. 
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united states as uncontaminated by the problems caused by 

industrialization especially in the East and Midwest. In 

1930 a group of Southerners had met for a symposium and 

"renouncing urban industrialism with all its evils, espoused 

the theory that 'the culture of the soil is the best and 

most sensitive,.,,13l The farmers' plight during the 

Depression was initially as much forgotten as that of the 

minority groups. However, this interest in the Americana in 

certain regions of the States furthered regionalism in 

literature. writings by William Faulkner, Willa Cather, and 

Erskine Caldwell were meant to create a public interest in 

and support for a region. Often these fictions were set in 

fictional regions, for instance William Faulkner's 

"Yoknapatawpha County," or they took place in historic times 

like Willa Cather's Death Comes for the Archbishop. Even 

though these fictions were social criticisms, they were by 

no means specific commentaries on the economic and political 

situation of the Depression years. 

McNickle also wrote regional short fiction about the 

Montana farmer during the years shortly before and during 

the Depression. His short fiction shows the farmers' 

closeness to the soil but, at the same time, the futility of 

l31Dixon Wecter, The Age of the Great Depression 1929-
1941 (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1948) 156-57. Donald 
Davidson, John Crowe Ransome, Allen Tate, Robert Penn Warren 
were among the participants of the symposium. In 1930 an 
anthology was published that set forth their view of 
regionalism, I'll Take My Stand. 
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land and the individual's destruction through the 
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backbreaking labor. In his notes for "Man's Work" McNickle 

wrote from the point of view of a fourteen year old boy 

being initiated into the harvesting: 

The boy found work insufferable - not at all 
times, but at certain times. In the morning, the first 
load, towards noon - worst of all, starting out after 
lunch with stiff muscles, sleepy eyes; in mid-afternoon 
when the sun reached its apex. At night he hated to go 
to sleep, sat [ ••• ] until the very last light faded in 
the west. He didn't want to sleep because he wanted to 
taste the delights of leisure, let the body stretch, 
cock his feet up, read the newspaper or a magazine. It 
wasn't the reading itself, only. That it was a symbol 
of being free from incessant toil. He heard his 
grandmother and father quarrel - They tried not to 
speak when he was around, as if they had mutually 
agreed not to arm him with weapons he could put to his 
own case. But he knew his grandma was on his side - and 
he knew instinctively what her arguments were. 132 

McNickle's description of farming is certainly not an 

affirmation of the Jacksonian ideal. It is more reminiscent 

of Hamlin Garland's stories of the Middle Border in Main-

Travelled Roads (1891). The farmer becomes a slave to the 

soil rather than be ennobled by his work. 

McNickle made that point even more clearly in another 

short story, "The Hawk Is Hungry." There two sisters, who 

have been school teachers in the East, move to the West to 

reclaim the land for themselves. On an unproductive farm 

they scratch a bare minimum from the land. They, 

132D'Arcy McNickle Collection, The Newberry Library. 
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nevertheless, refuse to give up their dreams~ even the 

intensely emotional experience of seeing their brown pet hen 

Mollie being killed by a hawk cannot shake their faith in 

their ideal, the earth, for more than a moment: "The hen was 

an idea. The idea of personal integrity, standing alone and 

damn the consequences. Men try to live like that. Few do. 

Very few. The hen did. Did you see her? And this hawk, he's 

the witless brute force that insults us all. The best of us! 

We put ourselves above the beast, but when the hawk is 

hungry, he comes for us. And what are we then?,,133 

Stubbornly they and the narrator's brother cling to the 

dream of the West as an agricultural paradise. Anne, the 

narrator, on the other hand takes a detached viewpoint which 

permits her to see her brother's and the Brown sisters' 

romantic notions about the West for what they are: waste of 

intellect and self-deception. Anne, who is a productive 

member of the Eastern community, sees no necessity for 

creating for herself another, imaginary world. Her final 

words in "The Hawk Is Hungry" sum up the other characters' 

self-inflicted, spiritual loss: "I wonder -- was it worth it 

-- if that's the way the West was sett1ed?,,134 

l33Birgit Hans, ed. The Hawk Is Hungry: An Annotated 
Anthology of D'Arcy McNickle's Short Fiction (M.A. thesis, 
University of Arizona, 1986) 65. 

l34Ibid. 66. 
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If farming was not the answer to the problems the 

industrial parts of the country were experiencing in the 

1930s, then the primitive and untroubled life of the Indians 

on their reservations must be. Despite Hamlin Garland's 

stark realism in his descriptions of the Western experience, 

not even he could free himself of the romantic notions he 

held about the far West, the Indian territory. In his 

literary analysis of Realism, Vernon Louis Parrington wrote 

about Hamlin Garland: "In those romantic wanderings through 

Colorado and California and into the far Northwest he found 

a new interest in the frontiersman's exploitation of the 

Indian, and in The captain of the Gray-Horse Troop [1902] 

and The Eagle Heart he has wedded his social ethics to 

French romanticism, and endowed man in a state of nature 

with exalted social responsibilities.,,135 And as late as 

1923 Hamlin Garland and Frederic Remington collaborated on a 

book, The Book of the North American Indian. Despite their 

dedication to Indian causes, the book is full of 

stereotypes; many of the pictures, for example, depict the 

Plains warriors as blood-thirsty savages. As Hartmut Lutz, 

however, points out in "Indianer" und "Native Americans", 

despite Garland's and Remington's romantic notions about the 

l35Vernon Louis Parrington, The Beginnings of a 
Critical Realism in America 1860-1920 (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace and Company, 1930) 300. 
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world of the Indians, they believed that Indians could only 

survive if they aj3~imilated.136 

Books like Oliver La Farge's Laughing Boy, which 

received the Pulitzer Prize in 1930, helped reinforce this 

reawakened stereotypical belief in the Noble Savage. 

McNickle himself wrote about the Laughing Boy selection for 

the Pulitzer Prize in his biography of La Farge, Indian Man: 

"with Owen wister and Mary Austen among the judges, it could 

have been predicted that a story with a western setting, 

dealing with Indians, would have the prior rating as best 

representing the American scene.,,137 And in her review of 

Laughing Boy Mary Austen said: "For 'Laughing Boy' is a true 

story of primitive love. Not the moving-picture Tin-pan

Alley-all-day-sucker-sexy-saxophone obviousness which goes 

by that name, but an authentic story of man and woman under 

conditions in which white thinking is merely incidental 

intrusion. ,,138 This is not only a comment on the excellence 

of La Farge's writing but also on his novel's theme. There 

is a "true story of primitive love" in the West; Indians can 

be as uncorrupted by civilization and as untouched by the 

136Hartmut Lutz, "Indianer" und "Native Americans" 
(Hildesheim, Zurich, New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 1985) 198-
99. 

137D'Arcy McNickle, Indian Man: A Life of Oliver La 
Farge (Bloomington and London: University of Indiana Press, 
1971) 58. 

138Quoted in the Book Review Digest, 1929, 535. 
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Depression as the novel's hero Laughing Boy. La Farge's hero 

certainly calls to mind the French philosophers' "homme 

naturel," the Noble Savage. This 16th century view of the 

Indian, which had been destroyed by political necessity of 

westward expansion, was then rediscovered in the twentieth 

century by white writers to deal with the problems of 

technological determinism and the Depression. 

By 1936, however, Oliver La Farge had realized that his 

portrayal of "primitive love," to some extent, had helped to 

emphasize the rediscovered idea of the Noble Savage. He 

wrote in his review of McNickle's novel: 

with the development of the American novel in the past 
twenty years, a number of white men have seen that the 
American Indian was a natural for them, and have done 
fairly good jobs, mainly concentrating their interest 
on the most picturesque, least complex situations of 
the "blanket Indian" in the Southwest, or turning their 
faces towards the past. The real job must be done, one 
has felt, by men of Indian blood who partook of the 
life they described as most good sectional writers 
do. 139 

Here La Farge passes on the responsibility for a realistic 

portrayal of the Indians to a people who were not in the 

habit of writing novels for the white world. He also points 

out that there are only two Indian novelists, John Joseph 

Mathews and D'Arcy McNickle who "adds 'The Surrounded' to 

the small list of creditable modern novels using the first 

l3901iver La Farge, "Half-Breed Hero" 10. 
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American as theme.,,140 Even though the number of novels 

written by Native Americans was indeed limited, there were a 

few other Indian writers, some of them quite successful, who 

preceded Mathews and McNickle. As early as 1899 Chief Simon 

Pokagon published a novel, called Queen of the Woods. The 

central theme of this novel is the necessity for 

assimilation, but, in the second part, it becomes more and 

more a tract against selling alcohol to Indians. A. LaVonne 

Ruoff points out in "Old Traditions and New Forms" that "The 

most published American Indian writer of the 1920s was John 

Milton Oskison.,,141 In addition to numerous short stories 

Osltison published three novels: wild Hg~"€t§.t in 1925, Black 

Jack Davy in 1926, and Brothers Three in 1935. Despite their 

setting in the Indian Territory, his novels do not deal with 

Indian themes and problems. Some of his characters have 

Indian blood, but their "Indianness" has no bearing on the 

plot. Then in 1927 Mourning Dove published Co-ge-we-a, the 

Half-Blood, which was edited by Lucullus McWhorter. Even 

though the novel is a typical frontier romance, it is an 

important part of American Indian literary history because 

it "introduces the theme of the mixed-blood's attempt to 

find his or her place, a concern that dominates much of the 

140Ibid. 

141A. La Vonne Ruoff, "Old Traditions and New Forms" in 
Studies in American Indian Literature, ed. Paula Gunn Allen 
(The Modern Language Association of America, 1983) 162. 
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fiction written by American Indians in the 1930s and in the 

1970S.,,142 John Joseph Mathews' novel, Sundown, followed in 

1934, preceding The Surrounded by two years. It is 

surprising that La Farge mentions only these two novels 

written by American Indians in his review of McNickle's 

book. It is even more surprising though that he does not 

compare or contrast these two novels. Since La Farge 

emphasized native customs and the beauty of the traditional 

way of life in Laughing Boy, he may have objected to 

Mathews' assimilationist novel. 

The American Indian novelists, charged in Oliver La 

Farge's review with the accurate portrayal of Indian life, 

were vastly outnumbered by the white novelists writing about 

American Indians. If the American reading public expected to 

find an idealized image of the American Indian in its 

literature, McNickle's novel could and did not succeed, 

since he was aligned with the school of Western Realism 

rather than that of Romanticism. 

The problem of the idealized American Indian was not 

solved by the President Roosevelt's New Deal either, even 

though it called attention to the "plight" of the Indians. 

This attention, however, is not reflected in the literature. 

James Remington McCarthy describes an encounter with a 

writer, Charles Samuels, in New York city in 1934: "Samuels 

l42A. La Vonne Ruoff, "Old Traditions and New Form" 
162. 
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talks books. You wouldn't think books had anything to do 

with the New Deal, but they have. He says that this new era 

has changed the tenor and tone of American fiction. Mooncalf 

love and the sex problems of neurotics no longer are 

important. Events are too big. People want sound stuff about 

everyday matters. ,,143 This new requirement for Realism in 

fiction is suspended by some of the reviewers though when 

dealing with American Indian fiction. In fact, a certain 

puzzlement on the part of the reviewers can be detected in 

some of the overall positive reviews of The Surrounded. One 

review calls the novel "A sympathetic presentation of 

ancient Indian culture and more particularly of the Montana 

mountains,,144, thereby, denying the zeitgeist of the novel. 

This appreciation of bygone cultures would have been a more 

appropriate comment on Laughing Boy where Slim Girl 

deliberately attempts to recreate the old ways and where La 

Farge compares traditional Navajo culture to some of the 

ancient European ones. Florence Milner, however, is even 

more specific in her review of The Surrounded: 

The author's purpose evidently is to present an 
honest, comprehensive study of Indian life against the 
background of Montana mountains. It is an illuminating 
picture of that country, and this story imparts the 
majesty even to one who never has seen it. It reveals 

143James Remington McCarthy, The New Pioneer 
(Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1934) 332. 

144[AnonymoUs], rev. of The Surrounded, by D'Arcy 
McNickle, The New Yorker, 14 March 1936: 74. 
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Indian characteristics with remarkable clearness, 
although it leaves a sense of hopelessness of ever 
making anything out of Indians except Indians with a 
tendency to return to primitive habits. It does not 
give an altogether pleasing picture of the treatment of 
the race by the white man, especially as represented by 
Government agents. l45 

She can accept the realistic description of a landscape, but 

she cannot accept McNickle's portrayal of the Flathead 

Indians and their hopeless existence. The Flathead Indians, 

according to Florence Milner's implication of racial 

superiorities, are still primitive since the white man has 

to "make" something out of the Indian. Her description of 

the Indians' treatment by the white man as not "altogether 

pleasing" also undermines the zeitgeist of The Surrounded 

and puts emphasis on the nature descriptions. The novel then 

has be valued for its attention to the Montana landscape. 

And, finally, there was a purely economic reason for 

McNickle's lack of financial success with The Surrounded. 

"On the verge of the Depression about nineteen in twenty 

adults were newspaper readers, three out of four read 

magazines and one in two read books."l46 The economic 

crisis of the nep~ession changed these statistics 

drastically. Money was so tight that people could no longer 

afford to spend money on books while it required much less 

l45Flo~ence Milner, "A Novel of the Montana Indian," 
rev. of The Surrounded, by D'Arcy McNickle, Boston 
Transcript, 4 March 1936. Emphasis added. 

l46Dixon Wecter, The Age of Depression 244. 
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money to purchase a newspaper. Of course, the public 

libraries were also affected: their budgets did not permit 

the purchase of new books and the replacement of worn out 

volumes. Besides, people were more interested in what Dixon 

Wecter calls "social reportage" in his The Age of the Great 

Depression. 147 The letter that McNickle received from his 

publisher at the same time as his contract in December 1935 

reflects the economic reality clearly: 

The contract is one which, quite frankly, asks you to 
share the risks with us but this doesn't mean that we 
haven't full confidence in the book. As you undoubtedly 
realize, a first novel, particularly one which falls 
into the class of serious fiction, is very difficult to 
market nowadays. We do not feel that this book is 
perfect, but we do expect it to launch you as a writer 
of real significance.~48 

The financial failure of The Surrounded then was due to the 

prevailing stereotypical ideas of American Indians in the 

1930's as well as the serious economic situation of the 

time. McNickle's novel certainly evoked enthusiastic 

responses from individuals. In an April 1936 review of Th~ 

Surrounded Mary Heaton Vorse wrote: "No one has written with 

more insight, with more realism and at the same time with 

tenderness concerning the life on an Indian reservation of 

147Ibid. 248-49. Wecter mentions Edmund Wilson's The 
American~ters (1932), James Porty's Where Life Is Better 
(1936), and Nathan Asch's The Road (1936). 

1480odd, Mead and Company, letter to D'Arcy McNickle, 4 
December 1935, McNickle Collection, The Newberry Library, 
Chicago. 
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the Northwest [ ••• ]. This is one of the few Indian novels 

where the Indian has not been treated with sentimentality 

and where the whole course of life on an Indian reservation 

is portrayed with unfailing truthfulness.,,149 Another 

positive response came from Constance Lindsey Skinner, the 

editor of the Rivers of America series, who invited McNickle 

to contribute a book to the series a short time later: 

I like the writing; the style fits the matter like a 
skin. [ ••• ] I smelled smoke-tinged buckskin suddenly 
somewhere in your book, the odor was in my nostril's 
some time before I was wholly aware of it, sniffed + 
queried "What is that smell?" + presently found out 
what it wasn't in the apartment! And I think your book 
is like some article - a coat, a pair of moccasins -
made of good buckskin + well-sewed with deer sinews -
stout + strong, durable, taut yet flexible in that it 
will yield to the demands of the reader's temperament, 
but forces nothing on the mind which seeks no beauty. 
Your handling of the church + priest is sincere + I 
doubt any clergy will find fault. The priests are true, 
like the other people, + one pities them at their 
unselfish, holy + profitless task of "spoiling good 
pagans to make bad Christians!" (So my furtrader father 
described missionary labors among the redmen.) It is 
the life itself, (as I know, not from books) the kindly 
priestly mind, desiring to understand, believing it 
does, while unable, of course, to change the scent, to 
overcome smoked buckskin (50.000 years in the smoke) 
with medieval incense: the agent, the warden, the 
sheriff - that mind, too: Even the white fathers of 
half Indian sons, their mind, too, - + the Indian mind 
- + none of these minds ever meeting, ever 
comprehending - no mercy in the picture save in the 
peaks, the green ground, streams + snow which still 
touch the Indian with the finger of his own creator, 
his own Ancient of Days who passed this external beauty 
through him, as light through stained glass, before 
fixing it in the forms + colors of the land which is 

149Mary Heaton Vorse, "End of the Trail," rev. of The 
Surrounded, by D'Arcy McNickle, The New Republic, 15 April 
1936: 295-96. 



flesh of his flesh. Your book gives me a bad 
heartache. 150 

The Surrounded. 

