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ABSTRACT

Oliver LaFarge wrote the first realistic, widely 
accepted novels and stories about the Navajo Indian. Others 
have written excellent stories about the Apaches, the Hopis 
and other Southwest tribes. LaFarge, however, was the first 
to single out the Navajo for extensive fictional treatment. 
He was also one of the first of many authors to abandon 
the traditional approaches to the Indian as subject matter, 
i.e., "The only good Indian is a dead Indian," and the 
overly sentimentalized concept of the "Noble Savage" in 
favor of a more factually accurate approach. Nevertheless, 
LaFarge1s attitude toward the Navajo, and other Indian 
tribes, changed as he became more and more involved in the 
problem of government authority and responsibility to the 
American Indian. Therefore his sense of realism changed 
also. Slowly, his attitude of pessimistic regret for the 
dying tribal cultures changed to hopeful anticipation of a 
successful blending of the best in both Indian and white 
cultures. This change of attitude is discernible in his 
fictional writing about the Navajo.

The problem of this paper, then, will be to examine 
the nature of realism employed by Oliver LaFarge in his 
fictional writing about the Navajo, and to trace the 
developmental continuity of thought.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

In 1929, the Pulitzer Prize for literary achievement 
was awarded to Oliver LaFarge for his novel Laughing Boy.
This was the first novel to be published by LaFarge, but the 
critics were almost unanimous in praise of it. One comment 
made by Mary Austin, herself a writer on the Southwest, was 
"...I do not recall a single other long story of primitive 
love in which the story complex is so completely kept within 
its native color and tone.

In 1935, LaFarge published a collection of short 
stories. Again, he received praise from the critics.
"...this author writes in a manner thoroughly masculine and 
refreshingly honest. But he is adroit too. He knows how to 
compose a good story ... The atmosphere in which the stories 
take their being is created with quiet mastery."2

Other fiction followed, stories and novels, which 
were well received by the public. But in 1940, LaFarge 
published a different kind of book— a non-fiction account of 
the Indian, As Long As The Grass Shall Grow, and its purpose 
some critics said: "It is a tract with a purpose and a
statement with a vengeance. The author has made no pretense 
of writing a guide book of Indian craft and lore."^

1
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Another departure from fiction came in 1945 when 

Raw Material was published. This autobiographical work was 
met with wide interest, since it is a great deal more than a 
simple, factual telling of one man's life. It is, LaFarge 
explains how and why he writes and believes as he does about 
the Indian. Of it, one critic has said: "After Harvard it
was the Southwest among the Apaches and Navajos, concerning 
whom he writes with judgment, feeling, and penetration. No 
one has understood better what we do to the Red Men or they 
to us."4

As LaFarge himself has implied in Raw Material, the 
success of his writings about the Indian, particularly the 
success of Laughing Boy, is based in part on the desire of 
many people to escape. This same escapist desire, coupled 
with the overly-romanticized conception of the idyllic life 
of the Indian produced the eager reception by the public of 
Laughing Boy and following works.

Very much aware of this desire to escape, even in 
himself, LaFarge discusses at length the real and the imagin
ed differences between Indians and white men and women.̂  As 
a result, he is able to discover just what the appeal of the 
Indian, specifically the Navajo and Apache, is to him.

The more I saw of them, and the more I studied 
their culture in the material available in the 
Peabody Museum, the more they grew on me. I have 
told about what their religion did for me; there
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was no escapism in that, it was a solid reality.
My sense of the depth and richness of their culture 
increased steadily. Above all I was hit where I 
lived by their remarkable literature. The people 
themselves I liked even more, and I got on with 
them better than, up to then, I had ever gotten on 
with any group...

Even in the unregenerate Indian Service of the 
nineteen-twenties with its load of ignorant, stupid, 
time-serving employees endowed with strong, defensive 
racial and cultural arrogance, when Indians were 
constantly subject to the ministrations of their 
social and intellectual inferiors, one heard over 
and over again how the Navajos, or the Apaches 
as the case might be, were the best Indians the 
employee had ever known. Every tribe has its 
virtues and its fans, but these people appeal 
exceptionally strongly.6

Again, LaFarge states: "... the most powerful
abiding pull they exert lies in the simplicity of their 
native way of life. This simplicity is real. I am not 
talking about idylls... They are also not superior to us. 
They are just as stupid and just as intelligent as we are, 
just as noble and just as mean, just as good and just as 
bad."7

This self-examination of motive is an indication of 
basic honesty which is ever apparent in LaFarge1s writing.
It is this honesty, together with an abiding interest, which 
causes him to write the first realistic fiction about the 
Navajo's problems in adjusting to a modern white society.

Oliver LaFarge1s interest in Indians began early.
His father, Christopher Grant LaFarge, was an active, 
outdoors man who had inspired in his sons the desire to know
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OIndians. LaFarge received advice from his father, which 

he recalls in Raw Material:
... go slow, be absolutely polite, observe 

every rule of good breeding, don't force talk, 
don't jabber, don't push yourself at them, never 
show surprise or lose your temper. All excellently 
true, and this, too hinted at a challenge, at 
something difficult to do, perhaps requiring a 
special talent. My father thought so, and today 
I do, too.9

Despite this good advice and early interest 
LaFarge's first impression of the Navajo Indian was an 
unfavorable one. He recalls his first experience with wry 
humor: ”... I remember the contrast of the bright turquoise
in their ears, but nothing else was picturesque about them 
... I had had an idea that Indians were rather light, bronze 
colour. These men seemed purple. I found their faces 
expressionless and stupid.”10

Later, during this same first trip into Navajo 
country, LaFarge had a brief experience which changed his 
opinion of Indians drastically.

There was a fine old man called Black Goat who 
lived near us... One morning when I woke up I saw 
his moccasins and leggins just behind my head and 
realized, first with a start of fright, that he was 
standing over me. Remembering my father's precepts 
and certain of his tales, I sat up without looking 
behind me, pulled on my boots, and then said what I 
believed to be the correct Navajo greeting, "Hala 
hastin.”

He laughed. I gave him a cigarette. A little 
later he said something complimentary about me, I 
forget what... It was a triumph which provided the 
last weight needed to tip the scales... in the end
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I should become an ethnologist— specializing, of 
course, in the Navajo Indians... I should sit at 
ease in their hogaans, speaking the language, 
wearing the costume, accepted, perhaps adopted 
into the tribe... The Indians got me. 1

Merely having an interest does not qualify one to 
write authoritatively or convincingly, or more importantly, 
realistically, about Indians. But in LaFarge the strong 
interest in the Indian was combined with training and 
experience in scientifically collecting information about 
people's language and customs. Further, LaFarge1s growing 
knowledge of the Navajo led him to see the complex, 
frustrating, and sometimes tragic results of the conflict 
between the Navajo and white cultures. The artistic appeal 
of such a subject was, to LaFarge, a strong one. The result 
was his first novel, Laughing Boy, which launched his 
successful career as a writer.

The Indian in fiction has been approached histori
cally, in two ways: as the noble, unspoiled child of
nature; and as the savage, fierce Redskin devil. Cooper, 
who published his first novel of pioneer life in 1823, 
supported and spread the concept of the Indian as the Noble 
Savage throughout America and Europe, and even around the 
world. When he was once attacked for presenting a too 
favorable picture of the Indian, Cooper replied;

It has been objected to these books that they 
give a more favorable picture of the redman than he 
deserves. The writer apprehends that much of this
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objection arises from the habits of those who have 
made it... It is the privilege of all writers of 
fiction, more particularly when their works aspire 
to the elevation of romances, to present the beau 
ideal of their characters to the reader. This it 
is which constitutes poetry, and to suppose that 
the redman is to be represented only in the squalid 
misery or in the degraded moral state that certain
ly more or less belongs to his condition, is, we 
apprehend, taking a very narrow view of an author's 
privileges. Such criticism would have deprived the 
world of even Homer

The criticism leveled at Cooper's noble Indian, the 
child of nature, could well have resulted from the fact that 
his romances were being written and widely accepted in the 
East, while bloody warfare existed between Indians and 
pioneers in the West.

Cooperstown, New York, had for decades been at 
peace with Indians, as had all the areas up to the Mississip
pi. Beyond the Mississippi, the story was different. Not 
until after 1900 did the Indian conflicts in the West end. 
While they continued, wild rumors convinced many that the 
Indian tribes of the West were composed of devils in men's 
shapes, savage creatures who delighted in murder for murder's 
sake. Such stories were bound to find their way into the 
sensation-seeking fiction of the day, and finally, years 
later, into a permanent place in the movies.