In The Surrounded D'Arcy McNickle created the multi

faceted text he had considered essential for a realistic 
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portrayal of contemporary Indian life in New York city. A 

number of different viewpoints - oral tradition, history, 

personal reminiscences, and anthropology - help to create a 

well rounded portrait of the Flathead Indians and a 

realistic representation of the Indian-white relationship. 

In the published version of the novel McNickle rejected the 

one dimensional, popular image of the Indian as either a 

Noble Savage or as "only a dead Indian is a good Indian,,151 

that he had presented in the earlier manuscript version and 

that permeated American fiction from its beginning. Instead 

McNickle chose to draw on his own experiences, the reality 

of Indian-white relationships that he had experienced while 

growing up in Montana, rather than to follow the official 

150Constance L. Skinner, letter to D'Arcy McNickle, 3 
February 1936, McNickle Collection. 

151In 1886 Teddy Roosevelt wrote: 

I don't go so far as to think that the only good 
Indians are the dead Indians, but I believe nine out of 
every ten are, and I shouldn't like to inquire too closely 
into the case of the tenth. The most vicious cowboy has more 
moral principle than the average Indian. 

Quoted in Richard Hofstadter, The American Political 
Tradition (New York: Vintage Books, 1948) 212. 
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policy of the federal government or the ingrained prejudices 

of mainstream white society. While the manuscript version 

was a fictional representation of the official histories of 

the united states, as expressed for example in Leo 

Hubermann's We. the People and James Truslow Adams' The 

American Epic, the published version attempts to reject 

these limiting confines and to present an unprejudiced 

account of the Indian-white relationship and, at the same 

time, to deal with the problems of the mixed-blood 

existence. The Surrounded then must be regarded as a unique 

attempt to rewrite the history of two people - that of the 

white and Native Americans - and as a recognition on 

McNickle's part that both people have an equal right to fair 

representation. 

Even though McNickle drastically revised the manuscript 

version of The surrounded, the basic conflict of the novel 

remained the same: the struggle of the half-blood hero 

Archilde to find an identity in either the white or the 

Indian world. In contrast to the manuscript version though, 

Archilde is not regarded as an individual at the end of the 

published version but as a representative of the Indian and 

half-blood community. This is expressed by the Indian agent 

Parker at the end of the novel, after Archilde's arrest for 

a murder he has not committed: "It's too damn bad you people 
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never learn that you can't run away. It's pathetic _,,152 In 

an about face McNickle denies here that the individual 

Indian or half-blood has an opportunity to make his own 

choice. 

The Indian-white relationship as seen by the white 

characters in The Surrounded is by no means as clear-cut as 

in the manuscript version. In fact, McNickle's white 

characters represent a range of views that moves from George 

Moser's negative view, caused by his desire to exploit 

Indians for his own financial advancement, to Max and 

Parker's realistic and questioning view to Father 

Grepilloux' idealistic memories • 
. I. ... 

Before the final scene in the mountains Parker has 

always emphasized Archilde's ability to develop beyond the 

stagnation of the old Indian culture. "At his shoulder the 

Agent said: 'You gave a good account of yourself, boy. I'll 

stick by you. I don't know what happened up there - it's the 

queerest business I ever heard of. You find your brother 

dead - a man disappears into thin air. Queer Business. But I 

believe in you. Now go home. ,,,153 His use of the word "boy" 

to describe the adult Archilde, however, indicates that he 

does not yet consider Archilde capable of making his own 

decisions. Parker does realize however that the 

152D'Arcy McNickle, The Surrounded (1936; Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1978) 194. Emphasis added. 

153The Surrounded 156. 
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responsibility for Archildeis and, by extension the entire 

Flathead tribe's, stagnation rests with the white man's 

administration and his lack of interest in the people he 

attempts to acculturate. "He saw their [Flathead's] 

helplessness and realized, without getting excited about it, 

that he was of little use to them. He did what he could but 

at every turn he was hampered by a system which penalized 

initiative and by the Indians' own poor understanding of 

what was expected of them.,,154 The recognized inadequacies 

of the Indian administration lead to no action on Parker's 

part though. He shares the white belief in linear history; 

the individual, in this case Archilde, can only be saved if ,.' _"l.~ 

he leaves the tribe, denies his culture, and acculturates. 

His view echoes Max' understanding of Indian reality in the 

earlier manuscript version. Face to face with a final, 

violent confrontation between the white and the Indian/half

blood, Parker returns to the stereotypes that make justice 

easier by leaving personalities and self-doubt out of it. 

"[YJou people" are simply incapable of solving conflict by 

civilized means. 

Earlier in the novel Max voices thoughts in a talk with 

Father Grepilloux that are similar to Parker's. Max also 

feels ambiguous about the white man's role in the Flathead 

valley: 

l54The Surrounded 151. 
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You know yourself this country is dead broke. I 
was lucky. God pity the poor fellow trying to get a 
start now. It's rich, virgin country but it's broke. I 
don't understand it. Well, and what about the Indians? 
What have they got? We killed off their game so they 
can't live in the old way. They don't know how to work 
and maybe never will. They gamble away their horses and 
their tools. The Government gives them a little money 
now and then but most of 'em don't know enough to buy 
food when it comes. Drink, silk shirts [ ••• ] Put it to 
yourself - what did we bring?155 

His criticism is even more stringent than the agent's. 

Parker merely acknowledges the shortcomings of an alien 

administration imposed on a people, but Max points out that 

the roots of the problem must be sought beyond that in a 

failure of civilization itself. Greed has made the 

Jacksonian ideal of an agricultural paradise impossible. It 

is ironic that the white farmers, who have dispossessed the 

Indians, are now being dispossessed by the very progress in 

the material culture that they considered such an essential 

part of civilization in America. But greed, according to 

Max, has also denied the most fundamental right of 

democracy that all men are created equal to part of the 

population. The white man then is responsible for the 

present plight of the Indians who, as the reader learns from 

Father Grepilloux' reminiscences, were prepared and did 

accept civilization. Max' criticisms are the more effective 

because he really does not want to champion the Indian 

155The Surrounded 146. 
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cause. He feels that marriage to his "uncivilized" Flathead 

wife, Catherine, has destroyed his life. 

Even though Parker, a representative of the federal 

government, cannot go beyond a certain sympathy and pity for 

the wards of the government, his limited criticism is 

important. It serves to reinforce and approve Max' views of 

the political reality. It also indicates that Max is not the 

sole member of the white community in Montana who sees a 

necessity for change. Since Max regards himself as an 

outsider, such an affirmation of his views is necessary. 

Parker's and Max' sympathetic view of the Indian 

dilemma counterbalances the negative regard in which Indians 

are held by another segment of the white community. A prime 

example for that group is George Moser. Moser, an Easterner, 

believes in the "culture of consumption,,156, an exploitation 

of others and the available resources for personal profit. 

His disinterest in anything or anyone who will not advance 

his wealth becomes obvious in his account of Flathead tribal 

history. "There was a theory behind all that; he had heard 

it expounded but he couldn't have repeated it now. It had 

something to do with civilizing the Indians.,,157 Father 

l56An interesting collection of essays on the "culture 
of consumption" can be found in Richard Whiteman Fox and 
T.J. Jackson Lears, eds. The Culture of consumption: 
critical Essays in American History. 1880-1980 (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1983). 

l57The Surrounded 30. 



Grepilloux' funeral is another indication of his all 

consuming interest in money. Max is depressed and suffers 

the emotional turmoil of seeing the world he has worked 

for, an agricultural paradise for the whites and the 

Indians, end. Moser doesn't even listen to Max' 

reminiscences but is merely interested in selling Max his 

business at an advantageous price. 
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While Moser takes financial advantage of both white and 

Indian/half-blood, he is nevertheless race conscious. "Once 

more he fell to thinking about Max Leon. Why was it that he 

could not make friends with that man? [ ••• ] He was a proud 

man, but he had not been too proud to marry an Indian squaw. 

That was how Mr. Moser looked at it.,,158 Max has debased 

his lineage by his marriage to Catherine. Moser certainly 

shares none of the feeling of guilt that Parker and Max 

experience. Moser's wife is even more outspoken: 

She was a girl from his own little village in 
Pennsylvania and she was good and sick of the Noble 
Red Man as a neighbor. She liked him in a Wild West 
show, but his smell invaded her parlor and caused her 
to keep linen covers on her horsehair furniture the 
year round; even with that precaution she was not sure 
she would dare return to civilization with such 
contaminated belongings. [ ••• ] Maybe he enjoyed 
associating with Indians (she made it sound like a 
nasty word) but she didn't. 159 

158The Surrounded 34. 

l59The Surrounded 32, 33. 
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Even though the other white farmers seem to feel no 

qualms about building their civilization on Indian land, 

they side with Max against Moser. Moser, obsessed by his 

individual wealth, has forgotten that life in the West is 

still based on the community. II ••• , he had [ ••• ] soft white 

hands which somehow or other managed to stowaway more money 

than any dozen grimed, gnarled, hard-fisted hands. 1I160 Max, 

on the other hand, has exiled himself from their community, 

because of his criminal sons, but they consider him 

nevertheless a part of it: IIThat was how they talked behind 

his back, only Max did not understand. He distrusted them. 

Their smiles, he misinterpreted. 1I161 

McNickle paid considerable attention to Moser in the 

manuscript version too, but there Moser merely served to 

reaffirm Max' view of the Indians and half-bloods. In the 

published version, however, Max and Moser occupy distinctly 

different places on the continuum of white opinions. The 

contrast gives emphasis to Max' development and, at the same 

time, creates the impression that the reader is introduced 

to a variety of white viewpoints. Unfortunately, Moser 

disappears after Max' death from the published version. The 

reader expects him to take a hand in the discovery of the 

game warden's murder as he does in the manuscript version, 

l60The Surrounded 26. 

l61The Surrounded 28. 
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but the carefully presented character simply drops out. This 

inconsistency in The Surrounded is probably due to the 

several thorough revision processes the novel underwent. 

The other character who provides insight into the 

Indian and mixed-blood world is Father Grepilloux. In 

contrast to Max the Jesuit priest, who had been one of the 

earliest missionaries to the Flatheads, maintains his 

idealized view of the Indians. No longer participating in 

the actual missionary work in the Flathead Valley, he has 

isolated himself from the present and lives in the past: 

The room had a high window but because of the 
large trees just outside the light was subdued. The 
walls were hidden behind bookshelves and the two tables 
in the center of the room were heavily burdened. A 
small space had been cleared on the table before which 
the priest sat, giving him room to work. 162 

One reason for Father Grepilloux' withdrawal and 

preoccupation with the mission's history might be the "new 

kind of priest in Sniel-emen.,,163 Initially, the Catholic 

missionaries had not been primarily concerned with replacing 

the native belief system and culture with their own. In 

fact, as J.B. Tennelly points out in "Catholic Indian 

Missions in the united States", "the missionaries have been 

guided by the principles enunciated by Gregory the Great, 

namely, to eradicate only what is specifically pagan and to 

162The Surrounded 37. 

163The Surrounded 262. 



leave everything useful undisturbed. [ .•• ] the role of 

divine grace is not to destroy nature but to ennoble it. 
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[ ••• ] It is more natural as well as easier to enlist the 

real force of the spirit of the people than to kill it out 

and try to start afresh.,,164 Father Grepilloux' history 

shows that the early Flathead missionaries had followed 

these guidelines set for the entire Church. He recalls with 

fond indulgence the whippings to "cover the Fault," the 

frequent confessions of sin, and the rituals preceding the 

hunting trips. Even Big Paul's death elicits only sadness 

from the priest, despite the fact that Big Paul killed to 

avenge his father's death. Catherine, who is called Faithful 

Catherine because of her strict and unquestioning belief in 

the priests' laws, thinks nothing of taking part in the 

storytelling session in honor of her son Archilde. In the 

old days, the Catholic faith and native customs that did not 

violate the faith existed side by side. The "new kind of 

priest[s] in Sniel-emen" though, whose representative Father 

Jerome is, regards this compromise between the two cultures 

as a mistake: 

It rather got on his nerves that the Indian 
congregation which sat always at the back of the church 
still followed its old custom of breaking out into its 
own prayers and its own songs at odd moments of the 

164J.B. Tennelly, "Catholic Missions in the united 
states" in The North American Indian Today, eds. C.T. Loram 
and T.F. McIlwraith (Toronto, Canada: The University of 
Toronto Press, 1943) 82-83. 
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Mass. The songs had a pagan wildness. He would rather 
they had been better disciplined. That was private 
opinion, similar to that expressed once by a visiting 
bishop, \lTho thought that a pack of "harmonious wolves" 
must have been turned loose in the congregation. 
Realities of this sort, which had amused Father 
Grepilloux or moved him to soft reproach, in time 
became irritating. The naive quality had disappeared. 

Father Jerome was not really prejudiced; it could 
hardly be said that he looked down upon the Indians. It 
was rather that his task seemed thankless and he was 
not enthusiastic about it. [ ••• ] He was dulll he 
neither scolded nor exhorted; he dogmatized. 65 

The Church has been reduced to a meaningless formula in the 

new age. No longer can it adjust to the needs of the new 

Indian generation and the half-bloods. Symbolically, the 

door of the mission that has never been locked in the early 

times has been closed to be opened only at the appropriate 

times. 

Besides seeing the changes in the mission itself Father 

Grepilloux also realizes that the acceptance of the 

Christian faith has not made the Flathead Indians members of 

the white community around them. In his final talk with Max 

he says: 

"You have least to complain of. You lose your 
sons, .but these people have lost a way of life, and 
with it their pride, their dignity, their strength. Men 
like Jeff Irving have murdered their fathers and their 
sons with impunity. G~oss-natured officials have 
despoiled them, they are insulted when they present 
grievances, of course" - since Father Grepilloux was a 
priest, and a faithful one, he added what in his heart 

l65The Surrounded 263. 



seemed to balance all that he had set against it -
"they have God.,,166 

McNickle's juxtaposition of Louis' death with Father 

Grepilloux' funeral seems to usher in a new phase in the 
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relationship between the white people in the Flathead Valley 

and its aboriginal inhabitants. It will be a much less 

peaceful co-existence. At the end of the novel, Catherine 

does not even "have God"; she renounces Catholicism. Father 

Grepilloux' idealistic hopes for the Flathead have 

collapsed. 

It is not unusual to encounter some character's or a 

tribe's preoccupation with history in American Indian 

fiction. Paula Gunn Allan calls it a "useful device": 

"Through the rendering of historical events, the anger and 

the loss can be treated with dignity, if not with 

equanimity. ,,167 In Father Grepilloux' case this 

preoccupation with history permits him to withdraw from the 

depressing present to a happier past and, at the same time, 

the writing of a Flathead history will leave a monument to 

the people he really loves and provide a glance of what 

might have been. considering that McNickle's bitterness 

about his mother's desertlon by the Indian agent and the 

166The Surrounded 59. 

167paula Gunn Allen, "A Stranger in My Own Life: 
Alienation in Native American Prose and Poetry (I)," Studies 
in American Indian Literatures 3.1 (Winter 1979): 4. 



Church had never been assuaged, it is strange that the 

writing of a Flathead history is left to the old priest. 

McNickle's French journals indicate that he had lost his 

faith. By choosing Father Grepilloux and by firmly 

establishing the priest in the past, McNickle manages to 

treat the Catholic Church with respect. 
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McNickle's novel also explores the Indian community's 

view of the Indian-white relationship. Max' wife Catherine, 

the daughter of the chief who had greeted the Jesuit 

missionaries, is one of the representatives of the 

traditional group of Flathead Indians. Faithful Catherine 

embarks on a journey of return after the murders in the 

mountains. Three times she has the same dream, her vision of 

the afterlife. If she is to reap the heavenly rewards 

promised by the priests, she will experience a final 

separation from her people. The heaven of the white man 

holds little attraction for Catherine. She renounces her 

baptism and returns to the independent aboriginal life that 

was part of the stories told at the feast for Archilde. 

Catholicism and federal laws are closely intertwined in 

Catherine's mind. Renouncing her baptism also means 

renouncing the government's law that the whip will no longer 

cover the fault. "We have had trouble no matter what we do 

and we ought just to forget about' it and live as it seems 
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best. 16B How important that rejection of Christianity is 

to her becomes obvious at her death. She uses English to 

instruct Archilde that she does not want a priest. By using 

the white man's language she had refused to speak for years 

- "Those words are like water [ ••• ] They slip through your 

teeth and there is nothing to bite one.,,169 - , her 

rejection of her life-long faith becomes even more powerful. 

The description of her cabin shows how superficial her 

acceptance of the white man's faith and life has been in the 

first place. She lives in an Indian-style log cabin equipped 

with all utensils of civilization, like a butter churner and 

a washtub, available in the pioneering days of Montana. All 

these things have rusted from disuse. Catherine never 

16BThe Surrounded 210. 

169The Surrounded 259. 
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sisters to everyday life. 170 
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170McNickle's daughter, Antoinette McNickle Vogel, says 
that the character of Faithful Catherine is modeled on her 
father's mother, Philomene Parenteau McNickle. (Personal 
communication 1984) There may have been a historic model for 
Faithful Catherine though. Father Pierre-Jean De Smet 
published the life of "Louise Sighouin, An Indian woman of 
the Coeur d'Alene Tribe, who Died in the Odor of Sanctity in 
1853." He wrote of her: 

If I mention these dangerous and diabolical 
superstitions, so profoundly rooted in the mind of 
the Indian, it is to display more clearly the 
courage, firmness, patience and perseverance which 
Louise must have had to oppose them successfully 
and even overcome them. Louise prepared herself 
for the struggle by long prayers and frequent 
fasts, and fortified he~self by her humility, by 
the fidelity to the grace of our Lord, who made 
use of her as a chosen instrument to crush the 
monstrous serpent beneath her feet, and expel him 
from her tribe. [ ••• ] 

The patience and constancy which Louise 
displayed in the office as catechist, deserve the 
highest eulogy; the salvation of souls was a work 
of predelection to her; the hours of the day 
seemed too short to satisfy her zeal, and she 
often consumed a good part of the night 
instructing their neighbor. 

(Jean-Pierre de Smet, New Indian Sketches, New York: D. & J. 
Sadlier & Co., 21 and 23.) It is possible that McNickle 
heard the story of Louise sighouin while growing up on the 
Flathead Reservation in Montana; the Coeur d'Alene are a 
neighboring tribe. 

Also in 1986 an Indian woman was suggested for 
canonization. 

Kateri Tekawitha (1656-80). Daughter of a Mohawk 
chief and an Algonquin Christian, she was 
converted to Catholicism by a Jesuit when she was 
20. Stoned by a jeering crowd, she escaped and 
fled on foot 200 miles to a Christian Indian 
village near Montreal. In spite of poor health, 
she dedicated her life to helping others. She was 
beatified by Pope John Paul II in 1960. 
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The other old Flathead Indians who cluster around 

Catherine and Modeste share her final journey back to the 

ancestral life. Blind Modeste, the younger brother of 

Catherine's father, sums up the destruction wrought by the 

whites: 

That's the way it goes now; the old law is not used and 
nobody cares about the new. I am sorry about this; the 
young people respect neither old nor new, and the old 
ones do not enjoy having nothing to say about right or 
wrong. But I have promised not to use the Whip.171 

The new laws of the Church and government have not merely 

caused disunity among the tribal members, but they must also 

be blamed for the lawlessness of the tribe's younger 

members. By juxtaposing Louis' death with Father Grepilloux' 

funeral McNickle places guilt; Louis is a victim. In their 

night council the old Flatheads acknowledge that they have 

literally become children. Being the children of the church 

has made them surrender other rights as well. "Better just 

go ahead like men. They were children in too many things as 

it was.,,172 They assume the responsibility for their 

spiritual well-being once more. When Archilde visits Modeste 

(New York Times, 30 November 1986) Either of these women 
could have served as a model for McNickle's Faithful 
Catherine. I believe, however, that the geographical 
proximity of the Flathead and the Coeur d'Alene tribes and 
the fact that the same Jesuit missionaries worked among both 
tribes make Louise Seghouin a more likely model. 

171The Surrounded 207. 

172The Surrounded 210. 

.- ..... -__ ... ____ ·· ____ .,~."'u. __ 



145 

and his mother on the dance ground, he feels the peace 

within them. He recognizes in his mother's case that she has 

embarked on the journey back to her childhood. She 

reverently dresses Narcisse for the dance in the traditional 

clothes taking even the tiniest scrap of the white man's 

clothing away from him. l73 

The half-blood protagonist Archilde is a stronger 

character in the published than the manuscript version. In 

The Surrounded Archilde has a voice of his own. Even though 

he is still intimidated by his Spanish father, Max does not 

take over explaining his son's mental processes and 

development. Archilde is a free agent who, despite his own 

173I disagree with Pricilla Shames who claims that 

The Surrounded demonstrated the tragedy that 
occurred to both cultures when they became 
isolated from one another. The Indian could never 
become "civilized" nor "integrated" into American 
society, according to McNickle, until there was a 
two-way acculturation; but first the red man had 
to become self-motivated enough to want to adapt 
his cultural skills so that they could serve the 
whole American community. The people in The 
Surrounded were not so motivated. 

(Pricilla Shames, "The Long Hope: A Study of American Indian 
Stereotypes in American Fiction, 1890-1950," diss., UCLA, 
1969, 225) While the manuscript version of The Surrounded 
clearly advocates assimilation, the published version does 
no such thing. In fact, the Indian community is spiritually 
revitalized by the Indians' return to the old ways. Their 
energy is demonstrated in their healing of Narcisse. 
spiritual survival, as they see it, can only come through 
turning away from white American society, not by joining it. 
This realization makes McNickle's characters unique at the 
time; John Joseph Mathews' hero in Sundown, which was 
published two years before The Surrounded, returns to the 
white world in the end with the dream of becoming a lawyer. 
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initial belief in acculturation, can embark on a journey of 

self-discovery. 

The contempt of his father for anything Indian and his 

years at a government boarding school have made Archilde 

determined to join the white world. In the first chapter he 

considers himself acculturated. He can find work at any time 

and has money to show to his father. He is determined to 

never return to his father's ranch and his Indian mother 

after this last visit. As the novel progresses though, 

Archilde becomes more and more disillusioned with the white 

world. He discovers that his Catholic faith is built on 

illusions, he sees what is being done to his nephews in the 

boarding school, and he cannot close his mind to the poverty 

of the Indian people that he sees around him. 

While his disillusionment with the white world grows, 

Archilde becomes increasingly attracted to his mother and 

her way of life. Initially , Archilde had felt nothing but 

amused tolerance for Catherine and the older people. It was 

his intention to say good-bye to her forever. "Actually, in 

the way he was learning the world, neither Modeste nor his 

mother was important. They were not real people.,,174 At her 

death she has become a real person to him though and he 

admires her character traits that he had never noticed 

before. His mother was deeply respected by her friends, 

174The Surrounded 62. 



147 

loving to her children, and so forgiving and warm-hearted 

that she could forgive her husband for decades of exile with 

IIAh, Max!1I175 Archilde regrets that he will never be able 

to explore his mother's complexities. 

The death of the game warden is a catalyst for 

Archilde. His desire to shield his mother leads to a 

reconciliation with his father Max. At that point, having 

buried his past, he sees his mother and her friends with 

increasing clarity. He recognizes the healing propensities 

of the community when Mike recovers through participating in 

the dance, and he resents the white spectators' behavior at 

the dance. Something that can heal a broken spirit should 

not be regarded as a IIkind of low-class circus. 1I The 

dignity of age and of the ceremony must be observed. The 

juxtaposition of Archilde's reaction to the spiritual unity 

within the tepees and the crude reactions of the white crowd 

shows his increasing sympathy with the Indian community. 

Even watching the dance from among the white spectators 

cannot destroy his feeling of one-ness with the dancers. At 

his mother's death he finally realizes that despite his 

struggle, he is still a member of the Indian community: 

He knelt at his mother's head, thinking as he did 
so of the night in her tepee on Fourth of July night. 
The sparks flew up, expired, and he had wished that a 
person might find oblivion as easily. It was a 
different matter now. People grew into each other, 

175The Surrounded 183. 
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became intertwined, and life was no mere matter of 
existence, no mere flash of time. It was time that made 
the difference. The time that was consumed in moving 
one's feet along the earth, in learning the smell of 
coming snow, in enduring hunger and fear and the loss 
of pride; all that made a difference. And a still 
greater difference was this entangling of lives. People 
grew together like creeping vines. The root of 
beginning was hard to find in the many that had come 
together and spread their foliage in one mass. 176 

At the end of his journey Archilde has attained a spiritual 

balance, but he cannot assume his membership in the Indian 

community because he is arrested for a murder he has not 

committed. 

McNickle indicates very early that Archilde's journey 

back to his Indian heritage can only end in tragedy. Father 

Grepilloux tells Max the story of Big Paul, a much admired 

Flathead, who found himself caught between the white and 

Indian cultures much like Archilde does. Indian tradition 

obliges him to avenge his father's murder while the white 

law forbids him to do so. In the end Big Paul is killed by 

his own people who do not know that he has fulfilled his 

obligation to the tribe. Early in the novel a connection 

between Big Paul and Archilde is established: "In Father 

Grepilloux' mind the story of Archilde Leon was placing 

itself against the story of Big Paul. [ ••• J but here seemed 

to be the promise of victory after a long wait. Big Paul 

should also have had his victory, and might have had it if 

l76The Surrounded 50. 
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he had come later. Instead he had been sacrificed to that 

chaos and lawlessness which had followed the breakdown of 

the old ways of life."177 However, Father Grepilloux' 

retreat into the past makes him blind to the fact that even 

now the Indians are not equal members in the Flathead 

Valley's community of man. Sheriff Quigly, the 

representative of the law that protects all in theory, 

enjoys tracking down the Indians. Archilde justifiably fears 

him. Also, Modeste described the lawlessness of the young 

Indians and half-bloods that the imposed white law created. 

Archilde can depend as little on the law as Big Paul. In 

addition, Archilde labors under the handicap of being a 

half-blood who is regarded with suspicion and disdain by the 

white man. circumstances are as much against Archilde as 

they were against Big Paul. He too is physically destroyed 

by a member of his own people. Elsie, who kills Sheriff 

Quigly out of love for Archilde, is a product of the white 

boarding school, one of lithe young people [who] respect 

neither old nor new" as Modeste put it. The story of Big 

Paul is cyclic and other Indians and half-bloods after 

Archilde will be caught in the same vicious cycle. That 

McNickle was not attempting to find a solution to the 

Indian-white relationship becomes obvious from a letter he 

wrote to Pricilla Shames in 1973: "I was not, at the time of 

l77The Surrounded 97. 
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writing, aware of the social science implications of the 

scene I was describing. If I had tried to state a theme it 

would have had to do with the clash of values, of which I 

had been aware from earliest childhood.,,178 

Judged by Ten Kate's criteria for presenting acceptable 

Indian characters The Surrounded is a successful novel 

because it presents accurate ethnological details. 179 Even 

though accuracy seems a desirable trait in a novel, it 

leaves many of the literary qualities of the novel 

unappreciated. More recent evaluations have concentrated on 

the fine literary craftsmanship of The Surrounded: the 

colorful and vivid scenes, the breaking of the chronological 

plot structure, and the use of history and oral 

tradition. 180 These qualities were certainly not present in 

the manuscript version of the novel. 

James Welch said about Indian novels: "I have seen 

works written about Indians by white [ ••• J but only an 

Indian knows who he is. If he has grown up on a reservation, 

he will naturally write about what he knows. And hopefully 

he will have the toughness and fairness to present material 

178o'Arcy McNickle, letter to Pricilla [Shames] Oaks, 
10 June 1973, McNickle Collection. 

179Herman F.C. Ten Kate, "The Indian in Literature," 
The Indian Historian 3.2 (Summer 1970): 32. 

1800iscussions of The Surrounded can be found in Geary 
Hobson ed., The Remembered Earth: Paula Gunn Allen ed., 
Studies in American Indian Literature: Pricilla Shames, The 
Long Hope: and Charles Larson, American Indian Fiction. 
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in a way that is not manufactured by a conventional stance. 

Whites have to adopt a stance; Indians already have one.,,181 

According to Welch it was inevitable that McNickle would 

drastically revise the earlier manuscript. He was the first 

of all American Indian writers to break away from white 

conventions and to search for a form that would do justice 

to his material. McNickle anticipated by thirty years House 

Made of Dawn, the novel that in 1968 would usher in the 

Native American Renaissance. 

But The Surrounded is not only a literary achievement 

but a personal triumph as well. By putting his own past 

behind him and by exploring the Indian-white/half-blood 

relationship that had clouded his childhood, McNickle 

embarked on the second stage of his journey back to his 

roots. His second novel, Wind from an Enemy Sky, would not 

be published for another forty years, but he found other 

ways to serve his people. 

Heritage is people; people are the earth; earth is 
heritage. By remembering these relationships - to the 
people, the land, the past - we renew in strength our 
continuance as a people. Literature in all its forms, 
oral as well as written, is our most durable way of 
carrying on this continuance. By making literature, 
like the singers and storytellers of earlier times, we 
serve the people as well as ourselves in an abiding 
sense of remembrance. 182 

181Quoted in David M. craig, "Beyond Assimilation: 
James Welch and the Indian Dilemma," North Dakota Quarterly, 
spring 1985: 182. 

182Geary Hobson, ed. The Remembered Earth (1979; 
Albuquerque: university of New Mexico Press, 1987) 11. 



CHAPTER 4 

1934-1952 
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When John Collier assumed the Commissionership of the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs in 1933, he announced that 

positions would be available for American Indians in his 

administration. Thereby, he hoped to avoid mistakes made in 

the past and, at the same time, he would involve Indians in 

the policy making process on federal as well as tribal 

level. If the Indian Reorganization Act was to work, the 

Indian must also develop a voice in Washington where all 

large scale decisions were still made. 

In 1934 McNickle's desperate economic situation and his 

new-found willingness to face his own past caused him to 

apply to the Bureau of Indian Affairs for employment. In his 

application he specifically refers to Collier's promise to 

employ Indians and identifies himself as such. He knew that 

his Indian blood made him eligible for special 

consideration, but his professional training as a writer was 

not what the more technical and administrative job at the 

Bureau demanded. In a letter to the Director of Employment 

McNickle places the blame for his lack of the required 

technical training squarely with the Bureau: 
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It is true that I lack technical training of the sort 
which might have prepared me, say, for one of the 
professions, and I wonder if that won't be true of most 
Indians. Even those of us who have managed to get some 
sort of an education have probably followed an erratic 
course for lack of guidance at critical times. Usually 
our families knew less than we about what was good for 
us in the way of vocational training, and certainly 
there was no agency in the Indian service, as there 
might well be, which made it its business to keep us 
moving toward some useful objectives. This being the 
case, I wonder how many Indians you will find who are 
'specially qualified' for a position in the service?183 

He continues to point out that his personal experience would 

be valuable for the educational reform planned under the 

Indian Reorganization Act. His argument was convincing and 

in March 1935 he was invited to Washington for an interview. 