This concept of the murdering Redskin has died hard. 
The Noble Savage, too, has clung tenaciously to a reading 
and movie-going public. There have been some writers.



however, who have striven, as LaFarge has, to dispel these 
unreal images of the Indian. Among them. Will Comfort 
should be mentioned. Lawrence Clark Powell states:

7

Like Laughing Boy, Comfort's Apache is 
written in exact and evocative language, free of 
padding, technicolored emotions, and lengthy 
nature descriptions, and as the former is the 
proto-typical novel of the northern Navajo so is 
the latter the classic expression of the southern 
Apache. Arizona has never inspired two finer books 
published within two years of each other.13

And later, of LaFarge's Laughing Boy, Powell writes:
Like Willa Gather's masterpiece, Laughing 

Boy is classical in its freedom from overstatement, 
overwriting, and all those slick devices and 
synthetic emotions that spell Hollywood. From 
residence with the Navajos and library research,
LaFarge became familiar with the tragic conflict 
between the two ways of life, Navajo and White.
Into the love story of Laughing Boy and Slim Girl 
he imbued the essence of Navajo religion and 
ritual, family life and marriage, economic 
subsistence by sheep-herding, silversmithing, and
weaving-- those rich elements of a native culture
contrasted with the synthetic white life along 
the railroad strip. I think this Laughing Boy 
will nourish a good many generations of readers, 
for in Navajo words

In beauty it is begun.
In beauty it is finished.14
The primary difference between writers like Comfort 

and LaFarge, and those who continue to chant the time- 
honored stereotypes of the Indian, is a basic honesty, or 
integrity to one's subject matter. J. Frank Dobie, in Life 
and Literature of the Southwest, discusses this at some
length.



Among the qualities that any good regional 
writer has in common with other good writers of 
all places and times is intellectual integrity.
Having it does not obligate him to speak out on 
all issues or, indeed, on any issue. He alone is 
to judge whether he will sport with Amaryllis in 
the shade or forsake her to write his own 
Areopagitica. Intellectual integrity expresses 
itself in the tone as well as argument, in choice
of words-- words honest and precise-— as well as
in ideas, in fidelity to human nature and the 
flowers of the fields as well as to principles, in 
facts reported more than in deductions proposed.
Though a writer write on something as innocuous as 
the white snails that crawl up broomweed stalks 
and that roadrunners carry to certain rocks to 
crack and eat, his intellectual integrity, if he 
has it, will infuse the subject.

Nothing is too trivial for art, but good art 
treats nothing in a trivial way.15

In the fiction of LaFarge this same intellectual 
integrity may be observed at work, expressed as realism. 
For a definition of what is meant by realism, we must turn 
to LaFarge himself, when he tells us why he wrote Laughing 
Boy. In Raw Material, he states indirectly that he was 
attempting to write a novel in which the Navajo and his 
problems are shown as they really are.

I had left the Navajo country... having come 
to one more conclusion. The Indian story had to 
end in tragedy...

I was angry, but I couldn't see that I could 
do anything about it. At any rate, it would be a 
long time before the full pressure of disaster 
reached the Navajos; I could still study and enjoy 
them. Perhaps they would last out my time...

Laughing Boy expressed the point which I had 
reached. I saw our own Indians as inexorably 
doomed, I saw that they must come increasingly into
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contact with our so-called civilization, and that 
(I then thought inevitably) contact meant conflict 
and disaster. I put this idea into the book, 
along with anger at certain evil things that I had 
seen, and then I let myself out by sending my hero, 
after the final tragedy, back into my own dreamland, 
the untouched, undisturbed Navajo country where the 
white man was not a factor and would not become one 
within my time. The whole treatment was specific, 
personal to the characters involved. It might 
prove good publicity for the Navajos, but it could 
lead to no reforms. ^

With this attitude, then, LaFarge began writing his 
first novel. Laughing Boy. His purpose was to express Navajo 
life, with its conflicts and problems, as he saw it and knew 
it to be..

It would be impossible to approach the subject of 
realism in LaFarge*s fiction without first limiting the 
discussion to only a few of the more important aspects of 
this realism. For the purpose of discussion this paper will 
use, as examples, the following characteristics: 1. a
search by the main characters for identity of self; 2. 
qualities of personality and character expressed by central 
figures in the stories and novels ? 3. evidence of a thorough 
knowledge of Indian traditions, customs, history, and 
language being applied to the conflict of the Navajo and 
and white societies; and 4. LaFarge*s familiarity with 
language and customs expressed through his writing style.



CHAPTER TWO:
IDENTITY SEARCH OF MAIN CHARACTERS

In Laughing Boy, the search of the main characters 
for an identity is the vehicle used by LaFarge to express 
the conflict, sometimes tragic, which results when the white 
civilization meets the Navajo. Symbolically, Laughing Boy 
is empty and clean as he rides to a dance at the book's 
beginning. "The sun was hot and his belly was empty, but 
life moved in rhythm... Rope's end, shoulders, song, all 
moved together, and life flowed in one stream."

Laughing Boy's education begins at the dance. "What 
is jail?" Laughing Boy asks. The explanation convinces him 
that jail, an invention of white men, is worse than death. 
Later, the sale of a handmade belt brings paper money from 
an American tourist. "Grandfather, do you know this paper 
money?" Reassured, he takes the money and some cigars, 
which later make him very sick.

At this same dance Laughing Boy meets Slim Girl who 
later becomes his wife, despite some strong objections from 
Laughing Boy's uncle. Slim Girl is a Navajo without a tie to 
her own people. She has no knowledge of the Navajo religion 
or customs, but neither has she been accepted into white 
society since she has been living as a prostitute. She has

10
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grown dissatisfied with her life, and now feels a strong
desire to become a different person, to learn the best of
the Navajo culture and to fill in the puzzling gaps created
by her brief mission school education. Laughing Boy is to
be her link with her people.

He was necessary to her; he was the perfect 
implement delivered to her hands; he was an axe 
with which to hew down the past; he was a light 
with which to see her way back to her people, to 
the good things of her people.

Slim Girl plans to use Laughing Boy to establish her own
identity: not completely Navajo, but not white either. It
must be some combination of the best to be found in each
culture.

Slim Girl also feels some curiosity about Navajo
religion. Although she has become a skeptic toward all
religion as a result of her early training in Christian
hypocrisy, she learns and still remembers a few Navajo
chants, which she tries to apply to Laughing Boy and herself.

"Now Slayer of Enemy Gods, alone I see him coming;
Down from the skies, alone I see him coming.
His voice sounds all about. Le-el His voice sounds, divine. Le-el"

Later, Slim Girl tries the Navajo religion and finds that it
is curiously satisfying. "That is a good religion, as good
as Christianity. I wonder if I can learn to believe in it?
One needs some religion... I must make no mistakes. I am not
a Navajo, nor am I an American, but the Navajos are my people."
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Laughing Boy, as yet unaware that his wife is 

supporting him through prostitution, teaches her to be a 
Navajo. Slowly, Slim Girl learns more of the customs, 
religion, and traditions of her people. Their life, however, 
is not entirely satisfactory. They live in a small adobe 
hut on the edge of a white town, but bordering on Navajo 
land. They are balanced, temporarily, between the two 
extremes— the Indian and the white worlds. The balance is 
precarious, and inevitably a choice must be made.

The inevitability of this choice is demonstrated 
by LaFarge's concept of dichotomy in Indian-white cultures 
and the impossibility of resolution of conflicts thereby 
generated. The Indian thrives only in his own world. This 
is not a unique idea for according to a recent study of the 
Navajo, the same view is taken:

"... they had heard the myths and seen and partici
pated in the small rites of daily life. They had 
been patients in the curing chants. They had gone 
with their families to all-night public exhibitions, 
where dancers, masked to imitate the Navajo 
divinities, sang, danced, and shouted in the light 
of large fires. This imagery and the excitements 
and fears accompanying it were stored away in the 
unconscious long before the youngsters could 
reason or objectify what they saw.
... anything which affected them from white culture 
in later years was a veneer which readily cracked 
when they had occasion to re-examine their own 
tribal emotions."1'
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For Laughing Boy life is good, at first. Strange 

new sights, foods, and his own hard work make him comfortable. 
Eventually, he finds whiskey. First given to him by Slim 
Girl, whiskey becomes an almost necessary part of existence.

When they were alone for a minute, he said,
"Why did you not give me my drink?...11

"That drink is medicine that I know. You must 
leave it to me. There are things that must not be 
done about it, just like prayer-sticks and sacred 
cigarettes..."

"Good, then, I hear you." He drained it off.
He had missed it.