His visit to the Bureau of Indian Affairs must have 

unsettled his lingering preconception about the Service; his 

diary entry of that visit only mentions the kindliness and 

the enthusiasm he encountered. The prospective job, which 

depended on the end of March appropriation, sounded to him 

too good to be true: researching and writing tribal 

histories. On the return to New York city he looked at the 

future with more anticipation than he had for some time. 

In the early months of 1935 another ray of hope was his 

commission to write a volume for the Rivers of America 

Series published by Farrar and Rinehart. McNickle intended 

to write about "the Saskatchewan as the highway leading to 

l8 3D'Arcy McNickle, letter to E.R. Burton, 20 July 
1934, McNickle Collection. 
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the building of our own Inland Empirelll84 , i.e. the 

spreading of the fur trade in the Northwest and the English 

dominion in Canada. Of course, a commission like this did 

not entail an advance, and the economic security of his 

family still depended on the job in washington. His 

manuscript of The Surrounded continued to make its rounds 

among the publ~shers in New York city and his confidence in 

its publication decreased with each rejection. A grueling 

wait began. 

A month after the Washington interview his optimism 

that his situation would change for the better had turned to 

pessimism. The Indian Service appointment had not come 

through yet; in fact, he hadn't heard from the Bureau at all 

since his interview, and editing work in New York was 

practically non-existent because of the great number of 

college graduates who were forced by the Depression to 

compete for the same jobs. He felt hopelessly caught in the 

web of the Depression and slowly a sense of personal failure 

settled in. Everything around him depressed and mocked him: 

the shabby neighborhood outside New York City, the 

unaesthetic billboards advertising wares, the often cold 

apartment. Living became a daily struggle for food and other 

necessities of life, a struggle for physical survival. 

184D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Constance Lindsay 
Skinner, 18 July 1935, McNickle Collection. 
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McNickle was also under considerable emotional strain; 

his marriage was falling apart. He had pushed for marriage 

in the first glow of professional success in New York city. 

His wife Joran, whom he had already known in Montana, had 

wanted them both to establish a firm sense of self before 

committing themselves to one another. However, McNickle 

overcame her doubts. Already in 1934 McNickle acknowledged 

in his journal that Joran's demand had been a wise one. For 

a while the birth of their daughter Antoinette kept the 

marriage together, but it finally disintegrated under the 

extreme poverty of those last years in New York. Not even 

their new life in Washington could preven~ their separation 

in 1936. 

By August McNickle had given up all hope that the 

Washington appointment would come through, but unexpectedly 

employment on the Federal writers' Project, also located in 

the capitol, seemed a possibility. And for once in these 

last years things turned out as he had hoped. By the end of 

September his life had undergone a miraculous transformat~on 

for the better. A friend had ensured his appointment to the 

Federal Writers' Project and, at the same time, a permanent 

job at the Bureau seemed in the offing. 

Well I landed the job and am hard at work. They haven't 
paid me yet but I presume that they intend to. 
Everybody runs around looking slightly dazed. They 
haven't been appointed yet, or they haven't been paid, 
or they can't find an apartment, or having all these 
things they don't know how long the job will last. I 
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discover that the plans are to do somethi.ng a good deal 
better than a Baedecker guide to these states -- to 
make in fact a real cultural survey of the country, if 
the plan holds out against the fearful machinery that 
must be set up. For one thing we're going to have a lot 
of Indian material and I'll have a chance to take a 
hand in it, probably working under a trained 
anthropologist. And this, I have just learned, will 
probably result in a permanent job at the Indian 
office. 185 

Nobody knew how long the Federal Writers' Project was going 

to be funded and the Washington community of writers, 

consequently, lacked a sense of stability. For McNickle, 

however, this life was more secure than anything he had 

known for years. 

McNickle's experience was not exceptional. By January 

1935, six years after the stock market crash, the situation 

had grown desperate for most writers and the Unemployed 

Writer's Association was founded. Well-known writers like 

Sherwood Anderson and Theodore Dreiser were strong 

supporters of the Association which advanced a specific plan 

to the federal authorities: "'a survey of the varying 

aspects of everyday life as it is lived in all parts of the 

united states,.,,186 The Federal Writers' Project was 

185D'Arcy McNickle, letter to constance Lindsay 
Skinner, 6 October 1935, McNickle Collection. 

186page Smith, Redeeming the Age: A People's History of 
the 1920s and the New Deal (New York, et al: McGraw-Hill 
Book Company, 1987) 791. I am indebted for most of my 
information on the Federal Writer's Project to Page Smith's 
comprehensive history. 
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authorized by the federal government in 1935 and was meant 

to provide work for unemployed professional writers in four 

fields of the arts: theater, music, visual arts and writing. 

In the writing field a variety of projects were pursued, 

among them the collection of ex-slave narratives, the 

collection of American Folklore, the study of a variety of 

immigrant groups, and the collection of oral history.187 

The most important project, however, became the writing of 

state histories. Even though the state guide books received 

positive reviews from the critics, Page smith quotes Robert 

Littell, a project writer, as saying: 

'It is Baedecker's business to steer his readers to 
flawless churches and flealess hotels. I'm afraid the 
u.s. Guidebook, compiled with funds derived from taxes 
paid by its eventual readers, will not say much about 
flaws and fleas. If the Squeedunks and the 
Linoleumvilles of the united states are omitted from 
the Guidebook, or truthfully described as being of 
small interest, they will raise enough hell to ripple 
all the way to Washington •••• I shall want a 
guidebook that can stifle its passion for statistics 
and arrowheads long enough to leave some room to write 
about American people. But I'm afraid I'll be 
disappointed, and that the guidebooks will continue to 
treat people as they always have - as ethnological wax 
groups frozen behind the ~lass exhibit-cases of a 
natural-history museum. ,1 8 

The guidebooks then were also affected by the Depression. A 

realistic picture of American ways of life was the goal, but 

187page Smith, Redeeming the Age 793. 

188page Smith, Redeeming the Age 796. 
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the picture had to be hopeful and unmarred by the ravages of 

the Depression. 

There seems to have been a general dissatisfaction 

among the writers employed by the Project with the tasks 

allotted to them. Usually, the tasks had little to do with 

creative writing but entailed the editing of reports of 

other programs. Nevertheless, the Federal writers' Project 

employed approximately 5,000 writers yearly. Among them were 

well known writers like Nelson Algren, John Cheever, Max 

Bodenheim, Conrad Aiken, and George Willson. 

Page Smith's final assessment of the Project's 

importance emphasizes the longterm benefits gained by the 

entire writing community: "It established the principle of 

government interest in and sponsorship of the arts, an 

entirely novel idea which led, after the war, to the 

establishment of the National Endowment for the Arts and the 

National Endowment for the Humanities, with budgets of 

millions of dollars a year for the encouragement of the arts 

and of scholarship and intellectual activity over a wide 

range of field in the humanities.,,189 

McNickle had responded with enthusiasm to the proposed 

guidebooks that were "to make in fact a real cultural survey 

189page Smith, Redeeming the Age 798. 
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of the country.II190 In his application to the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs, he had outlined his own purpose of writing: 

" ••• I am writing of the West, not of the Indians primarily, 

and certainly not of the romantic West which the best

selling authors have exploited to the detriment of a 

rational understanding of the meaning of the West, the 

Frontier, in American life."191 The Realism of his 

writings, whether fiction or non-fiction, can certainly be 

unrelenting. In The Surrounded, for instance, he described 

the economic pressures most of the Indians were laboring 

under in stark images that stayed with the reader: 

When Archilde drove by the slaughter house, a mile 
out of st. Xavier, he saw women carrying off pots of 
blood-smeared entrails, and he felt helpless. Once he 
stopped at sight of a very old woman who was going home 
with such a feast. A battered washtub, filled with the 
greenish-blue guts, on which flies were swarming, was 
loaded on a child's wagon. The wheels of this cart were 
of odd sizes and the whole affair swayed on the point 
of collapsing. The old woman, in her rags and filth, 
was really revolting, if one did not remember that she 
could not help her looks or her condition. Presumably 
she had not chosen such a life. 192 

If fiction served to reveal the truth of human condition and 

everyday living, how much more so must that be the goal of 

190o'Arcy McNickle, letter to constance Lindsay 
Skinner, 6 October 1935, McNickle Collection. 

191o'Arcy McNickle, Exhibit C, Application to Bureau of 
Indian Affairs, 1934. 

192o'Arcy McNickle, The Surrounded (1936; Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1978) 233-34. 
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such an ambitious national "cultural survey." McNickle, 

furthermore, had decided in New York city to approach the 

past and present of the American Indian people in a 

"scientific, that is to say exacting .. 193 way. Page smith's 

quote of Robert Littell's criticism of the Project leads to 

the assumption however, that the Federal Writers' Project 

could not employ the exacting Realism that McNickle demanded 

of himself and others in its publications. The old Indian 

lady with her blood-smeared entrails was to be reduced once 

more to the part of an "ethnological wax group[s] frozen 

behind the glass exhibit-cases of a natural-history 

museum. ,,194 The euphemisms employed by the Project negated 

his individual effort to find meaning in his own life as 

well as that of his people. He had progressed far beyond the 

common desire of the Depression to omit the unpleasant and 

emphasize the positive to cater to the taste of the people 

during this anxious time. How strong his desire had become 

to face his individual past that he had negated for so long 

is reflected in his willingness to face economic insecurity 

once more. Already in November, two months after he joined 

the Federal writers' Project, he had definite plans to 

change to the Bureau of Indian Affairs. The job the Bureau 

was offering him was not guaranteed after June 1936 and 

193D'Arcy McNickle, letter to William Gates, 25 March 
1934, McNickle Collection. 

194page Smith, Redeeming the Age 796. 
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depended on appropriations once more. Nevertheless, in March 

1936 he transferred from the Federal writers' Project to the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs. 

1935 was an important year in regard to his career as a 

professional writer too; Dodd and Mead accepted his novel, 

The Surrounded, for publication in November. For almost ten 

years he had revised the novel to get it published, but his 

journal entry after he heard the news is curiously 

restrained. There is none of the excitement that he had felt 

in earlier years when a publisher showed serious interest in 

the novel. He has already started work on a second novel, 

probably an early version of Wind from an Enemy Sky, but 

again there is nothing but calm acceptance when Dodd and 

Mead sent the manuscript back in 1944. It seems almost as if 

fiction is merely incidental at this stage of his career 

where he wants to examine his heritage in a scientific and 

detached way. Fiction is primarily exploration of self to 

McNickle and his self is dedicated to the entire Indian 

community during his years in Washington. 

McNickle finally joined the Bureau of Indian Affairs in 

March 1936 and continued to work in Indian administration 

for sixteen years. His resignation from the Bureau was 

necessitated by a change in federal Indian policy. The self

determination of the Collier administration was to be 

replaced by forced termination of Indian reservations. 

Basically, it was a step back to assimilation and the new 



policy negated all progress made in Indian administration 

during McNickle's time at the Bureau. 

John Collier proved to be a dynamic personality who 

easily dominated those around him. McNickle gives us a 

glimpse of his character in They Carne Here First: 
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Because he would not temper the quality of his 
conceptual gasp, Collier was sometimes dismissed as a 
visionary, an impractical intellectual. Whether he was 
writing letters to his field officers, addressing a 
meeting of DAR ladies, or preparing an editorial for 
the Bureau's house organ, Indians at Work, he wrote or 
talked in a prose style that often dazzled and 
confounded his audience. On one occasion, after he had 
spent several hours speaking eloquently on Indian 
values before a congressional committee, at the 
conclusion of which the committee members trooped out 
of the meeting glassy-eyed, the clerk of the committee 
shook his head dejectedly. "What pity," he remarked, 
"they didn't understand a word he said.,,195 

Under Collier's administration the Bureau moved away from 

the popular assumption that American Indians were vanishing 

and that the tribal belief systems must be replaced with 

white ones to make the American Indians competitive in the 

white world. For the first time in the history of Indian 

administration it was acknowledged that there were tribal 

institutions that could be utilized to prepare Indians for 

the white world. In a letter to John Collier, Oliver la 

Farge wrote in 1933: "That definite philosophy of a balanced 

value between the new material civilization and the old, 

195D'Arcy McNickle, They Carne Here First: The Epic of 
the American Indian (1949; New York et al: Harper & Row, 
Publishers, 1975), 246-47. 
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spiritual heritage is not a mere academic principle, but a 

vital matter in Indian Affairs. [ ••• ] I should say that one 

of the most vicious aspects· of our Indian system was the 

failure to grasp it.,,196 A memorandum to the press 

discussed a speech McNickle gave and outlined the 

importance of this new approach to Indian administration: 

It is a fact that Indian social institutions and 
Indian habits of thought have persisted in spite of the 
very determined effort of past administrators to 
abolish the evidences of the past. They have persisted, 
and they have vitally effected the Government's efforts 
to deal with Indian groups. Human nature cannot be 
changed by legislation, we have often heard. The whole 
country has recently experienced a practical attempt to 
legislate human nature into certain moral paths, just 
as the national program to alter man's morals failed, 
so the efforts of past administrators have failed to 
turn Indians into white men by acts of Congress and 
regulations of the Department of the Interior. 
Recognizing this basic truth, the Indian Service today 
is attempting only to build an Indian Service adapted 
to the inner nature of the Indian. To do this, native 
institutions, where they are still vigorous, should be 
utilized rather than antagonized. In the long run, this 
should make for a healthier Indian Service and, what is 
more important, it should bring closer the day when 
the Indian Service~ as an imposed Government function, 
can be abolished.1~7 

McNickle held that federal Indian administration had always 

made its wards too dependent on Washington. Indians could 

become self-sufficient if the Bureau of Indian Affairs would 

transfer a great deal of its decision making power to 

1960liver La Farge, letter to John Collier, 27 July 
1933, McNickle Collection. 

197Memorandum to the Press n.p. 
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district offices which in turn could work much more closely 

with the Indian communities. 198 Every Indian tribe is 

unique, i.e. they vary in more than their physical 

environment. The languages of tribes, which in turn reflect 

their socio-cultural heritage, even in close proximity to 

each other could create major barriers in communication. 

That tribal customs and social structures varied among 

tribes not even white administrators denied. But, despite 

the long exposure to Indian communities, no previous federal 

administration had examined these differences and certainly 

never asked itself what effect legislation had on an 

individual tribe. The Collier administration was the first 

to attempt such a necessary cultural survey. Well-known 

applied anthropologists were appointed by the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs to do the necessary research within the 

tribes willing to develop a tribal constitution under the 

Indian Reorganization Act of 1934. It was hoped that this 

new approach would minimize the ill effects resulting from 

imposing this democratic structure, the tribal 

constitutions, on Indian tribes which had traditionally 

governed themselves by consensus. 

McNickle was administratively associated with these 

research projects in his work in the Tribal Relations branch 

of the Bureau, of which he ultimately became the director. 

198"Government Official Encourages Indians Toward Self
Sufficiency," Billings Gazette 27 September 1946. 
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Looking back on his experiences in the Indian Service and 

the projects that Collier initiated, McNickle recalled that 

the collaboration between the Indian service and the 

University of chicago's Committee of Human Development had 

the most profound impact on him. The project's goal was to 

"study comparatively the development of personality in five 

different tribes, using the total physical and social 

environment as a reference frame. [ ••• ] The findings and the 

methods of this project, with which I was administratively 

associated, profoundly affected my understanding of man and 

society on the broad plane; and the white man-Indian 

relationship as an immediate concern.,,199 John Collier's 

retirement from Indian administration in 1945 unfortunately 

caused the project to remain unfinished, but it nevertheless 

reenforced McNickle's earlier realization that tribal 

cultures had inherent worth and could only be administered 

properly if respect was shown to native customs and 

traditions. In 1957 McNickle wrote with slight bitterness 

about Indian policy from its inception: "In the heat of such 

a discussion it would not have occurred to the debaters to 

inquire of the Indians what ideas they had of home, of 

family, and of property. It would have been assumed, in any 

case, that the ideas, whatever they were, were without merit 

199D'Arcy McNickle's vita n.p. 
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since they were Indian." 200 His work at the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs could not have been timed better~ the new 

approach to Indian administration served to reenforce his 

own pride in his Indian heritage. with this new regard for 

Indian culture McNickle was released from the necessity of 

choosing one part of his heritage over the other~ there was 

value in both. 