Subtly, Slim Girl began giving him stronger and 
stronger doses of her "medicine." Through fear of losing 
Laughing Boy, she thought to bind him to her, and to make 
him completely dependent on her. Whiskey was one way to do 
this. Laughing Boy confesses his need for whiskey: "I
wish you had brought some of that whiskey. Since you have 
taught me that, everything is flat without it. There is no 
salt in things. I missed it last night, and I do now." 
However, Slim Girl is uneasy. She realizes that whiskey 
alone will never tie Laughing Boy to her, that if he returns 
for long to his people he will lose the desire for it, 
perhaps for her too.

Finally, despite the surface calm. Laughing Boy and 
Slim Girl discover their life together is not enough. Both 
are torn by doubts of each other.
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When veneers begin to crack under the strains, 

LaFarge gives a realistic picture of conflict, internal as 
well as external. This conflict results in not only 
personal destruction of fragile and, in LaFarge1s mind, 
futile relationships, but also in an alienation of Indian 
and white characters.

When Laughing Boy accidentally discovers his wife's 
infidelity, the balance of their existence is shattered.
Now a choice must be made. Laughing Boy first shoots his 
wife with an arrow, hears her confession, and then decided: 
they will go to The People.

"As soon as you are able, we shall go North.
If there is a place where you have relatives, we 
can go there. If not, we can go to T'o Tlakai, or 
some place where your clan is strong, or wherever 
you wish. We shall get the sheep my mother is 
keeping for me, and we shall buy others, and we 
shall live among The People. That is the only 
way, I think."

"Understand, if we go on together, it is my 
world. The People's world, and not this world 
of Americans who have lost their way."

Slim Girl agrees, finally giving over her desire for 
revenge on the white world. She will accept the life of the 
People and attempt to find her identity as a Navajo like her 
husband. The choice has been made, and it is to live life 
as an Indian.

On their way, a spectre from the past, in the shape 
of Red Man, an old enemy of both Laughing Boy and Slim Girl,



appears and shoots Slim Girl. She dies soon after, but in 
dying becomes truly Navajo: "I think this was meant to
happen... Slayer of Enemy Gods... After all that had 
happened to me, perhaps I could not have had children. The 
Americans spoiled me for a Navajo, now... Nayeinezgani I...11

This is, perhaps, too melodramatic for realistic 
effect, but highlights, apparently, the inability of Navajos 
to survive white cultural contamination. In Slim Girl's 
barrenness, LaFarge aims rebuke at intermixing.

Laughing Boy, in grief, is tormented for a time by 
doubts. But ultimately he continues back to The People, 
back to his life. He returns with only his horse, free of 
the white man's goods and money, symbolically pure, to take 
up his simple, Indian existence.

The quest for identity which drives the characters 
of Slim Girl and Laughing Boy is perhaps even more prominent 
in the novel Enemy Gods. The main character of this novel, 
Myron Begay, has faced the same problem as Slim Girl— being 
sent away to school for a white education. While at school 
Myron decides to become a white man. There were no strong 
persons urging him to return, since his mother cared little 
for him and had remarried after his father's death. Myron at 
first found the only kindness he had ever known from a 
"Black Coat," a protestant minister.

15
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The basic conflict here is of a different nature 

than the one in Laughing Boy. Here Myron loses his hold on 
Indian culture while very young. He doesn't begin with 
rejection of one in favor of the other, he begins as a "white." 
He is raised among Indian children, to be sure, but under a 
white school system. This might be LaFarge's answer to 
those who had said assimulate the Indian by breaking his 
cultural differences. Myron remains, however, mystically 
tied to his people despite all his early training. LaFarge 
seems to be saying even then it still must conflict.

After some years Myron forgot the Navajo tongue. It 
was his minister friend who urged him to relearn Navajo and 
to visit his relatives during his sixteenth summer. Although 
he still resented some superstitious Indian customs, Myron 
found other customs appealed strongly to him. His Uncle, a 
medicine man, was a wise and thoughtful man. He insisted 
that Myron observe traditions and learn the Navajo life so 
that one day he could choose wisely the course of his life.

Part of Myron's conflict lay in the difference in 
the Navajo and the white religions. He wanted to be a 
Christian and a good man. But he realized that some men 
claimed Christianity, and yet wore evil, such as Mr. Snyder, 
a missionary at his school. The Navajo religion was full of 
superstitions which Myron could not accept. Nevertheless, he



was forced to respect the religion of his people, perhaps 
from some vague dread of retribution which he could not

17

name.
Other conflict centered around the question of 

going to school. Some white men, among them some mission
aries, believed the Indians should try to retain the best of 
their culture and yet become 'civilized1 in the white sense; 
others believed that Indians should be shorn of all aspects 
of their culture, in order to be completely absorbed into 
the white world. Still other wise men like Myron's uncle 
believed that to survive, the Indians must learn to under
stand the white man. A friend's father, a very old and 
tradition-bound Navajo, told Myron this:

"You want this schooling, even if it is hard.
There are many tribes of Long-Haired People, of 
Earth People, many strong warriors, but this one 
tribe, the Bellacana, conquered them all. Why?
Because he knows more, I think. By paper and by 
wires he talks to his friends in the distance, he 
leaves his words behind him when he goes away. He 
makes things we cannot make. He is here, he is 
all around us, we cannot get rid of him. Therefore 
we must learn his secrets that we, Navajos, may 
continue. Long ago we asked for these schools. We 
want them. It is not pleasant for you, but you 
need it, I think."

Myron was surprised at his uncle's agreement with this 
advice, but he slowly begins to realize that life is not the 
simple black and white he had been led to believe. In that 
same conversation with his uncle and friends, Myron found
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that he was not yet ready to come to a decision about his 
life. He felt himself being torn between his white mentor, 
Mr. Butler, and the desire to believe his uncle's words and 
advice.

Myron's friend Jack, a friend acquired at school, 
finds the decision easier to make: he is a Navajo. School
must necessarily be borne, as a discipline, but life to Jack 
means living as a Navajo. Myron envies Jack his assurance, 
but cannot copy it. Jack says to Myron:

"You're always asking yourself hard questions.
You're never happy until you've found something 
you can't figure out, I think. Why don't you just 
let it alone?"

Myron said, "No, I don't want to be mixed up.
I just..."

He gave up. It made him feel lonely. Jack 
couldn't understand, he didn't need to. Jack just 
knew. When you tried to talk about these things, 
pretty soon Jack grew impatient; he felt his friend's 
assurance, envying it.

Later, on his way to find his minister friend, Mr. 
Butler, Myron has a chance encounter with a young widow. War 
Encircling, also called Juniper. Myron is infatuated with 
her, and eventually makes love to her. It is to her he 
confides his hopes and his desire to be someone important:

"l’m trying to be something," he said, words of 
his uncle’s and of Mr. Butler's rising in his mind.I'm going to school. I'm. learning all those things.
In the end I'm going to do something for the 
Navajos."

She saw his intense face. "You will.. Only 
you've got to understand the Navajo part, too...



You're trying to get your uncle and that man— that 
Hasteen Bucla— to make up your mind for you, I 
think. You have to do it for yourself."

Myron leaves Juniper, and is torn by guilt and 
doubt over his relationship with this young woman, since he 
believes his desire for her is somehow evil.

Again conflict results because of Navajo taboos. 
LaFarge seems to be saying Indians may not transgress their 
natures, as represented by their beliefs, on pain of great 
spiritual conflict and resulting agony.

He does not continue his journey to see Mr. Butler. 
Instead, Myron finds some of his relatives gathered at a 
ceremony, and there he becomes one of the initiates into 
the Navajo religion. He meets Juniper again, with the 
result that he asks her to wait for him. Myron is even 
more confused, more mixed up, but he tells Juniper that when 
he is able to find himself he will come to her. Juniper 
promises to wait, but not for long.

Myron chose at first not to return to school. He
was happy just being an Indian, discovering his people and
their life. But when Mr. Butler appeared in search of him,
the decision to remain at home no longer seemed right. He
accompanied Mr. Butler back to the white world.

Sometimes Mr. Butler spoke, sometimes he was silent 
for long periods. He did not press hard, did not 
try to drag out of Myron anything that had happened.
No search for the shameful... The car made a steady,
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roaring sound over the graded road, its lights 
spreading an area of brightness into the night.
That was what Myron remembered afterward; being 
tired in the front seat, the road turned to a 
river under the lights, and Mr. Butler talking, 
understandable, clear, wise, talking. The power.

The turn of the plot back to another attempt to at 
least survive in the white world heightens the suspense 
inherent in conflict and will increase the power and effect
iveness of the inevitable, in LaFarge's view, downfall of 
Myron.

Having decided he would become a Navajo missionary, 
Myron agreed to talk to a missionary meeting in Flagstaff 
and describe the Navajo life. He found the questions he was 
asked only irritated him. Later, he wandered into a movie 
house which was showing a Western, and again was angry that 
people so misunderstood Indians. Becoming involved in a 
street fight, Myron killed a man. Now the conflict was upon 
him. He fled into the hills.

Again the melodramatic crisis underscores the 
apparent proclivity of the Indian for running afoul of white 
society. He simply cannot help himself, LaFarge says.

With dread and guilt following on his heels, Myron 
seeks the help of his own country. The conflict is constant 
He cannot arrive at any decision, he believes he is not any
thing, for all his education and high hopes. "Nothing. Zero 
X equals zero. Myron— M equals zero. Ashin Tso-n Bige 
equals zero."



After searching out Juniper, Myron feels that life 
with her will be enough. He asks to remain and live with 
her, but he is only attempting to hide from himself. He 
pleads with her, saying: "What's going to happen will
happen. The gods are fighting it out. Nothing will touch us 
here, in our time. What's the use of pretending I can make 
the river change its bed?" But Juniper denies him. She 
forces him to see that he still is not a man, that he still 
is attempting to lean on someone, and she will not tolerate 
that kind of dependence as a basis for marriage.

Myron is not a man because he has not made a choice 
in the white-red conflict. LaFarge draws the line and 
Juniper reflects that linear thought. Myron must make the 
choice. There is no compromise, no way out. His religious 
spirit, desire for love, and his interest are embroiled in 
conflict over this choice.

The doubts and guilt return, after leaving Juniper, 
but Myron now has more food for thought:

Whatever I am, that I must be. Be what? I 
don't know. There is some use for me. He told 
himself that, but he imagined nothing. The answer, 
the shining thing. I look for it. I move myself 
from place to place looking for something in myself 
... Juniper, ph Juniper.

Myron attends a Navajo ceremony, highly religious, because 
he cannot offend his host. The singing lasts in his memory 
as he journeys on, and finally forces him to make the
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ultimate decision. The time had come, he must find an 
answer and choose a side:

A place to think, a place to pray. Foolish 
to continue afraid of praying. If it is forbidden, 
if I am to be destroyed for it, all right. Let us 
settle it. I can't go on like this.

Myron dismounts, attempts to pray, and begins the 
soulsearching which will eventually lead him to peace. In 
a vision brought on by weakness and exhaustion he finally 
sees the Gods. They seemed like mirages, not brown, not 
white. There were many, and at the same time, one who 
comprised them all. Myron seemed to see his whole life in 
his vivid dream, each word and action in its true color.

When Myron awoke, his struggle was finally over. He 
knew that some parts of the vision would take his whole life 
to understand, but he finally had some of the answers: he
knew what he wanted, and who he wanted.

Myron returned to Juniper and attempted to make her 
understand, although he believed he had lost her. It was 
important to make her understand what he had experienced, 
and that he had finally grown up. Then, realizing Juniper 
was not lost to him forever, Myron continues to explain that 
he is just beginning to understand who he is and what he 
wants. Myron's final speech is what convinces Juniper.

"Our world is changed; that is no longer the 
way for me. Just following the old Navajo way won't 
save us, and we can't walk in the white man's trail.
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We have to give up a lot of little ideas, that we 
have held because they were the best we knew. If 
we want to save ourselves, we have to learn to use 
the white man's knowledge, his weapons, his machines 
— and— still be Navajos..."

"We can do it. Our life, pur prayers, are full 
of truth. I know. And I know all about trying to 
be a white man, and I know about trying to be a kind 
of Navajo whose world has ceased to be, I think.
That is where I have reached. Now I want to get to 
know my relatives and my neighbours, to learn the 
country and the life, and find my place, and as 
time comes and things happen and I grow wiser, to 
use what I have learned."

Other characters who people Lafarge's fiction also 
face the inevitable search for identity, for some valid way 
of resolving their present conflict between two societies, 
the Indian and the white. For some, the choice is death, as 
it was for Old Singer, in the title story of a short story 
collection. All The Young Men. Old Singer was an impov
erished widower, turned into a drunkard by his mercenary 
granddaughter and her husband. Finally, Old Singer was 
jailed in a drunken stupor. The conflict became intol
erable when he realized his pathetic condition. He 
escaped beyond the reach of white men, the enemy gods, into 
death.

This short story reflects the nadir of Lafarge's 
pessimism about red contact with white. There seems to be 
no hope at all for the Indian, too deeply mired in the vices 
of the white man.
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For other characters, the answer is less drastic, 

but painful, nevertheless. In the story "North is Black," 
found in the same collection of stories, Warrior-With-Gods 
falls in love with a white girl and follows her into the 
North, far from Navajo land. There, he discovers that she 
loves another, a white man who cheats at cards. Warrior- 
With-Gods gives back her presents and returns to his people, 
but his heart is sadly torn. His mother says:

"This is for you, your blanket is worn out.
You must choose yourself a wife, you are too much 
alone. That is the best medicine for you, to have 
a house and children. When the corn is green, tell 
me the one you want. I shall ask for her."

The Navajo responds:
"It is good. You will ask for one." But...

(he) did not care if she were old or young, 
beautiful or ugly.

In the story "Higher Education," a young Navajo 
girl returns to her people after a long absence at school. 
Her dilemma, a common one, is that she has learned to love 
the luxuries and cleanliness of the white society, and has 
forgotten the virtues of her own people. In her conver
sation with the narrator of the story, himself a white man, 
Lucille reveals her misery. The narrator attempts to 
counsel her, to reconcile her to her own people. He says:

"You forget what your people have-—  strength, 
intelligence, pride, skill, beauty, character, and 
a magnificent religion... Do you remember what 
bik'e hozhoni means?"
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"Well-- kind of. Trail of beauty, ain't it?"
"Yes. But find out what it really means, get 

to understand it. Then you'll know something you 
never could learn at school.” '

She looked at me dubiously.
But Lucille's conflict was resolved in an unforseen way.
She had turned to a white trader for refuge and consolation. 
When she discovered her pregnancy she threw herself off a 
cliff to her death. This story, told by a white man, is an 
implicit condemnation of the entire white policy of 
educating the Indians. It reveals, too, that while the 
Indians suffer greatly from this conflict, they suffer 
alone— except for those few and rare whites who have sincere
ly attempted to know the Indian.

In another story, LaFarge points out graphically 
the once complete lack of understanding and communication 
between the races. In "Dangerous Man," a white prospector 
wanders into the Navajo's land.and is kept for a time as a 
prisoner. To the Indians, he is a representative of all the 
white men who have murdered and harmed the Indians. The 
man, Walter Mather, wants only to return to Pennsylvania, 
which he believes he should never have left. He mis
understands the Navajos: they do not understand his wish to
simply go home. The Indians kill him and return to their 
village, already composing the song of victory to be sung at 
camp that evening.
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This same misunderstanding leads to the tragic 

events of the story "Love Charm." In it, an Indian called 
Generous Man falls desperately in love with the flirtacious 
young daughter of a rancher. She eventually responds to 
him, and without really understanding why, allows him to 
lead her off into the night. She becomes frightened, 
believing he means to harm her, and stabs him. His reaction 
is swift, an uncomprehending instinct to ward off danger, 
and he kills her. Afterward, he is confused, and com
pletely unable to understand what has happened, or why.

Even now, as she lay dead, you could see her beauty.
The mould of the flame of her life still shaped her.
How was he ever to understand? He squatted there 
for a long time while high winds tore to and fro 
inside him, until the immediate crisis passed and 
he could act with the outward appearance of reason 
... There was a place which he could reach before 
noon, known to very few, where there was water. A 
man could stay there many days without seeing anyone, 
and perhaps in long solitude, a lost man might find himself.

Although misunderstanding is common between the 
Indian and the white man, LaFarge is careful to point out 
that it need not be so. If the heart is willing to believe, 
there can be a comprehension which goes deeper than custom 
or language. In the story "Woman at Yellow Wells," LaFarge 
weaves a tangle of events into such an understanding 
between two women: a white woman and a Navajo woman. Jane,
the white woman, faces an old acquaintance whom she has just 
thwarted:



He was snarling and his eyes were wicked. Jane 
thought he was going to hit her. As surprising, 
as unexpected as if the earth had moved to help 
her, Mrs. Rope handed her the 30-30. She took it, 
held it as though to test its weight, and laid it 
on the table... He turned and left...

"I'm glad you... stayed the night," she said. 
"I surely needed you."

Mrs. Rope shuckled. "There's always something 
doing hereabouts, and that always means work for 
the women."