In later years, after he left the Indian Service in 

1952, McNickle would defend John Collier's administration. 

Collier, he maintained, did neither advocate complete 

isolation of Indian tribes nor their assimilation, but he 

acknowledged their right to find their own way in the 

increasingly complex white world without giving up their 

unique cultural traits: "He [Collier] was what a social 

scientist would call a theoretician. He was a man of 

feeling, a man of intuition. He was really a poet, not an 

administrator, although he did fairly well considering that 

he took over an organization that had been for so long under 

the control of persons influenced by the idea of Indian 

inferiority.1I201 McNickle saw Collier's greatest 

achievement in the latter's willingness to acknowledge the 

200D'Arcy McNickle, "Indian and European: Indian-White 
Relations from Discovery to 1887," The Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science 311 (May 
1957): 11. [reprint] 

201D'Arcy McNickle, "Commentary" n.p. 255. 
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with a different destiny from the whites,.202 
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The diaries that cover his time at the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs are reports of field trips he undertook for the 

Bureau and news about his activities in the garden. Even 

when he had to go to Montana in connection with the Flathead 

Lake proposal of the Bonneville Power Advisory Board in 

1943, his diary does not record any of the emotions he felt 

202When John Collier died in 1969 at age 84, McNickle, 
then professor of Anthropology at the university of 
Saskatchewan, Regina Campus, wrote "John Collier's Vision." 
Their years since their cooperation at the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs had not diminished his admiration for either the man 
- "His death silences one of the civilized voices of a 
savage age." - or the man's vision: 

In spite of all the criticisms aimed at his 
administration, subsequent events demonstrated the 
soundness of the vision and the practicality of 
the action. with encouragement to act out their 
own lives and with the beginnings of financial 
assistance in restoring and developing their 
resource base (abruptly halted by the war), Indian 
tribes all across the country seemed to renew 
their traditional tribalism, while at the same 
time participating increasingly in areas of 
interest in the general society. Identity with an 
Indian Community, even an urban community of 
relocated tribesmen, provides the base from which 
adaptive and assimilative processes can draw new 
growth. without such a base, there can be only a 
withering of social impulses. 

[ ... ] 
It may yet happen that fragmented, depersonalized 

urban man will give thanks that the Indians were not 
totally destroyed. And on that day, however far off, a 
special debt will be owed John Collier for having 
defined and explored the terms by which the Indian 
people could survive." 

(Nation 718-19. 
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at seeing the places of his childhood memories. No entry 

mentions visiting childhood friends or acquaintances. He 

only set down his encounters with the Flathead tribal 

council and the representatives of the Bonneville Power 

Advisory Board. No judgments are made, no course of action 

urged on th&council. McNickle, according to his diary, 

listened. As records of McNickle's role as a politician the 

diaries are invaluable, but they do not provide even a 

glimpse of the individual D'Arcy McNickle. 

During his Washington years McNickle was also 

officially recognized as a professional outside the Bureau. 

In 1949 he was named a Fellow of the American 

Anthropological Association. That year also saw the 

pUblication of his first non-fiction book, They Carne Here 

First: The Epic of the American Indian, with which he had 

been commissioned four years earlier. The book is part of a 

series, Peoples of America. under the editorship of Louis 

Adamic. This time he not only received an advance, but he 

also took a leave of absence from the Bureau to work on the 

book without interruptions. The book consists of three 

parts: pre-Columbian civilizations in America, colonialism, 

and American politics in regard to Indians. The reviews of 

McNickle's non-fiction book were positive. The 

anthropologist Alexander H. Leighton wrote to the publisher, 

J.B. Lippincott: "Many thanks for sending me a copy of Mr. 

McNickle's book. It is certainly well written and has the 



169 

moving quality of epic poetry. Due to the subject it is, 

inevitably, a tragedy, but the tragedy is not overdone. The 

past is not lamented, but rather the Indian of today is 

placed in perspective. We see his problems and those of the 

nation that contains him and we see the need for a solution 

based on individual human dignity, not might as right. II203 

The reviews of They Came Here First were also positive, 

stressing the scope and details of the study but regretting 

that he could not devote more space to specific 

instances. 204 

The new philosophy of self-determination that permeated 

the upper echelons of the Indian Service did not mean 

however that prejudices against American Indians had 

miraculously disappeared. Many people objected to the new 

203Alexander H. Leighton, letter to J.B. Lippincott 
n.p, McNickle Collection. 

204In 1974 McNickle revised They Came Here First for a 
new edition to be published by Harper & Row. He seems to 
have found it a difficult task: 

At long last I have completed the revision, 
expansion and updating of my book They Carne Here 
First. I believe it would have saved time if I had 
started from scratch and rewritten the entire 
text. One's style of writing changes, hopefully 
for the better, over a twenty-five year period, 
and much of the text that I let stand is out of 
key with material I have added. I hope not too 
noticeably. 

(D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Harper & Row, 18 July 1974, 
McNickle Collection.) All of McNickle's non-fiction books 
went through several editions, and updating their material 
always proved as difficult as for They Came Here First. 
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goal of educating Indians to combine the white and Indian 

elements of their world. To these people the new endeavor 

was a regression which merely encouraged the Indians to 

remain dependent on the government and to isolate themselves 

from progress. In their eyes white administration was 

failing its duties to civilize the Indians. A review of They 

Came Here First captures this way of thinking and is, at the 

same time, reminiscent of the prejudice McNickle had 

encountered in New York city a decade and more ago. "Of 

course our handling of the Indian was savage. But what was 

the alternative? Would making the whole trans-Mississippi 

West a vast reservation been the answer? What about 

overgrazing, about religious reasons for refusing to build a 

useful dam? One wishes for these practical things.,,205 

After sixteen years in the Indian Service McNickle left 

in 1952. His integrity would not permit him to be associated 

with the new Indian policy of termination which was a 

negation of everything he had worked for during his years in 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs. "The basic objectives of the 

Indian affairs administration were radically modified after 

1950. The concern for the Indian as a social being and the 

persistent searching for method in human relations programs 

which characterized the Collier regime were abandoned in 

205paul Engle, "White Man's Land Grabs from Indians," 
rev. of They Came Here First, by D'Arcy McNickle, chicago 
Tribune, 31 July 1949. 



favor of a policy of coercive assimilation of the Indian 

individual and the liquidation of the Indian tribes and 

their trust property.1I206 Everything he believed in and 

what had attracted him to the Bureau of Indian Affairs in 
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the first place was destroyed by termination. As he knew 

from his own growing up on the Flathead Reservation, life on 

an Indian reservation was not ideal and presented a number 

of problems. But he had written about the importance of the 

reservation already in 1943: "An Indian reservation is not a 

prison and Indians are not prisoners - except that like all 

of us they are prisoners of their own flesh. They seek that 

which warms them, and they fly from the terror of the 

unknown. 11207 The delicate balance between the old and the 

new that the Collier administration had striven for had 

permitted American Indians, at least in theory, to find 

nurture on the reservation without isolating themselves. 

Termination badly upset the balance as McNickle had 

foreseen. McNickle had to find a way to participate in 

reestablishing the balance necessary for the spiritual well

being of American Indian tribes on a different level and in 

a different profession. 

206D'Arcy McNickle's vita n.p. 

207D'Arcy McNickle, "We Go on from Here," Common Ground 
4 (1943-44): 30. 
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During the last twenty-five years of his life McNickle 

lived in Colorado, Canada, and New Mexico, but his steadily 

increasing national reputation obliged him to travel 

extensively throughout the United states and Canada. All 

these journeys finally culminated in McNickle's return to 

the Flathead Reservation in 1977 to participate in the 

Northwest Indian Education Conference. It was the first 

personally meaningful visit to the Reservation since he had 

left Montana in the 1920s to make his living in New York 

City. 

From 1952 until 1966 McNickle was headquartered in 

Boulder, Colorado, where he was involved in Indian education 

on a regional as well as national level. He had joined the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs in 1936 because of its new policy 

of Indian self-determination. However, McNickle had finally 

become disillusioned with the short term goals of the 

Service; Indians had to join American democracy now, this 

very moment. McNickle, on the other hand, was convinced that 

American Indians must be permitted to find their own way in 
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the white world. And in order for them to make intelligent 

choices, the Indians had to be educated on a tribal as well 

as personal level. On leaving the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

in 1952 McNickle, therefore, became the Executive Director 

of American Indian Development, a non-profit organization 

funded by the Field Foundation. liThe project purpose, as 

stated in its first annual report, was 'concerned with 

helping the Indian people of the United states to find and 

use the material resources and the leadership which exists 

in their communities,."208 

Tribal education would entail a tribe's intelligent use 

of the reservation's resources within the given context of 

federal administration. It would also entail the re-

education of whites who still believed that Indian 

reservations were temporary and would eventually disappear 

as the Indians became part of mainstream white society. In a 

1966 interview McNickle rejected that belief: 

That's typical of the white man's attitude; this land 
belongs to the Indian, it is his forever. The white man 
still assumes that he is merely charitable with HIS 
land and is only allowing the Indian to use it for a 
period of time. It's rather obvious, isn't it, that 
when one no longer requires something, it will 
disappear. The point here is that the Indian will 
require the reservation as long as the Frenchman will 
require France - a homeland. 

However, [ ••• ] the Indian tribes have not 
expressed a desire to continue indefinitely in a state 
of dependency. They will not acknowledge themselves to 
be dependent in any respect other than in the 

208D'Arcy McNickle, Vita n.p. 



protection extended to their lands and related 
property. 209 
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The white Americans' conviction that Indian societies' were 

fossilized, i.e. incapable of development, ste~med from a 

time when the whites still believed in the imminent 

extinction of all Indians. The fact that Indians did not 

only manage to survive physically but to actually increase 

substantially in number2lO bears witness that Indian 

societies were much more adaptable than whites gave them 

credit for. As McNickle wrote in "American Indians Who Never 

Were": "Like all societies, those in which the Indians live 

are more properly viewed as processes in times, always on 

the point of emerging into new forms and involved in 

finding answers to problems of adaption.,,2ll 

209R. Roger Harkins, "The Not-So Vanishing American. 
Part Two: His Ethnic and Cultural Survival," Daily Camera 
(Boulder, Colorado) 14 August 1966: 5. 

2l0R. Roger Harkins, "The Not-So Vanishing American. 
Part One. His Biological Survival," Daily Camera (Boulder, 
Colorado) 7 August 1966: 4. 

"The Significant Fact," he [McNickle] notes, " is 
that the current rate of growth of the Indian 
population exceeds the rate for the general population 
and is growing at a rate too great to be supported 
adequately by the areas assigned to it. According to 
the latest comparative figures available, the net 
annual increase for the Indian group is 42.2 per 1,000 
while the rate for the over-all population is only 
21.7 per thousand. The birthrate in the Navajo 
communities is as high as anywhere in the world." 

2l l D'Arcy McNickle, "American Indians Who Never Were," 
New University Thought 7.4 (spring 1971): 29. 
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American Indian Development decided to use this 

capacity for adaption and established leadership workshops 

for the different tribes which usually lasted two weeks. 

McNickle's 1953 diary indicates that he was planning to 

visit a different reservation throughout the united states 

at least every two months. He very quickly realized, 

however, that the time spent on the individual reservations 

was too short to accomplish the long-term training that 

American Indian Development had planned and that McNickle 

himself regarded as essential after his work in the Bureau 

of Indian Affairs. Also, these leadership workshops would 

only educate a segment of the tribes. 

In 1955 it was decided, therefore, that American Indian 

Development would conduct a long-term leadership training 

program in one community. The Navajo community chosen was 

Crownpoint, New Mexico, which is located northeast of Gallup 

just off the Eastern Navajo Reservation. The project was 

originally funded by the Field Foundation, but American 

Indian Development received a SUbstantial grant212 from the 

Carl Schwarzhaupt Foundation in the years 1956 to 1960. 

The economic and health problems of the Navajos in 

Crownpoint had escalated with the closing of the subagency 

there in 1935. McNickle and his public health worker Viola 

Pfrommer, who would become McNickle's third wife in 1969, 

212American Indian Development received $128,000 from 
the Carl Schwarzhaupt Foundation. 



intended to educate the Navajos of that community to help 

themselves, since neither the Navajo Tribal Council in 

window Rock nor the Bureau of Indian Affairs offered 
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support. The Navajo community had a reputation of being 

fragmented into factions, desperately poor, and 

uncooperative. The outward sign of the new cooperation, a 

result of the American Indian Development's project, among 

the members of the crownpoint community was the building of 

their Community House without any financial help from either 

the Navajo Tribal Councilor the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 

The Community House gave the Crownpoint Navajos a place to 

meet and to discuss issues. McNickle and viola Pfrommer 

insisted that decisions were made by the Navajo Development 

Committee, a representative body of the Crownpoint Navajos. 

Their intention was to help the Navajos think through their 

problems but not to solve them for the community. Enduring 

changes must come from within. In a letter to McNickle, 

Viola Pfrommer describes part of such decision making 

discussions: 

At the meeting he [Manuelito] also voiced acceptance of 
the committee idea while using a classic example of the 
importance of team work. [ ••• J "If we have a team of 
six horses on a wagon, all must pull together if we 
want to go ahead. Sometimes, one horse is sleepy, 
another tired, another hungry and they don't want to 
stand. [ ••• ] If we wait for a meeting of all the 
leaders to discuss this matter of chairs, some may be 
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sleepy, some tired; we must make a decision today; we 
can this as a committee.,,213 

Despite its promising beginning, the Crownpoint 

leadership training did not reach its full potential. The 

project had to be terminated prematurely in 1960, because no 

active support from either the Navajo Tribal Councilor the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs could be gained and also because of 

the crownpoint Navajos' disastrous choice of a house manager 

for the community house.21~ In a letter to John Collier 

McNickle acknowledged that the crownpoint Project was 

"remarkable in many ways - deeply satisfying at times, but 

profoundly frustrating at the end. Whether the people's 

genius for remaining Navajo through all vicissitudes will 

yet assert itself, is left under a cloud, as our report 

closes. But perhaps this is only the short view - I hope 

so.,,215 His report on the crownpoint Project was finally 

finished in 1964. 

Five years later the sense of futility that is clearly 

present in the letter to John Collier has given way to 

2l3Viola Pfrommer, letter to D'Arcy McNickle, 28 
December 1955, McNickle Collection. 

2l4I am indebted to Carl Tjerandsen, Education for 
Citizenship: A Foundation's Experience (Santa Cruz: Emil 
Schwarzhaupt Foundation, Inc., 1980: 27-44) for most of the 
information on the Crownpoint project. The acknowledgments 
of the book indicate that McNickle was familiar at least 
with that particular chapter of the Foundation projects' reports. 

215D'Arcy McNickle, letter to John Collier, 9 November 
1964, McNickle Collection. 
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cautious optimism for the leadership training in Indian 

communities once more. In 1969 McNickle resigned from the 

board of American Indian Development. The resignation letter 

sums up his seventeen years in the organization: 

I regret making such a decision, but I also feel that 
something was accomplished in the years we worked 
together, and that compensates somewhat. The idea of 
the Workshop, or an approximation of it, seems to be 
spreading everywhere, which is one of the hopes we 
harbored. [ ••• ] Not only has the idea spread, but 
students from the Workshop are busy changing the image 
of Indians in the general population. It is with 
astonishment that I look up at times and realize what 
changes have struck the climate in which Indian affairs 
are discussed. I believe we have contributed to 
that. 216 

The Colorado years, 1952 to 1966, were not restricted 

to community education only. McNickle once more took a place 

in the shaping of Indian policy on the national level. This 

time, however, he was not a representative of the federal 

government but a representative of the entire American 

Indian community. 