CHAPTER THREE:
REALISTIC TREATMENT OF THE INDIAN

While LaFarge1s realistic treatment of the Indian 
in his fiction depends largely upon showing the Indian in 
conflict, in search of an identity, the realistic treatment 
is shown in other ways, as well. The qualities of person
ality and character expressed by the central figures in his 
stories and novels are carefully drawn to show full- 
dimensioned human beings, neither noble nor savage, all good 
nor all bad. The characters show a variety of aspects of 
human behavior, despite the differences in culture or 
creed. LaFarge's Indians have, for instance, what few 
other writers of his time or before had bothered to include: 
a sense of humor. The humor is different, perhaps, from the 
white man's but it is there, nonetheless. In Laughing Boy, 
LaFarge points out a kind of humor which has resulted from 
contact with white men who are ignorant of Indians.
Laughing Boy talks to a white tourist:

"Nashto, shadani--  give me a smoke, brother-in-
law .11 It is rude to call a man brother-in-law, and 
like most Navajos, he enjoyed using the term, and 
teaching it to innocent foreigners. Americans were 
good fun. This one gave him a black cigar, cutting 
the end for him and holding out a match. It nearly 
killed him at the first whiff, only medicine-hogahn 
experience in swallowing smoke enabled him to keep a 
calm face.
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"This is good" He passed it over to his 

friend, who habitually inhaled deeply. "It is like 
the magic tobacco Natinesthani gave the magician.
Ife have nothing like this. Try it, elder brother."

He tried it, cautiously at first, the tiniest 
puff, then a good lung-full that clutched his 
agonized insides like talons. Desperately he 
fought back tears and a choking cough, while 
Laughing Boy struggled with almost equal difficulty 
to keep a straight face. By a heroic effort he 
let the smoke out slowly. Then, with a sigh that 
disguised relief as critical enjoyment,

"Yes, little brother, that is very good tobacco." 
Later in the story, LaFarge again shows the Indian humor at 
work, this time on a white man, a trader who combines a 
mean disposition with stupidity. Laughing Boy and his wife 
and friends decide to trick this trader into providing a 
meal for them, at no cost. They all seem very interested in 
buying quantities of supplies, and Laughing Boy pretends to 
be willing to sell a handsome bridle— if he and his friends 
are treated nicely.

Laughing Boy said, before he had swallowed his last 
mouthful,

"I do not think I want those things."
"Hunh?"
Drawing at the reins, he made the bridle seem 

to walk off the counter.
"Hey, stop 1"
He turned at the door.
"Hey, by Gawdi..."

"Another time, perhaps."
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Laughing Boy was off at a gallop... The rest 
followed, whooping and swinging their ropes and 
whips.

In the novel Enemy Gods, LaFarge demonstrates the
Indian sense of humor at work among a circle of friends.
Myron is determined to learn to ride and his friends are
equally determined to have some fum at his expense.

Sitting up, he saw the horse still twisting and 
bucking, fighting its saddle, and wondered how he 
could have stayed on at all...

An idea struck Myron. He was always given 
that red-and-green saddle blanket. He took it up 
and examined the under side. Two enormous burrs 
were lodged there. He turned, holding it in front 
of him...

"OwlI . Coyote I ChindiI..."
His friend laughed, and there was admiration 

in his delight... When Skinny Boy stooped... Myron 
saw that he had one foot inside the loop of the 
lariat. He took two quick steps, caught the end 
of it, and jerked. Skinny Boy went into the bush 
with a thump... They walked back to the hogahn, 
side by side, thinking of lunch.

In a short story, "Happy Indian Laughter," LaFarge 
points out just how alien Indian humor can be. In this 
story a white woman in love with a Navajo man can learn to 
accept or tolerate all the differences between them, except 
the Indian sense of humor. Ralph, the Indian ex-Air Force 
pilot, has just told of a brutal trick played on a sharp 
trader.

Ralph looked about him chuckling over the humor 
of it, feeling the successful narrator's flow. His 
audience was given over to laughter--  all but the
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girl he loved, who seemed somehow alien, remote, so 
that he was unusually conscious of her paleness...
At that moment, she raised her eyes and looked 
directly at him. The last traces of pleasure left 
his face, because, as he read her now, her thoughts 
all laid open, he knew that this had ended it, and 
that she would start home the first thing tomorrow.

More evidence of the realistic treatment of 
characters given by LaFarge is the fact that all are not 
good nor bad, but simply human: good at times, bad or
cowardly at others. Red Man, in the novel Laughing Boy, 
is not the villain one would expect, although he does shoot 
Slim Girl. He very humanly resented the fact that she had 
used him to introduce her to her own people, and then 
scorned him. His behavior was bad, but it was not the 
wickedness of a villain. It was, rather, a hasty action 
born of anger and the frustration of a human being. To 
point this out, LaFarge required Slim Girl, when dying, to 
forbid Laughing Boy to seek revenge on her killer. She 
states simply that it was meant to be so. Laughing Boy 
acquiesces.

Yet another aspect of this realistic treatment is the 
evidence, on the part of LaFarge, of a thorough knowledge 
and understanding of Indian tradition, culture, history, 
language, and beliefs, all of which is brought to bear in the 
areas where conflict is most apparent; in schools, commerce, 
and religion. In describing an Indian child's experience.
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LaFarge vividly depicts the shock resulting from the Indian 
and white cultures meeting head on, as in Enemy Gods.

Events had been bewildering since the boy 
found himself in the crowded truck jouncing over 
the ungraded road. The bewilderment increased 
progressively in rate. He never did get the next 
period of time straight in memory; it remained 
blurred, intentionally obliterated later, a matter 
for casual joking when one was an older boy, a 
shock never really forgotten... He was held, his 
hair cut, shorn, like a sheep, he was stripped, 
scrubbed, deloused, passed from person to person, 
examined swiftly and none too thoroughly by a 
rough-handed doctor, clothed again, and at length 
turned loose in the sunshine...

Casual personal contact revolts the Indian, 
handling is offensive, even a stepchild has 
recognized personality, a right to his dignity... 
Unconsciously the boy walked with an awkward, 
unnecessary lift of the weights which would 
characterize his gait for some years to come...

The child simply stood there, looking, with 
shattered dignity, anger, loneliness, and grief 
coming out of his eyes in slow tears... Out of 
the welter of feelings hatred slowly came to the 
top.

The results of the white education are amply shown 
in such works as Laughing Boy, Enemy Gods, and stories like 
"Higher Education," and all too often, the children returned 
home to die, either from illness or despair, like Lucille 
in "Higher Education11 and the little girl in Enemy Gods.

The heavy pressure of the epidemic lasted 
eight weeks, ending with only two girls dead and 
one, tuberculous, shipped home, since illness had 
so advanced her chronic ailment that she was 
obviously hopeless...
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In the commerce of the Indian, LaFarge, too, 

demonstrates great knowledge of custom and tradition, as 
well as Indian attitude toward white tourists and traders. 
He shows, in Laughing Boy, the sharp trading techniques 
employed by the Indians, employed less for material gain 
than for pleasure. Against this attitude he contrasts the 
frequently greedy desire of the white tourist or trader to 
steal a bargain.

Of the feelings toward work, LaFarge again vividly 
contrasts the Indian and white attitudes. Laughing Boy, 
for instance, recounts to Slim Girl an early experience in 
which he was paid one dollar per day for hunting 
renegades, Pah-Utes. He says: "They said they would pay 
me a dollar a day. That was a new idea to me, to be paid 
for hunting... I thought you just hunted..."

Again, in the story "Hard Winter," the main char
acter Celestino tries vainly to explain to a white woman 
why he must leave her home temporarily and return to his 
flock of sheep.

"It's my sheep--  I got to move them..."
He felt sorry for her. She didn't understand, 

and she was unhappy about it... She didn't know 
what she was talking about. He was sorry to leave 
her; he would return soon. After this, one would 
not care to live long in a drafty tent, labouring 
over the flocks... \
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But Celestino never returned to her, and an easy 

life. He remained to care for his sheep, his life. He had 
simply chosen what was most important to him, his work.

About Indian religion, LaFarge demonstrates a deep
understanding and compassion, perhaps because the question
came so close to his own heart. In Raw Material he states:

Among the Navajo Indians I encountered the concept 
of impersonal, omnipresent God in terms as lofty as 
Buddhism's, and with it an advanced religious phil
osophy including certain terms, such as hozhoni, of 
a technical, religiophilosophical nature, which are 
sadly lacking at least in a layman's English. The 
superstitious folk-stuff with which the core of 
Navajo religion is overlaid is very obvious to a 
white man, not being that in which he was reared, 
and in general being somewhat cruder. I was 
genuinely surprised to discover this other content 
behind it, also to discover the division (the fancy 
word is dichotomy) which the more thoughtful, ad
vanced students among the Navajos recognized between 
the trappings and practices on the one hand and the 
heart of the religion on the other. What I en
countered was a genuine sophistication stated in 
unusually clear terms... I was also... encountering 
the exceptional genius of the American Indian, out
post of the Orient, for unconfused, evolved reli
gious thinking.18

In his fiction LaFarge continuously makes reference 
to the Indian's religion. Laughing Boy, however simple and 
unsophisticated at the beginning of the story, had a deep 
feeling for his religion. Later, at the death of Slim Girl, 
the same religion was able to sustain Laughing Boy, despite 
his grief.

Myron, in Enemy Gods, must undergo a long and 
tortuous period as a result of his white education, before
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he can reconcile his desire to believe in the Navajo
religion and his veneer of white skepticism toward a mystic
or spiritual religion. His final solution, although not
clearly articulated by LaFarge in the final pages of Enemy
Gods, appears, nevertheless, to be the kind of compromise
which LaFarge himself has made: a realization of the
dichotomy, or "the trappings and practices on the one hand
and the heart of the religion on the other."19

In the story "All The Young Men," however. Old
Singer, a very sympathetic character, is the devotee of the
ancient religion, and he deplores the destruction of its
practices. Using Old Singer's pathetic death in jail,
LaFarge paints a vivid picture of the inevitable end of the
traditional Navajo religion when it comes in contact with
white society: all the young men are dead. LaFarge writes:

All the young men were dead long ago; they faded 
before his eyes, and the war god was high upon 
his rainbow. He clung desperately to his song, 
singing with all his voice and all his being.
The young men, the beauty of the Navajos, were 
riding off into the sky. He was alone, making a 
prayer with a torn buckskin.

Many more examples than those cited above could be
given to show that LaFarge's knowledge of the Indian religion,
culture, traditions, and sentiments, is extensive. Such
knowledge, combined with the sympathy and understanding
which LaFarge also has in abundance, cause the result, the



fiction, to be realistic and believable. This is some
thing which few writers of Indian tales before LaFarge had 
achieved.



CHAPTER FOUR: LINGUISTIC INFLUENCES IN WRITING

As impressive as LaFarge's knowledge of the Indians 
is, there is perhaps a more important manifestation in his 
work. The language, especially the Navajo, which LaFarge 
understood, inevitably colored his writing style. About 
this LaFarge states:

When I started to write Laughing Boy I was soaked 
in Indian literature and deeply affected by the 
Navajo and Apache particularly... As I got going 
in the novel I found to my astonishment that all my 
sentences came out short. My construction looked 
monotonous to me when I studied it, I was 
seriously worried, and believed that I had fallen 
victim to a vice of style which would ruin the job.
But still I rather liked the writing when I read 
it unanalytically, and besides, I found it impossible 
to write in any other way. I was well started in 
the story when Hemingway and Faulkner together 
burst upon me like my first view of the sun.
Hemingway comforted me a good deal on the question 
of short sentences. The curious fact is that, to 
whatever extent my style in that book is modern 
of its period, the Indians did it.20

Not only did LaFarge1s familiarity with the language 
affect the length of his sentences, but it also allows him 
greater subtlty in recording dialogue in his fiction. For 
instance, LaFarge is aware of a certain dialect when an 
Indian speaks English. The inclusion of this dialect, 
through careful spelling, lends authenticity to the dialogue 
in his fiction, and is in itself a further extension of the
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realistic treatment he intends to give to his material. 
Frequently, LaFarge shows that the poor English of the 
Indian is inadequate to express his feelings. In Enemy Gods, 
an Indian boy speaks to the girl he loves:

"I got dis for you. I made it." He pulled out 
the silver and turquoise buckle. "It's good. It's 
a copy of an old-time one. You can fix it on some 
kind of a belt."

"Tanks." She turned it over in her fingers.
"It's pretty."

She slipped it in the pocket of her skirt. Her 
hand remained just above the pocket. Jack linked 
fingers through it. She didn't move.

English was inadequate, he dropped into their 
own tongue. "If I do well this summer and next 
winter, I'll make you a belt to go with it, the 
big placques."

They stood for several minutes, looking at 
their joined hands through which so much was passing.
The sun had gone behind the Jemez Mountains.

"Then when you do go home and put on your own 
clothes, you can wear it and it will be handsome."

"Yes."
Another pause, crowded full, smooth-flowing.
"It's so good in that valley," he said. "Our 

parents have thought about us, I think."...
They walked hand in hand until they were close 

to where other students idled and talked before the 
building.

"Tanks for de buckle. I'll wear it," Ethel said.
"All right. I wish we was hot going home.

Only-- well I promised him. And——  I dunno. "



The tender moment is over. Both lapse into the clumsy 
English again, demonstrating the change in mood and tone.

Use of the dialect also serves to make more clear to 
the reader the division between Indian and white. To the 
white man, the Indian's answers in English are usually stiff, 
awkward. Myron's replies to Mr. Snyder in Enemy Gods are a 
good example of this:

Myron couldn't imagine anything wrong in their 
camping, but it was a violation to tell white adults 
about it, and one never knew what might turn out 
forbidden.

"What do you do with those fires?"
"Nuttin.”
Mr. Snyder laid that aside. "Where do you get 

your matches?"
"Don't use no matches."
"What do you mean?"
"We make fire wit-- " he hesitated, unwilling

to use an Indian word, not knowing the English.
"Wit— "

"Yes?"
"You know--  kon bitsin-- " He made a motion

of rubbing and pressing.
"Fire drill?"
"Yessir."
To further emphasize the difficulties of language 

between the races, LaFarge points out in this same conver
sation a semantic misunderstanding:
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"You're a Christian, Myron?"
"Yessir."
"I've always regarded you so. How about your 

friend Jack?"
"He's Christian."...
"He seems a strange choice for your friend.

When did you begin to be pals?" The questions were 
coming aimlessly.

"When we were kids at Tsaili.”
"But why Jack?"
"We slep in de same bed."
Snyder's attention focussed...
"What did you do that day?"
"Broke de ice."
Snyder leaned forward. "Broke the ice! What 

do you mean?"
"In de brook. It was froze."
"Oh," Snyder said a little flatly.
By contrast, LaFarge renders with care the extremely 

courteous and graceful language used by one Indian to 
another, when both are speaking an Indian tongue. For 
example, in Laughing Boy, the character Red Man tells 
Laughing Boy's uncle about Slim Girl's past life. His 
intention is to somehow harm her for having scorned him. He 
begins to tell Wounded Face about Slim Girl's profession, 
but finds he cannot speak out loud. Instead he employs a 
sign language. Red Man's vile story would have been
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considered in incredibly bad taste, had he spoken it aloud. 
The sign language was far better suited to his subject than 
the spoken tongue.

From the examples given above, it may be seen that 
the familiarity with, and knowledge of the Indian language 
which LaFarge had, definitely affected his writing style. 
The effect was a fortunate one. LaFarge's handling of his 
subject matter, including even the language and writing 
style demonstrates a skillful adherence to his purpose of 
showing the inescapable differences which lead to conflict 
between the Indian and the white man.



CHAPTER FIVE: CONTRIBUTING INFLUENCES

Reference has been made earlier in this paper to 
LaFarge’s great interest and understanding of the Navajo 
Indians. From a casual examination of LaFarge's early 
background and academic training, his interest in Indians 
seems very difficult to explain. A closer scrutiny of his 
background, however, shows us that LaFarge's career was a 
logical one resulting from contacts with his family, 
experiences, and his education.

Oliver LaFarge was born into a prominent Eastern 
family of architects, artists and men of letters. For 
several generations the LaFarges had held distinguished 
reputations in art and science. It was obvious that 
Oliver and his brothers would carry on this tradition, and 
thus they were given the best academic training their 
parents could conceive. They were enrolled at Groton, 
noted as a preparatory school for Harvard, and then sent on 
to Harvard University.

Of this formal New England education, LaFarge was 
bitterly resentful for a time, although he admits that its 
influence over him was very strong when he was younger. He 
says: "I dressed very correctly, and I persuaded myself
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that cocktails were a barbarous American device and that of 
course I preferred a spot of dry sherry before meals...To 
top the whole thing, I attained the almost incredible 
dishonesty of registering my son for Groton as soon as he 
was born.”21

Despite his very conventional background, LaFarge1s 
training as a scientist led him into many experiences which 
eventually worked profound changes in his attitudes and 
political beliefs which, by his own admission, had been 
narrow and extremely conservative.^2 Therefore, it is not 
difficult to understand how Oliver LaFarge, with his upper 
class, artistic background was to become the sympathetic 
friend and admirer of the Navajo Indians, and to devote much 
of his later life toward improving the lot of the American 
Indians in general. Also, his efforts as a writer, as may 
be seen from his novels and short stories, provide the 
valuable service of creating a realistic picture of the 
Navajo projected into the realm of fiction.