Already in 1944, while still working for the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs, McNickle had been a principal founding 

member of the National Congress of American Indians. It was 

the first attempt on the part of the Indian communities to 

create a voice for themselves on the national level by using 

a political institution foreign to them but acceptable to 

216D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Royal B. Hassrick, 
President of American Indian Development, 16 March 1964, 
McNickle Collection. 
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the white men. In 1961, however, another important event 

took place in the American Indian community: the all-Indian 

conference at chicago. Again McNickle played a critical role 

in the event. He wrote the Declaration of Indian Purpose. No 

longer satisfied with a voice on the national level, the 700 

Indians attending the conference agreed on a Declaration of 

Indian Purpose. The Declaration set down the future Indian

white relationship from the Indians' point of view. Its last 

two paragraphs summarize this new determination of the 

American Indians to actively shape their own futures: 

What we ask of America is not charity, not pater
nalism, even when benevolent. We ask only that the 
nature of our situation be recognized and made the 
basis of policy and action. 

In short, the Indians ask for assistance, 
technical and financial, for the time needed, however 
long that may be, to regain in the America of the space 
age some measure of the adjustment they enioyed as the 
original possessors of their native land. 2 7 

Indians were no longer willing to let themselves be treated 

as passive recipients of government handouts but would use 

the white system to fight for their rights. This was the 

most aggressive attitude Indians had yet taken, apart from 

actual warfare against the whites. 

McNickle received a great number of honors during his 

Denver sojourn; he was nominated to the award committee of 

the John Jay Foundation in 1957, appointed to represent the 

217"Give Back Our Heritage, Indian Conference Pleads," 
Chicago Tribune 25 June 1961. 
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American Anthropological Association at the third Inter

American Conference on Indian Life in Guatemala in 1958, 

named a member of the Colorado Advisory Committee for the 

u.s. Commission on civil Rights in 1962, received a John 

Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation fellowship in 1963, and 

was awarded an honorary Doctor of Science from the 

university of Colorado in 1966. His growing reputation was 

also responsible for the increasing number of invitations to 

speak allover the united states and Canada. 

As gratifying as this public recognition must have been 

for McNickle, the years from 1960 to 1966 were personally 

difficult for him. After the grant from the Carl 

Schwarzhaupt Foundation ended in 1960, he had no steady 

income for almost three years. Even though both his 

daughters, Antoinette and Kay, were married, his household 

still included his second wife Roma and his mother, 

Philomene Parenteau McNickle Dahlberg, who had joined the 

McNickle family in 1953. 218 It must have been seemed a 

replay of those economically desperate New York City years 

in the early 1930s. 

But again these financially pressing years, i.e. 

actually the last six years of his stay in Colorado, proved 

to be another pivotal event for D'Arcy McNickle. While the 

2l8At the end of the Boulder years, 1966, D'Arcy and 
Roma McNickle separated; Roma returned to Washington D.C. 
while McNickle moved to Saskatchewan, Canada. The couple was 
divorced in 1968 or 1969. 
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New York city years had caused him to reconsider his Indian 

heritage, the Denver years made him begin to realize that he 

had to return to Montana to face his unhappy childhood 

memories in order to be a whole person. The years serving 

the Indian cause had not really helped him to resolve his 

own problems with his Indian heritage. He had let Archilde 

travel much further in The Surrounded than he had himself. 

It is indicative that McNickle returned to fiction 

during these Denver years. In 1954 his juvenile novel Runner 

in the Sun was published. The novel has a pre-Columbian 

setting and is reminiscent of Adolphe Bandelier's 1890 novel 

The Delight Makers. It is not as complex as the Bandelier 

novel but quite as well researched and shows better literary 

craftsmanship. As The Surrounded and its publishing history 

indicated, McNickle regarded fiction as a way to explore the 

self. The pre-Columbian setting of Runner in the Sun 

permitted him to explore an ideal Indian society, a society 

without the intrusion of whites and without mixed-bloods. 

The writing of the novel then required his extensive 

professional knowledge and his skill as a literary 

craftsman. It did not require him, however, to engage in the 

novel on a personal level. This lack of personal involvement 

ended in the 1960's though. His diaries of the time 

repeatedly mention that he is working once more on a draft 

of Wind from an Enemy Sky, a novel that is much closer to 

The Surrounded in its theme and treatment of the 

~----------~-----~ ----------------~---- - -
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contemporary Indian life than to Runner in the Sun. The fact 

that he returned to fiction at all indicates that he was 

almost ready to engage the Indian-white relationship, of 

which his childhood is one instance, on a personal level 

once more. 

His mother Philomene died in Denver in 1964, at age 82. 

Strangely enough the death certificate, for which McNickle 

provided the information, gives her name as Philomene 

Parenteau McNickle. The certificate also states that the 

deceased was a widow, but does not mention Gus Dahlberg at 

all. It seems to wipe out those unhappy years of separation 

from his mother after the divorce and memories of Chemawa, 

the Indian boarding school in Oregon. In fact, the 

certificate seems to emphasize the years spent growing up on 

the Flathead Reservation. 

His mother's death also removed the last physical 

reminder of his childhood and could easily have cut him off 

from Montana entirely, especially since McNickle removed 

himself physically from Denver and the last association with 

his mother Philomene two years later to accept a teaching 

position in Canada. In an interview in 1966, however, 

McNickle admitted that there were still strong ties to 

Montana though: 

Individual Indians who dress and speak like any 
contemporary American, still play ordained roles as 
clanmen, members or even heads of ritualistic 
societies and as upholders of an older social order. 
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McNickle admitted, however, that he, himself, doesn't 
quite fit into this category. "I haven't been 
effectively back with my tribe for 40 years, but that's 
an exception.,,219 

If tribal customs are validated by such individuals, then 

the individual Indian has an obligation to serve his tribe. 

McNickle's realization that to serve the Indian community in 

general is not enough paved the way for the final 

significant event of McNickle's life eleven years later; he 

accepted an invitation to speak at the North~lest Indian 

Conference in Kalispell, Montana, in 197'7. He, like other 

Indians, cannot escape his particular tribal heritage. 

The survival of Indian tribal life is not an 
accident of blind chance, [ ••• ] The underlying fabric 
of Indian personality has persisted with unsuspected 
tenacity. A considerable body of evidence all points in 
the same direction - a persistent core of psychological 
characteristics sufficient to identify, perhaps, an 
ojibwa personality constellation, aboriginal in nature, 
that is clearly discernible through all levels of 
acculturation yet studied. For this reason all the 
Ojibwa are still Indian in a psychological sense, 
whatever clothes they wear, whatever their occupation, 
whether or not they speak English and regardless of 
race mixture. 220 

McNickle was Professor of Anthropology at the 

University of Saskatchewan, Regina Campus, from 1966 to 

1971. During those years he read historical accounts of the 

219R. Roger Harkins, "The Not-So Vanishing American. 
Part Two: His Ethnic and Cultural survival" 6. 

220Ibid. 6-7. 
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Northwest and mentions looking up archival material on his 

mother's family. A year after his arrival in Saskatchewan, 

1967, McNickle reviewed wilderness Kingdom, a history of the 

Jesuit settlement in the Flathead Valley by Father Nicholas 

Point. The manuscript had only recently been discovered and 

contained, in addition to the Father's drawings, drawings by 

the Flathead p~ople. McNickle sums up his view of the 

Jesuits' missionary work in the Northwest in this review: 

The circumstances which called Father Nicholas 
Point to the Northwest as a member of the Jesuit 
mission organized by the renowned Father Pierre-Jean de 
Smet was born of illusion and miscalculation, and in 
the sequel the Jesuits and the Indians were in a sense 
both victimized by their own enthusiasms. 

[ ... ] 
The journals and paintings of Father Nicholas 

Point present a rare conjunction of the primitive. The 
author-artist, an unschooled peasant-priest, recorded 
in childlike color and form the lives of preliterate 
hunting tribesmen of the American Northwest during the 
past century. The product, in text and sketch, suggests 
that the parties, European and Indian, were about 
evenly matched. Neither had a superior understanding of 
the other, and it is to be wondered what either learned 
from the other. 22l 

The grudging respect extended to Father Grepilloux in The 

Surrounded is here awarded to all the early missionaries. 

They are no longer merely destroyers but also victims. 

Another step on his journey back to the Flathead Reservation 

had been taken. Despite the close geographical proximity, 

McNickle did not visit Duck Lake however where his 

221D'Arcy McNickle, "A Record of the Vanishing West," 
The Nation 25 December 1967: 693. 
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grandfather, Isidore Parenteau, had lived before the last 

Riel Rebellion and where Parenteaus were still living then. 

McNickle's most important writing project during his 

years in Canada was his biography of Oliver La Farge. Of 

course McNickle had been personally acquainted with La 

Farge. While McNickle had worked with John Collier in the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs, La Farge had been President of the 

New York based, influential Association on American Indian 

Affairs. The Association and the Bureau worked closely 

together, especially during the Collier administration. As 

McNickle acknowledged in letters to friends after the 

publication of Indian Man: A Life of Oliver La Farge it had 

been a difficult book to write. During his association with 

La Farge he had found him a difficult man to deal with. "I 

find that I am beginning to admire the guy a great deal, 

which was not the case when I began to dig into his 

background. I still don't like his attitude toward Indians, 

in spite of what he accomplished in their behalf and the 

undoubted sacrifices which his Indian work required of him. 

He seems never to have acquired humility, which is always a 

great lack in a human being. But he was fearless, faithful, 

and a hell of a hard worker. One can settle for that." 222 

The biography itself reflects the difficulties McNickle 

experienced in the end to finish the book. The first half is 

222D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Pamela Cragun, 15 
February 1969, McNickle Collection. 
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an account of Oliver La Farge's growing up and increasing 

involvement in Indian affairs while the second part is a 

detailed description of the development of Indian policy in 

which La Farge took such an important place. The man La 

Farge all but disappears from the account. The book was 

nominated for the 1972 National Book Award, but McNickle did 

not seem surp~ised when he did not receive the award. In his 

letters to friends he stated that he had been much more 

interested in writing a study of those crucial years after 

the Indian Reorganization Act than in a biography of Oliver 

La Farge. 

In terms of McNickle's own journey Indian Man proved a 

stepping stone. In a letter to Oliver La Farge's wife six 

years before the publication of the biography McNickle 

indicated why he undertook the book at all. 

Another impression I have, [ ••• ] , is the 
contribution toward the fashioning of a new image of 
the West, a new maturity in using the resources of the 
West. The overt expression of this, of course, was the 
moral responsibility he demanded of those who dealt 
with Indians. Perhaps the significance of "Laughing 
Boy" is that it helped to put Indians in conscious 
American thought. But his concern for the West wab 
wider and deeper than Indians. The concern included the 
stratified past, archaeological and historical. It also 
included conversation of the resources of the living 
present. He was a new breed in the West. 

[ ... ] 
The West needed a time perspective, and this the· 

archaeologists began to supply with the Southwestern 
digs. And it needed men who would give meaning and 
significance to the past and bridge that past to the 
contemporary world. [ ••• ] And as a creative writer he 
explored and described the emotions which make mankind 
one family. He was part of the bridge which encouraged 
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the free flow of ideas and experiences, into the West 
and out of the West, within a nation of many parts. 223 

McNickle's early impression of La Farge's life and work was 

then that the latter had achieved in his work that coming 

together of the different disciplines and fields McNickle 

considered so essential in the portrayal of the twentieth 

century American Indian. The more McNickle researched his 

subject, the more he realized that La Farge had never 

progressed much beyond the idealistic image of the Indian 

that he had presented in Laughing Boy. His assessment of 

Laughing Boy in Indian Man reflects this shortcoming. "In a 

letter to his mother during the 1924 expedition, OIiver 

remarked that the Navajos at Lukachukai (on the east side of 

the reservation) 'are rich and untrustworthy, owing to too 

much schooling.' At the same place he admired the 

unschooled seventy-three-year-old head man, 'a fine fellow, 

served as scout under General Scott. I wish there more like 

that,.,,224 In McNickle's view, however, it was the task of 

the writer on Indians to deal primarily with the present 

situation of the Indians. 

McNickle retired from teaching at the university of 

Saskatchewan, Regina Campus, at age sixty-seven. The final 

223D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Consuelo [Mrs. oliver La 
Farge], 20 April 1965, McNickle Collection. 

224D'Arcy McNickle, Indian Man: A Biography of Oliver 
La Farge (Bloomington and London: Indiana University Press, 
1971): 50-51. 

-----------------------------------------1 
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stage of his life, 1971 to 1977, was spent in Albuquerque, 

New Mexico. He continued to write articles, revised his non-

fiction books, agreed to edit the volume of the Handbook of 

the American Indians dealing with Indian policy, and was 

frequently invited to speak. In 1972 he was appointed first, 

and so far the only Indian, Director of The Center for the 

History of the American Indians at The Newberry Library in 

Chicago. The goal of the Center was to give Indian scholars 

the opportunity to write their own tribal histories and to 

provide white scholars with the opportunity to research 

American Indian history. 

In December 1974 the Center and the American Historical 

Association sponsored sessions on the writing of American 

Indian history. In a response to a paper McNickle explained 

what he considered important in the writing of tribal 

history: 

It isn't important in a tribal history if a certain 
event happened in a certain time with a certain set of 
circumstances. What they're talking about is the 
experience of life, their stories, their relationships 
with each other. It has to do with basic human 
relations; dates don't matter, verification doesn't 
matter; there's understanding and they know what 
they're talking about. You talk about the Indian 
experts and sure, they're not all Ph.D.s. As Alan 
[Slickpoo] was saying, he could never know what they 
were talking about, until he had gone there, learned 
the language, had lived there and had slept with them; 
becoming a part of the community. That's what the 
Indians have to share among themselves. It's not a 
matter of dates and documentation. That's the white 



man's crutch. Indians are talking about life, about 
themselves, about their own people. 225 
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The essence of Indian history then cannot be caught between 

the covers of a history but must be explored in a context 

that is much more flexible and open for experiments: the 

novel. McNickle also indicates here that the degree of 

Indian blood is unimportant as long as the writer has indeed 

an intimate knowledge of the community. Being a half-blood 

did not impair your validity as a tribal historian; there 

was no absolute account but only versions. 

The circle of McNickle's journey closed in October 

1977, shortly before his death. He had been invited to the 

Northwest Indian Education Conference in Kalispell as one of 

"our outstanding Tribal memhers.,,226 In his speech he 

referred to the fifty years that he has been away from the 

Flathead Reservation and the attempts to reeducate the 

American Indian children to make them white men. After the 

historical overview of changing white policies, McNickle 

summed up: 

Indians, of course, have never accepted the idea that 
they had to become White man. No people ever votes 
itself out of existence, and so the Indians never had. 

225David C. Beaulieu, ed. Breaking Barriers: 
Perspectives on the Writing of Indian History (occasional 
Papers Series, Vol.l, Chicago: The Newberry Library, 1978): 
74. 

22 6Karen C. Fenton, letter to D'Arcy McNickle, 12 May 
1977, McNickle Collection. 
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There have been individual Indians who have tried to 
make it in the White world, often times paid a very 
high price in the way of discrimination in seeking 
jobs, advancement. It used to be said in the Bureau, 
where I worked for 15 years, that for an Indian to get 
a promotion in the Bureau, he had to be twice as good 
as any White man he might be competing against. 

[ ... ] 
But in spite of these losses and alternatives, I have 
the impression that the simple core of Indian life 
persists. The family and kinship lines stil-l function. 
Values and belief systems still function. There is 
still respect for the Individual; there's still a 
quality of sharing; there's still identity with 
whites. 227 

McNickle, of course had been one of those who made their way 

in the white world. But he had not been able to forget his 

tribal roots. In his notes for an earlier short story 

McNickle had explained the difficulties of the Indian life: 

"To have been born an Indian on an Indian Reservation is to 

have been half-born. Rather, it is to have come to live in a 

world of mist. Always you are waiting, the people around you 

are waiting.,,228 McNickle's return to the Flathead 

Reservation took a great deal of courage, but it dispelled 

the mist. He had come home. 

227D'Arcy McNickle, unpublished speech at the Northwest 
Indian Education Conference, October 1977. 

228McNickle Collection, The Newberry Library, Chicago, 
Illinois. 
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CHAPTER 6 

WIND FROM AN ENEMY SKY 

My other major concern is that the reader have an 
opportunity to view this specific tribe and reservation 
against the wider spectrum of Indian America. I would 
like the reader to see the Little Elk episode not as an 
isolated tragedy, about which one need not get too 
concerned, but as a critical statement about cultures 
meet. The Little Elk Indians could speak only of their 
tribal experience; Rafferty, the government official, 
might have a sympathetic understanding, but his 
experience was limited. A man of Adam Pell's talents 
and range of experience was the obvious instrument. And 
his failure to deal with the crisis -- his insistence 
at the end on acting out 'his value preference -- helped 
to bring on the final tragedy.229 

The publishing histories of Wind from an Enemy Sky and The 

Surrounded are curiously similar; McNickle worked on the 

manuscript versions of his second novel for a number of 

years and there were significant changes in the versions he 

offered to different publishers. The posthumous novel Wind 

from an Enemy Sky went through at least three major 

revisions, each of which was marked with a separate working 

title: The Flight of Feather Boy, How Anger Died, and A Wind 

from Far Away. At lea'st one of these versions, How Anger 

Died, is part of the McNickle Collection at The Newberry 

229D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Douglas H. Latimer, 
Harper & Row, Publishers, 6 July 1976, McNickle Collection. 
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Library in chicago. 230 Like the earlier novel, Wind from an 

Enemy Sky became a better novel through the extensive 

revisions. 

Even before The Surrounded was accepted for publication 

by Dodd, Mead and Company in 1935, McNickle mentioned 

working on a new novel in his New York diaries. According to 

the contract on his earlier novel, he was obliged to give 

Dodd, Mead, and Company first refusal on his next novel. 

When the publisher turned down the manuscript in 1951, he 

accepted the decision without the heartaches that the 

rejections of The Surrounded had caused. This time, however, 

McNickle did not offer the manuscript to a variety of 

publishers, but he continued to work on it in his spare 

time. For more than forty years McNickle thought about and 

230There must also be a longhand version at The 
Newberry Library in Chicago. The one Roger Dunsmore mentions 
in "Reflections on Wind from an Enemy Sky (studies in 
American Indian Literatures 11.1 (Winter 1987): 28-57) seems 
to an even earlier version than How Anger Died. 

It seems clear from a look at the early versions 
of the manuscript -- over four hundred versions hand
written in pencil -- why he couldn't finish it. The 
early drafts end far too happily to be true to what he 
knew was the reality of the Indians at that time, or 
for their fictional representatives, the "Little Elk" 
people: he had Feather Boy's medicine bundle safely 
returned to the Little Elk people; Bull, the hold-out, 
grateful to the agent for its return and happily 
plowing up the land as a potato farmer; Rafferty, the 
model agent, getting a field promotion from his bureau 
chief for his successful negotiations of Feather Boy's 
return; smitty, the young, female anthropologist 
falling in love with Rafferty in the process. No wonder 
the book gave McNickle nightmares! (38-39) 
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revised his second novel. Of course they were busy years, 

and McNickle could not spend the time on it that had given 

to The Surrounded. Also, McNickle was busy with his non

fiction books, the pre-Columbian juvenile novel, and the 

biography of Oliver La Farge. 

McNickle's years of work on the manuscript showed when 

the novel Wind from an Enemy Sky was accepted by Harper & 

Row for their Native American Series. There was no necessity 

to edit the manuscript in great detail. The novel was 

polished and complete by then. 

How Anger Died, one of the earlier versions now in the 

possession of The Newberry Library, was an ambitious 

undertaking that covers a great number of topics: the story 

of the Feather Boy medicine bundle, Indian policy, the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, power plays in Washington 

and New York, the white farming community, and the Little 

Elk Indian tribe. Unlike in The Surrounded McNickle had not 

used an actual tribe in his last novel, but he invented one 

that shares a number of similarities with the Flathead and 

lives in the same general area. Because of McNickle's 

interest in the different groups instrumental in shaping 

American Indian policy in How Anger Died, there was not 

sufficient space to develop either the Indian or the white 

characters well. In fact, that was one of the complaints of 

Dodd, Mead and Company when they reviewed the manuscript: 

"We would all, moreover, like more Indian in it. Bull is a 
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grand character and so is Henry Jim. 11231 This particular 

early version was certainly a reflection of McNickle's years 

in the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 

The plot of How Anger Died is fantastic in places. For 

example, Adam Pell lands an airplane on a mountain meadow on 

his mission to return the Feather Boy medicine bundle, and 

Bull suddenly decides to till the soil. It does not lack a 

romantic element either; at the end, superintendent Rafferty 

marries his secretary Smithy. It is fast moving and presents 

ever changing scenes. 

Bull is the only character who shows any development at 

all in How Anger Died. At the beginning of the novel, Bull 

tries to kill Rafferty, the Superintendent of the Little Elk 

Tribe, whom he regards as a symbol of the indifferent and 

arrogant federal government. 

Anger was poised there. And anger was accustomed 
to speak in fire and thunder. Anger could strike down 
arrogance. It could settle old scores. Anger had a 
right to speak. Its voice would crash against the 
mountain and lose itself in the tops of the pine trees. 

[ ... ] 
Anger has a right to speak. And anger that has 

been constant for thirty years will find a time and 
place. It could have been today -- but other days would 
come. 232 

231R.T. Bond, Dodd, Mead & Company, letter to D'Arcy 
McNickle, 12 May 1944, McNickle Collection. 

232How Anger Died, Manuscript, 4, 6. 
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Henry Jim, who is Bull's maternal uncle rather than his 

older brother in How Anger Died, realizes that peace for the 

Little Elk people will only come if Bull reaches an 

understanding with Rafferty. To achieve his goal Henry Jim 

tells Rafferty who shot the government man years ago, and 

the threat to Bull's physical survival becomes the key to 

his spiritual survival. 

Once he meets Rafferty without that overwhelming anger 

in his heart, Bull realizes that Rafferty is sincerely 

attempting to help the Little Elk Indians. The 

Superintendent not only alienates the white ranchers who 

lease the Indians' grazing lands at an advantageous price, 

but he also risks the job he enjoys by defying the 

Commissioner who is being pressured by Senators in 

Washington. On a visit to Washington Bull expresses this 

new-found trust in Rafferty in the Commissioner's office: 

I will say he is the first superintendent who 
hasn't tried to steal from us. The first who has never 
lied to us. Such things are not much to say about any 
man. I am surprised at myself for saying them, but 
maybe you have not known what kind of men we have had 
at our agency. For the first time our people are not 
afraid of the Government man, and that is a good thing. 
Now we can listen to him when he talks to us. At first 
we weren't sure. He talked about using our lands. He 
talked about this a good deal. He would come to our 
homes and sit with us and if we offered him something 
to eat, he ate it. The Government man wouldn't do that 
before. I guess they were afraid we would put Indian 
poison in the food. This man ate with us, then he 
talked about the land. At first we didn't understand 
it. We didn't see how he was going to take it away from 
the white men. He will talk to you about this, I think, 
and you must listen to him. He will say it over and 

----------- ------------------
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over, the way he said it to us, and pretty soon you 
will see that he is right. If you don't, he will say it 
some more. So you had better listen and decide soon. I 
guess you know about me. I am Bull. I stood against you 
all these years. I stood against Washington. Now I 
stand with this man. [ ••• ] An owl has said this man is 
good, that he will help my people. 233 

Bull aligns himself with the individual Rafferty here and 

not with the Superintendent RClfferty. It is a matter of Bull 

and Rafferty against the Commissionnr of Indian Affairs who 

represents the policy of the federa·,l government. Bull is by 

no means sure that the lands will be returned to his tribe. 

The white farmers' rights are much more important in 

politically charged Washington than the Indians', even in an 

office established to protect the Indians' rights. And only 

a threat to expose the commissioner's hypocritical view of 

the freedom of belief enables Rafferty to assist Bull in 

regaining possession of the Feather Boy medicine bundle from 

Adam Pell. 

What Bull realizes through his growing friendship with 

Rafferty is that the old days are dead and will never 

return. If the children of his tribe are to have a future, 

they must accommodate themselves to the white world. "These 

white people are like ants on the earth there is no end 

to them. They will not force us to change, but we will 

change just the same."234 Bull, who had refused to even 

233How Anger Died, Manuscript, 158-59. 

234HOW Anger Died, Manuscript, 211, 212. 
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letting him enter his tepee, takes the first step in 

accommodation by plowing a garden, a step that leaves 

Rafferty stunned but hopeful. 
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At the same time, however, Bull is very much aware of 

the spiritual loss that the Little Elk people will suffer 

because of accommodation. 

There cannot be an Indian white man. An Indian who 
leaves here, must give up the peace which he knows 
inside. [ ••• ] That is the peace an Indian knows. It 
comes into us from these mountains and from everything 
we look upon. The Indian who goes from here intending 
to stay away, must leave that behind. When we become 
white men, we will have no quietness inside. 235 

He had realized in Washington, watching the people on the 

streets, that the white man is afraid of everyone else, 

afraid that someone will take what he has. The accommodation 

to the white way of life can very easily lead to a 

destruction of the Indian community then. But Bull sees no 

other way of survival. At the end of Bu11's speech to his 

tribe, the people find that Two Sleeps, the ancient seer of 

the Little Elk people, has died. with him the past, as it 

was before the arrival of the white man, is irretrievably 

gone. Bull's reaction to Rafferty's forced resignation also 

indicates his new understanding of their situation: 

235How Anger Died, Manuscript, 209-210. 
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You say do not blame this one, do not blame that one. 
And then you blame yourself. Bull blames no one. Not 
even himself. It is true that I am disappointed in what 
you tell me. My superintendent had me believing that 
maybe they had made a new law in Congress and that 
Indians would be treated like white people because of 
it. Now I see there is no such law and Indians are the 
same as always -- not like dogs, because they have only 
two legs, and not like horses, because they cannot feed 
their bellies on grass. Just Indians. [ ••• ] Bull is no 
longer at war with the white men, not with anybody. 

[ ... ] 
What is impo~tant, I think, is that we are men 

finding a way of living together. I had to learn that 
for myself, though my father knew it long before me. If 
men do not watch themselves, they may forget altogether 
someday how to get along with each other. And when that 
happens, even the land on which we live will be of no 
good to us. 236 

At the very end of How Anger Died Adam Pell returns the 

Feather Boy medicine bundle in a spectacular scene. As Bull 

opens the bundle, heavy clouds build up and a thunderstorm 

erupts over the parched land to ensure once more the food 

supply of the Little Elk people as it had done in the years 

before its disappearance. That makes the accommodation to 

the white people much easier for the Indians who know from 

the legend that Feather Boy is a bringer of change. In the 

legend he brought the people seeds and taught them how to 

grow them. The bundle's return encourages cattle raising as 

a new means of sUbsistence. It means the end of hunger. 

The fact that the medicine bundle is still powerful 

after the years in Pell's Institute of the Americas 

indicates that the Little Elk people can spiritually survive 

236HOW Anger Died, Manuscript, 269-70. 
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their accommodation to the white world. Only their living 

conditions and their means of sUbsistence will change; the 

spiritual heritage of their ancestors will remain the same. 

This strong, shared heritage also gives hope that the Indian 

people can remain a community rather than become a society 

of individuals like the white people. The future is hopeful 

for the Little Elk people. 

The debate that surrounds the return of Feather Boy in 

How Anger Died separates the white characters into two 

groups. Rafferty, Adam Pell, and Doctor Edwards are 

sensitive to the Indian situation and believe that the 

Little Elk people have to find their own place in the white 

world. They are also honest enough to admit that the rights 

that they demand for themselves must be extended to the 

Indians. Feather Boy, a part of the Indians' spiritual 

heritage, must be returned to the tribe. After all, freedom 

of worship is anchored in the American constitution. The 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, the missionaries, the 

Senators, and the white ranchers, on the other hand, believe 

that Indian policy must depend on political necessity, i.e. 

the financial stability of white Americans. Land should be 

given to those who work it. Feather Boy is nothing but a 

superstition to them that will encourage the Indians to 

remain in the unproductive past. 

There is no development of the white characters. Both 

groups struggle for success with all means at their 
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disposal, but neither one succeeds in convincing the other. 

The commissioner of Indian Affairs, for example, does not 

reinstate Rafferty in the end because his superintendent is 

a capable, compassionate man who will change things for the 

better on the Little Elk Reservation, but because he cannot 

chance the media exposure that is threatened indirectly by 

Adam Pell. In the end the only ones to gain something are 

the Little Elk people. 

wind from an Enemy Sky. 

McNickle reduced the number of characters and locales 

drastically in the published version and concentrated on two 

characters. Bull has remained the representative of the 

Little Elk people and Rafferty becomes the sole 

representative of the federal government. Indian-white 

relationships are reduced to a personal rather than an 

ideological level; Rafferty could not get away with the 

sympathetic but passive attitude towards Indians that 

Parker shows in The Surrounded. 

superintendent Rafferty is driven by the desire to help 

the Little Elk people. He sees their poverty and has respect 

for them and their way of life. But his administration is 

hampered by the fossilized Church and the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs. "His appointment and others made at the same time 

by the new administration, was announced as a repudiation of 
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the military-political-missionary tradition that had 

prevailed in the past. II237 The changes guaranteed by the 

Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 did not reduce the 

bureaucracy involved in Indian administration, and it is the 

bureaucracy imposed by Washington that prevents Rafferty 

from making a real impact on the Little Elk Reservation. The 

initiative for change has to come to some degree from him, 

he has to be a reformer, but Rafferty does not have 

sUfficient knowledge of either Indian culture or federal 

administration to fulfill that role at the beginning of the 

novel. "The emphasis in the instructions we get is on the 

mechanics of the job we are expected to do - as if these 

other things don't exist and won't get in the way of doing 

the job. II238 He does have, however, enough cultural 

sensitivity to understand that people cannot be administered 

with "mechanics" only. To do his job he has to learn about 

the needs of people like Bull. 

Throughout the novel the superintendent moves away more 

and more from the assumption that Indian life must be 

replaced with the white man's life. The first time he gains 

an unexpected insight into the character of the people he 

administers is at Henry Jim's deathbed. Watching The Boy 

237D'Arcy McNickle, wind from an Enemy Sky (San 
Francisco et al.: Harper & ROW, Publishers, 1978): 33. 

238wind from an Enemy Sky 35. 
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presumptions of the white man in civilizing the Indians. 
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And in making judgments on a man, we have to forget t~e 
language he speaks, the beliefs he lives by. Here in a 
tepee world, the parts fitted together. The people had 
grace and understanding; their acts were competent. 
[ ••• ] Here was all that was needed of a house; only the 
customs of other man made a house of stone and mortar 
seem more desirable."239 

One race is not superior to the other. Rafferty's glimpse 

into Indian life makes him recognize a spiritual quality in 

it that is missing from his own life. This realization leads 

him to agree to the death of Henry Jim's horse. The burying 

of the horse with the man has become much more than an act 

of superstition to him; it has become an "act of faith [ ••• ] 

still possible in a world turning away from faith."240 

The Superintendent experiences a growing alienation 

from white values through encounters with the Reverend 

Welles, exposure to Bull and The Boy, a growing affinity to 

the landscape of the Reservation, and the encounter with 

Adam Pell. 