Although LaFarge's first desire was to become an 
archaeologist, his first expedition to Arizona, undertaken 
while a sophomore at Harvard, convinced him that ethnology 
was his real love. He made three expeditions into Arizona 
while at Harvard, and graduated in 1924. Later he made two 
archaeological and ethnological expeditions into Mexico 
and Guatemala, picking up invaluable training and experience
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in the languages of primitive peoples, as well as ability 
to record first-hand information, which served him well in 
his later writings, both fictional and non-fiction, dealing 
with the Navajo.

LaFarge was an assistant in ethnology at Tulane 
University from 1926 to 1928, and from 1931 to 1933 was 
Research Associate in anthropology at Columbia. In 1932, 
LaFarge undertook another ethnological expedition to 
Guatemala for Columbia.23

After this expedition, the success of Laughing Boy 
published in 1929, carried LaFarge more and more deeply into 
the political and economic concerns of the Navajo, for 
whom he had already shown a marked interest and concern. 
LaFarge remarks, with some humor, that he now felt his 
training and knowledge should serve some useful purpose to 
the Indians:

I was free now to go where I chose. I was free to 
return to... the Navajos, to roll in Indians. My 
position in the Association gave me some kind of 
status; with it came the first idea that perhaps 
something hopeful could be done. I tried one trip 
into the Navajo country for pure pleasure, and 
never having travelled before without a purpose, 
found that super-freedom rather flat. Ethnology 
should be a useful as well as an informative tool.
I would see if I could give my pleasure a purpose

Despite his desire to help the Indians, Oliver 
LaFarge believed, at the time Laughing Boy was published, 
that the Indians were doomed. He felt that increased
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contact with the white civilization meant conflict and 
disaster, and, as shown previously, that Laughing Boy 
might prove good publicity for the Navajos but would lead 
to no reforms.

The success of this book, however, changed the life
of its author drastically.

Laughing Boy catapulted me into the spotlight.
Suddenly I was somebody, and prosperous to boot.
I.knew vaugely that there existed some societies 
for helping and protecting the Indians, and I 
thought I ought to join one. I subscribed in a 
small way to the first I came across, planning 
to read its publications and see what I thought of it.25

His fame as the author of a popular novel concerning 
Indians, the Navajos particularly, caused LaFarge to be 
sought out by several groups dedicated to working for the 
Indians. One such group, the Eastern Association on 
Indian Affairs, elected him a director. Of this, LaFarge 
says: "I accepted the honour with some amusement at the
method, and then, slowly at first, my troubles began."26 

LaFarge's troubles were of the sort which occur 
when blissful ignorance is dispelled. As a scientist, an 
anthropologist, he knew about what the Indians and their way 
of life had been. About their role as citizens and wards of 
the government he knew nothing. He knew little or nothing, 
for instance, about the policies of the Federal Indian 
Bureau, nor the reasons for these policies. But he was soon
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to discover the enormity of the problems facing this bureau. 
LaFarge went to Washington and became familiar with the 
heads of the Bureau, who were at that time, Charles J. 
Rhoades, Commissioner, and Henry Scattergood, Assistant 
Commissioner, appointed under the Hoover Administration.

Mr. Rhoades evidently thought I was educable.
He did me a great favour--  or played me a very
dirty trick, I am not sure which. On several 
occasions he made me sit beside his desk through
out an entire day, simply watching what went 
over it, listening to his conversations and 
conferences. I heard long, intimate discussions 
of tribes whose very names had been unknown to 
me, I watched the steady, unmanageable flood of 
questions of broad policy.and minute details 
which poured across that desk. Here was every 
aspect of government except coinage, foreign 
relations and a military establishment, affecting 
over two hundred administrative units scattered 
from the Artie Circle to Florida...Here is a 
lawyer’s field-day, an administrator's headache. '

The general policy of the Indian Bureau which was 
explained to LaFarge, was one dating from the Grant Admin
istration when the problem of the American Indian was 
crucial. Not only were the Indians a military threat, but 
the more far-sighted administrators in Washington saw that 
they would soon be a social problem as well. The solution 
to the Indian problem, translated into the policy adopted 
by the Federal Indian Bureau, was one designed to eliminate 
both military and social threats to society.

The solution and resulting policy was simply to 
break down the Indian way of life: the strength of the



tribes, clans and families, religions, and economic 
structures, in order to assimilate the individuals into 
white society. The Indian, instead of relying on tradi
tional support from his tribe, family, etc., was dealt with 
individually, and he was given land on the reservation as an 
individual. All transactions were between single or 
individual Indians and governmental agencies. The Indian1s 
traditional sources of authority, such as tribal councils 
and clans, then, were stripped of all economic power. With 
powerful superintendents placed by the Bureau on each 
reservation, the Indian was forced to accept the pater
nalism of the Bureau to the detrement of his cultural 
heritage.

More specifically, the policy of break-down and 
assimilation was to be accomplished through certain legis
lation and restrictions. First, the mobility of the Indians 
was reduced by placing them on reservations, and limiting 
hunting privileges. Military defeats of unruly tribes, too, 
played a part in further restricting and limiting their 
movements.

Next, under the General Allotment Act of 1887, each 
Indian was to be given 40 to 160 acres of land, not to be 
sold for twenty five years. However, within two years, 
twenty per cent of this land was lost to the Indians. Later, 
by 1933, 90,000,000 out o£ 138,000,000 acres had been lost
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to the Indians.28 & factor which aided this loss of land
was the Bureau's policy of selling land at the death of its 
owner to white men, and dividing the money among the kin 
of the deceased.

Further attempts to break down the Indian way of 
life came under headings of religion and education. Mission
aries of various faiths were established on the reservations 
and widespread conversions to the Christian faiths took 
place. Indian children were gathered up, sometimes ruth
lessly, and taken far from home, to urban areas where they 
attended schools. Moreover, the curriculum of the Indian 
school was designed to further de-emphasize Indian tradition 
and culture, and encourage entrance into the white society.

That this broad attempt at direct assimilation of 
the individual into the white culture was full of injustices 
and frequent hardships to the Indian was obvious to many, 
among them Oliver LaFarge. But although there were modifi
cations and some improvements, as in the medical services to 
the Indians during the 1920's, no major policy changes 
occurred until the advent of the New Deal and the admin
istration of the Bureau by John Collier, in 1933.29

LaFarge, in his book Raw Material, states that he 
had met Collier and disliked him, although one suspects it 
was for political reasons rather than Collier's ideas about 
the Indians' welfare. LaFarge had worked closely with



Rhoades and Scattergood under a Republican administration, 
and was understandably dubious of Collier's proposed 
changes in the Bureau's policy toward Indian affairs.

Although Collier's goal was essentially that of the 
earlier Bureau directors, that of eventual assimilation of 
the Indian into white society, his plan differed remarkably 
in method. He proposed that instead of continuing efforts 
to break down the tribal structure of authority, it should 
be supported- Instead of attempting to encourage the econom
ic incentive of the individual, the tribe should be 
encouraged to develop economic and business interests to 
benefit all tribal members. Thus, instead of fostering the 
paternalistic practices of the Bureau and its reservation 
superintendants, Collier foresaw that the dependence of the 
Indians on the Bureau would slowly wither and become less 
and less, until eventually there would be little or no need 
for the Bureau to exist. Largely, Collier wished to see the 
Indians enter the modern white society through the efforts 
of the tribes, thus preserving the best of their traditions 
and culture, rather than becoming culturally and economically 
impoverished second-class citizens.

Under Collier's administration, specific legis
lation and practices were adopted to effect these changes in 
policy. Most important was the Wheeler-Howard Bill of 1934, 
also called the Indian Reorganization Act. This act

49



50
generally placed the administrative responsibilities upon 
the tribal councils, rather than on various individuals.
This act also encouraged the tribes to own and operate 
business concerns for the benefit of all, Indian and white. 
Toward this same end, the Indian Arts and Crafts Board was 
established, in 1936, to offer business advice and counsel 
to Indian projects.^0

Under the administration of the Bureau at this time, 
day schools were established on the reservations, rather 
than more boarding schools at great distances. The curric
ulum was modified to include handicrafts and skills in 
keeping with the Indian life and tradition, an idea which 
had been shunned before since the goal had been to rapidly 
break down the Indian culture and tradition.

One other policy change which occurred under 
Collier's administration should be noted. Half of the 
employees of the Indian Bureau at Washington should be 
Indian. Previously, under Rhoades and Scattergood, there 
were eleven Indian employees in Washington. Under Collier's 
direction, there were one hundred.

Generally speaking, the Reorganization Act and the 
major policy changes beginning in 1933 were directed toward 
placing responsibility and power in the hands of the tribal 
councils for self government and direction. Only in this
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way. Collier believed, could the Indians eventually take 
their place as valuable citizens in the twentieth century.