Even before Henry Jim's death Rafferty talks to the 

missionary, the Reverend Welles, about Feather Boy. The old 

missionary is preoccupied with the history of the Christian 

conquest in the Americas and the martyrdom of so many 

239Wind from an Enemy Sky 125. 

240Wind from an Enemy Sky 176. 
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Christian missionaries. He seems to regard himself as one of 

the martyred oneS1 he looks back on a long life but not on 

much success in advancing the Christian faith on this 

particular reservation. His view is that the missionaries 

defeated themselves by being too indulgent with the Indians 

and that they should have demanded and enforced the 

unconditional acceptance of Christianity. "I say we have 

been too forbearing, too Christian, I could say. Our race, 

and the Indian race, will never come together as long as we 

continue to speak the language of love as we use it among 

ourselves. ,,241 Indians in Welles' view are something apart, 

only grudgingly considered human. But they will never hold a 

place among the civilized people of the world. His 

prediction is that the Indians will become extinct which is, 

in his mind, a reasonable solution of the Indian-white 

problem. 

"The Indian is anti-civilization!" [ ••• ] 
"Because of his beginnings, and the road he has 
traveled, he is not where we are now, nor where we have 
been - he's not even going our way. If there were two 
humanities, I'd say he is with the other party. He's in 
the human family, but I'd have to describe his 
relationship to the rest of us by saying that he is 
both opposed to us and trying to escape from us - as 
if he could escape!,,242 

241wind from an Enemy Sky 51. 

242wind from an Enemy Sky 52. 
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There is no sympathy and no understanding of what the white 

man has taken away from the Little Elk people and Indians in 

general. The Reverend Welles certainly lacks the 

compassionate insights of Father Grepilloux in The 

Surrounded. Rafferty is appalled by the old man's 

unrelenting stance, and in his mind the Reverend Welles 

becomes one w~th the decay surrounding him. The Church, as 

represented by Welles, has become fossilized; religion has 

become a formula. Rafferty's admiration for Bull and The 

Boy deepens into affection as Wind from an Enemy Sky 

progresses. He has always taken his role as a mediator 

between the Indians and the white society seriously. In the 

case of sid Grant, united states Marshal, for instance, he 

refuses to let him arrest Bull and his people without 

evidence that convinces him. When Pock Face confesses his 

murder, he puts up bail for him, because he has enough trust 

in Indians to believe that Bull's young relative will be 

there for his trial. But Rafferty gets to know Bull and The 

Boy on a much more personal level: "In The Boy, he had found 

a man who could be loyal without betraying himself or his 

people, a man who handled himself with style. In Bull, a man 

who could hold a world together.,,243 

At the beginning of Wind from an Enemy Sky Rafferty 

243Wind from an Enemv Sky 247. 
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outsider. 
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His mind raced to assemble the disarray of shattered 
rock and his soul grieved for the naked loneliness of 
timberline. 

Then his reflecting mind brought up contradicting 
images of Indian faces, in timeless repose. As if to 
remind him that here he was an outsider, trying to find 
his way inside. 244 

Even at that point the Superintendent is perceptive enough 

to feel dissatisfied with the scientific explanation of how 

the landscape came into being. It is not the geological 

knowledge about a given landscape that explains the people 

who live in it. But the affinity between the land and the 

people makes him catch another glimpse of the people they 

once were. As the novel progresses, Rafferty feels 

increasingly more comfortable with the landscape. He even 

deplores the fences, the landmarks of the white man's 

possession of the land. At the end he knows that you can 

"own" the land without plowing it. 

Finally, Rafferty's alienation from the white world is 

completed by his encounter with Adam Pell at the end of the 

novel. He realizes that the man operates on two levels. On 

the one hand, he has an intuitive and sincere response to 

the. desperate Indian situation but, on the other hand, he 

cannot understand the different spiritual values of Indian 

244Wind from an Enemy Sky 46. 
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life. Pell cannot understand that Feather Boy is a sacred 

object that has grown with the Little Elk people and has 

nurtured the community. His negligence has destroyed the 

medicine bundle, and he feels that he has to make amends to 

the Indians. But he fails to understand that the valuable 

statue, perhaps the sacred object of another people, cannot 

mean more than monetary gain to the Little Elk people. 

Roger Dunsmore says about that poignant scene: 

Adam Pell can see the way the law institution
alized greed, but he cannot see Bull. He cannot see 
the world from the place where Bull is. Rafferty, 
through sharing years of his life with the life of the 
Little Elk people and with the life of the place of 
which they are a part, has begun to understand. His 
naivete is in regards to his own culture, in regards to 
the massiveness of its blindness, self-occupation, and 
greed. 245 

I disagree with Roger Dunsmore's contention that Rafferty is 

naive about his own culture. He has realized that he is the 

representative of a government whose Indian policy is 

nothing but a sham and whose greed for land has forever 

barred its wards from participating in "civilization." He 

has discovered that the allotment of the Little Elk 

Reservation has reduced the land base of the Indians to a 

degree where not even every adult could become a farmer. Of 

course, Rafferty knows that not all Indians wish to be 

245Roger Dunsmore, "Reflections on Wind from an Enemy 
Sky," Studies in American Indian Literatures 11.1 (Winter 
1987): 52. 
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farmers, but the government has deprived them of the chance 

for its own financial gain. The Superintendent is very much 

aware of the greed everywhere. His response to Pell's 

substitution plan shows that he knows everything in life is 

connected and that lives cannot be separated from the 

landscape whose representation Feather Boy is: 

This is not a question of your preference, of what 
might save your feelings. It wasn't just a museum 
curio, a display piece you destroyed, and you can't 
make it up with a substitute. Your pretty piece belongs 
in a museum, since the people who produced it no longer 
have their lives tied up in it. They are gone. When you 
tell Bull what happened, he will be gone too. I say 
forget it. Give him the few more years he has to 
live. 246 

At the end of Wind from an Enemy Sky Rafferty is caught 

between the white and the Indian world. There is nowhere he 

can go, nowhere to turn. His work has lost its meaning. 

Federal administration will never solve the problems of the 

Indian-white relationship on the Little Elk Reservation; 

Indian policies serve the federal administration rather than 

its wards. with the exception of Doctor Edwards, he is 

alienated from other white characters. But the loss of the 

Feather Boy medicine bundle has also cut him off from the 

community of the Little Elk people. Death at Bull's hands 

permits him to escape his hopeless situation. 

246wind from an Enemy Sky 236. 
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Bull is well respected among his own people, and it is 

not only Rafferty who sees him as a larger than life figure. 

Bull, it was, the animal, but really something 
that was man and animal, and neither. 

[ ... ] 
To the people who lived with him in his camp, and 

to others who encountered him, he had always been this 
man who "lives inside," as they said. Could such a man 
ever remember a time of smallness and softness, a time 
of being clasped to a woman's breast? Or led by the 
thin, warm hand of a grandfather? All this seemed not 
of his experience. 247 

Bull is very much aware of the encroachment of the white 

settlers and his own helplessness in preventing it. The loss 

of the Feather Boy medicine bundle has made him and his 

people as helpless as they were before Thunderbird helped 

them. Thunderbird, according to the legend, left his father, 

the Sun, to live as Feather Boy among the Little Elk people 

in order to assist them. This time, however, Bull does not 

expect any help from the outside as his reaction to Pock 

Face's murder of the young engineer indicates. "I think you 

have killed us. When they finish, we'll be gone from here. I 

don't know where.,,248 He feels that the destruction of the 

tribe is imminent, a feeling that never quite disappears 

throughout the novel. 

Despite Bull's forebodings, he gains temporary hope for 

the future of his tribe when the breach between him and his 

247Wind from an Enemy Sky 2. 

248Wind from an Enemy Sky 65. 
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older brother is healed. Henry Jim left Bull's camp in anger 

thirty years earlier when his younger brother was made 

chief. He had taken Feather Boy with him and surrendered the 

bundle to the missionary who, in turn, sent it to Adam Pell. 

Then Henry Jim became a farmer with a house and a fenced in 

property. The brothers' lives represent opposite ends of the 

pole; Bull is a traditionalist who avoids all contact with 

the white man while Henry Jim has become a white man, at 

least on the surface. 

Bull's traditionalist views are reenforced when his 

brother returns to the tribe shortly before his death and 

renounces the material goods he has worked for all those 

years. Henry Jim refuses to even die in his big house, but 

has his ancient tepee set up and is bedded on buffalo skins. 

But this physical return is not enough. Henry Jim also 

renounces Christianity and sets the recovery of the Feather 

Boy bundle in motion. Just before his death he explains to 

his kinsmen his change of heart, the reason why the "model 

Indian" becomes an "uncivilized savage" who has even 

forgotten how to speak English at the end: 

I didn't understand that at first; I thought the 
[Little Elk] people were just spiteful because they 
would not follow. Now I see why they were afraid and 
held back. They knew it would split us up; some could 
do it and some could not, and those that refused to go 
would be left behind with nothing - no game, no wheat. 
In their hearts they were saying, 'We'll just all 
starve together.' Today I'm glad it went that way. The 



people stayed together - I was the only one who left 
the camp.2~9 
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with the reestablished unity in the community, the Little 

Elk people can ask for the return of Feather Boy. The bundle 

will heal the Indians' pride and make a better Indian-white 

relationship possible. Henry Jim, who trusts Rafferty and 

who has the necessary standing in the white community, will 

approach the Superintendent and, thereby, make good his part 

in the loss of Feather Boy. 

The smoothly running preparations for the return of 

Feather Boy encourage Bull to hope for a future for his 

people. Perhaps his grandson Antoine will know the former 

greatness of his people one day soon. 

They had started a journey that day in the 
mountains and now, perhaps, they were coming to the 
end. Antoine felt a burning in his body, but it was 
warmth, a quickened breath, reaching him from his 
grandfather. The boy watched from under his eyelids and 
saw that the old man's lips had softened at the point 
of smiling. A great thing would happen! They all felt 
it. stories would be told into the night in days and 
years to come, and the people in camp would move about 
as if the world had been renewed and must not be 
bruised by careless acts or harsh words. 250 

The journey toward renewal of the tribe ends abruptly 

though, as Bull has always subconsciously known it would, 

when Pell explains what has happened to Feather Boy. The 

249wind from an Enemy Sky 126. 

250wind from an Enemy Sky 238. 
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spiritual center of their tribe has been destroyed by the 

same white carelessness as has everything else the Indians 

had. There will be no more journeys for the Little Elk 

people. 

McNickle explains the tragic ending of Wind from an 

Enemy Sky in a letter to the editor of the novel: 

Bull knew all along that Louis had the rifle, and 
might use it. As leader f he could not allo~l that. His 
was the responsibility to act for his camp and for his 
people. [ ••• ] 

[ ••• ] The faint hope that Henry Jim had aroused, 
looking to the return of their sacred bundle and the 
restoration of their pride, is now destroyed. Even 
Bull's concern to see his grandson grow up and become a 
worthy man is abandoned here. 251 

The tragic end of the final negotiation with the white man 

can mean the physical extinction of the entire tribe. Two 

Sleeps, the ancient seer of the tribe, has seen death in his 

last vision; as he and Veronika, Bull's older wife, join the 

Little Elk delegation at the agency, Two Sleeps sings his 

death song. Pell's death avenges Feather Boy, but Rafferty's 

death removes all protection from whites such as sid Grant. 

The Little Elk people have found their sniel-emen where 

"they had been set upon and destroyed.,,252 

25lD'Arcy McNickle, letter to Douglas H. Latimer, 
Harper & ROw, 6 July 1976, McNickle Collection. 

252D'Arcy McNickle, The Surrounded (1936; AlbuquerqLle: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1978). 
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McNickle's posthumous novel, Wind from an Enemy Sky, 

got positive reviews on its publication. A. LaVonne Ruoff 

said in her review of the novel, "Although the novel lacks 

the descriptive power of The Surrounded, it is nevertheless 

a forceful book.,,253 And Charles R. Larson considered it 

"rich but ultimately pessimistic.,,254 Despite the positive 

reception, the novel is not as well regarded as The 

Surrounded • 

By the time Wind from an Enemy Sky was published in 

1978 there was nothing unusual about a novel by an American 

Indian or about Native Americans. "During the 1940s and 

1950s, the few Indians who published books returned to the 

genres of cultural history and autobiography used by earlier 

authors. [ ••• ] The end of the 1960s saw the evolution of a 

new generation of American Indian writers who were to 

publish in numbers unprecedented in the history of American 

Indian literature in English.,,255 American Indians had 

begun to provide the realistic literature about Indian life 

253A. LaVonne Ruoff, "Wind from an Enemy Sky," rev. of 
Wind from an Enemy Sky, by D'Arcy McNickle, American Indian 
Quarterly 5.2 (1979): 168. 

254Charles R. Larson, "Cultural Conflict at the heart 
of 'Enemy'," rev. of Wind from an Enemy Sky, by D'Arcy 
McNickle, chicago Tribune, 11 December 1978. 

255A. LaVonne Ruoff, "Qld Traditions and New Forms" in 
studies of American Indian Literature, ed. Paula Gunn Allen 
(The Modern Language Association of America, 1983): 167. 



that Oliver La Farge had demanded in his review of The 

Surrounded in 1936. 
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In 1968 N. Scott Momaday received the Pulitzer Prize 

for Literature for his novel House Made of Dawn. Since then 

numerous other American Indian writers have received 

national and even international recognition for their work, 

among them James Welch for his novels about Montana: winter 

in the Blood, The Death of Jim Loney, and Fools Crow. These 

contemporary American Indian writers created the rich 

texture for their novels that McNickle had given a glimpse 

of in The Surrounded: juxtaposed broken narratives as 

structu:::al elements, extensive use of oral tradition, 

legends, and rituals. 

The difference between McNickle's earlier novel, Thg 

Surrounded, and the contemporary American Indian writers 

seems to be the point of view. Writers like Leslie Marmon 

Silko, James Welsh, and N. Scott Momaday use the Indian 

point of view for their narrators and main characters. 

McNickle, however, attempts to present a balanced view of 

the Indian-white relationship which reflects his interest in 

history and American Indian policy as well as his personal 

experiences of growing up on an Indian reservation. Because 

of that personal involvement The Surrounded is a powerful 

novel. 

Wind from an Enemy Sky, however, lacks that personal 

involvement. McNickle invented a fictional tribe, indicating 
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thereby that he had a point to make. In the end the Li,tt1e 

Elk people have become a symbol for all other tribes; their 

experiences with the white man are prototypical. In a letter 

to the editor of the novel McNickle discussed his wider 

goal: 

I have a strong feeling that the description of what 
happened to Little Elk land and watc~ is essential, if 
the reader is to understand the nature of government 
policy. It may be true, as you suggest, that 999 out of 
1000 readers will be familiar with the conduct of 
Indian affairs, but their knowledge is generalized, and 
often inaccurate; it starts from f:he common assumption 
that government officials, even members of Congress, 
are dishonest, incompetent, r' 'lckguards of various 
degrees of unsavoriness. Adal' ,\.oepeats several times 
"our government, you and I," 1,y which he means the 
wrongful actions taken agains~ the Indians were based 
on a morality derived from the law and religion of the 
dominant society. Most critics of government policy in 
Indian affairs seem unaware of their own involvement in 
support of the very morality which informs that policy; 
and this is part of the argument of the book. The 
incidents in the chapter describe what actually 
happened on the Flathead reservation in western 
Montana. 256 

The novel is most definitely a reflection of McNickle's 

experience in the Bureau of Indian Affairs and his 

continuing interest in American Indian policies. If McNickle 

had intended to write a novel, as he had written a 

biography, to explore formative years in American Indian 

policy, he had succeeded admirably. Wind from an Enemy Sky 

is informative and contains some interesting characters. It 

also shows fine literary craftsmanship. But it lacks the 

power of The Surrounded. 

256D'Arcy McNickle, letter to Douglas H. Latimer, 
Harper & Row, 23 March 1977, McNickle Collection. 
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