At the time of Collier's appointment as Commissioner 
of Indian Affairs, LaFarge put aside his former distrust 
and offered his services to the new program. As he became 
increasingly involved in his work as consultant he realized 
the problems of the Indian still more clearly, and as a 
result, LaFarge1s original feeling that the Indian was 
doomed disappeared.

They have become to me a part of America, 
their problem, for all its special aspects, one 
with the general problem of all our depressed 
areas, our rural communities, our half-ruined 
land... I can never again separate them from 
their fellow-citizens. I care more now to see one 
handle a bow and arrow.

This, too, I have tried to set forth in 
writing; a sort of antithesis of Laughing Boy.
I don't see why a young Navajo adjusting to a 
changing world which involves Hitler, soil erosion, 
and the conquest of ignorance and poverty, isn't 
just as valid a subject of American writing as, 
say, a Georgia sharecropper or a young Okie.
There are just as many Indians as there are Okies.
And the white boy and the Indian are likely today 
to be found operating the same tank or flying in 
the same bomber, for the hopeless Indian picture 
I first saw has been turned upside down.3i

The impact of such changed feelings was bound to 
find expression in the writing of LaFarge. Since he, as a 
writer, did possess that integrity which caused him to attempt 
to write realistically about the Navajo in the first place, 
it would not now be possible to continue for long to write
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stories like Laughing Boy, which only stressed the eventual 
doom of the Indian at the hands of the whites.

Very much aware of this problem, LaFarge speaks
realistically of his reading audience. While he has
changed, they have not.

... the people who thronged to buy Laughing 
Boy stay away in large numbers, because they like 
their Indians long-haired, beautiful, and 'un
spoiled. ' And the people who will throng to read 
about the social problems of any other section of 
the country despise the book because all writing 
about Indians is ipso facto escapist. Similarly, 
one could raise a good deal of money with senti
mental appeals to keep our Hiawathas beaded, 
feathered, and pure, but when one talks of soil 
conservation, advanced education and sustained- 
yield forestry the yearners drift away and the 
supporters of liberal causes show their frank 
disdain. Indians are not a liberal cause but a sentiment;...32

And finally, LaFarge states: "I can never again be
exclusively interested in Indians, because I can never again 
believe that the Indians1 interests are exclusive. Nor can 
I ever entirely escape."33

Just as he says, LaFarge continued to write about 
and be interested in the Indian, but after Enemy Gods, his 
second novel about the Navajos (1937), the interest is prim
arily in non-fiction works such as: Aŝ  Long As The Grass
Shall Grow (1940); The Changing Indian (1942); and A 
Pictorial History of the American Indian (1956) . Neverthe
less, in works of fiction of Oliver LaFarge which deal with 
the Indians, a distinguishable continuity of style may be



seen, as well as his gradually changing beliefs about the 
fate of the Indian in the modern world.

In the period of almost ten years which separated 
LaFarge1s novels, Laughing Boy and Enemy Gods, his ideas 
about the Indian had changed considerably. When writing the 
first novel, LaFarge said, as stated above, that he believed 
the Indian was destined to die out as a result of his in
creasing contact with the white man. All the "pure" and 
worthwhile elements of the Indian's life would be lost. 
However, LaFarge1s pessimistic views of the fate of the 
Indian changed, obviously as a result of his activities with 
the various agencies which attempt to cope with the knotty 
problems confronting the Indian today. An indication of 
this change of ideas, of thought, may be seen in the 
second novel about the Navajo, Enemy Gods.

In Enemy Gods, the character in conflict, Myron, 
demonstrates some change of thought from the main character 
of the novel Laughing Boy. Laughing Boy, by comparison to 
Myron, is a simple character, not given to much intro
spection. For Laughing Boy, life is not complicated; he 
does not face a confusing choice between cultures, as Myron 
does. If Laughing Boy were asked to choose between living 
as an Indian and being a white man, his response would be 
immediate. LaFarge shows that from the white man. Laughing 
Boy learned little which was not harmful or disturbing.
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Life as a Navajo is the only possible choice for him 
to make.

For Myron, the problem is much different. He is 
exposed, as Laughing Boy was not, to a white education. As 
a result, Myron found that both races, white and Indian, 
have good and bad men, desirable and undesirable practices, 
and that each culture had advantages not found in the other. 
His problem was to somehow combine the two, a thing which 
seemed impossible in the book Laughing Boy.

In one case, Myron seemed to have more in common 
with Slim Girl than with Laughing Boy. She, like Myron, had 
been educated in white schools, had no parents upon which to 
depend, and had found that there were bad men belonging to 
both races. The similarities end there, however. Myron 
discovered a possible resolution of the inner conflict which 
he felt: Slim Girl wanted only revenge for having suffered
and lost her identity. Although their conflicts began in 
the same way, only Myron's has the possibility of a success
ful resolution. This would seem to point to the fact that 
the ideas of the author, LaFarge, have undergone some change 
from the view which he once held, that of the doomed-to- 
extinction Indian.

More evidence of the changed ideas from Laughing 
Boy to Enemy Gods may be observed in some passages of Enemy 
Gods, when LaFarge demonstrates increased awareness of the
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efforts of some white groups to help the Indians. In this 
second novel, LaFarge casually mentions the change in the 
attitudes of the schools about curriculum. Jack, a close 
friend of Myron's, is being instructed in the craft of 
making silver jewelry.

He polished carefully and steadily with the 
soft stone. Sure this was good. It was meant to 
be good and he'd taken care all the way along..
Figuring out new designs was no use; no matter how 
hard he figured, he always ended by making the same 
old bracelet, but this picture was keen. American 
Indian Welfare Association was printed across the 
top. They were a smart bunch, he guessed. They 
seemed to take a lot of trouble over the Indians, 
he wondered what they got out of it. He compared 
buckle and picture again.

Again, in Enemy Gods, LaFarge cites the work of the 
Indian Welfare Association and, at the same time, points to 
the gradually changing attitude of the Indians toward the 
white man; from the hostility and suspicion of the past, 
to a new awareness that some whites are offering true and 
sincere assistance.

"Last week I talked with a white woman. She is 
hired by some white people who want to help the 
Indians, she goes around finding out things." He 
could have translated Indian Welfare Association, 
but decided not to take the time. "She is a friend 
for us, I think. I tell you, she and her people 
are willing to help us. She goes to Washington, 
she talks with Washington Chief and with their 
councilman there, she says. Those people saved a 
lot of land for the Pueblos, they say."

"Who will believe a Bellacana will help us?" 
the alternate remarked.
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Shooting Singer answered, "We all know white 

men we like and trust."
Cottonwood Leader said, "True. Fat Man at 

Ozei, for instance, and Red Face at the Agency."
"It won't hurt us to try, I think," Trumbull 

said. "This woman and I talked a long time. She 
is good, I think. Now I shall write her a letter, 
and you two, each of you, write to her."

The change of thought in the short stories written 
by LaFarge is perhaps more dramatic. In one of the earliest 
stories about the Navajo Indian, "All The Young Men,"
LaFarge points to a depressing example of the conflict 
between the races: a lonely old man dies, broken and
alcoholic, in a white man's jail. Other stories in the same 
collection, All The Young Men (1935), written two years 
before Enemy Gods, provide further examples of the thought 
which was apparent in Laughing Boy. Inevitably, the Indian 
must suffer and even die as a result of contact with the 
white world. For the Indian to survive he must live in his 
untouched and natural state of purity, far away from the 
advanced but corrupt civilization of the white man.

In a collection of short stories published much 
later, however, LaFarge's thought is considerably changed, 
even beyond the novel Enemy Gods. Two stories in A Pause 
In The Desert written in 1957, demonstrate the extent of 
this change. In one, "Happy Indian Laughter," a Navajo 
Indian named Ralph has returned to the reservation to help
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his family after serving successfully as a pilot in the Air 
Force. While in the service he met and fell in love with a 
white woman who follows him to the reservation. Although 
the romance is finally ended, in no other story does LaFarge 
imply that there is even a chance for a successful marriage 
between an Indian and a white. In this story, the Indian 
sense of humor happens to be the element which separates the 
two. But since humor depends on culture, background, and 
surroundings for its source, the implication is that perhaps 
someday such a marriage might be possible. In earlier 
stories, like "Hard Winter," "Higher Education," "Love 
Charm," and "North is Black," any romantic relations between 
Indian and white led to disappointment, frustration, and 
even death.

In the second story of the collection mentioned, "A 
Pause in the Desert," LaFarge demonstrates how thoroughly 
the Indian has been absorbed into his surroundings, and 
accepted by most white men. In this story, two tourists, a 
man and his wife, pause at a small gas station somewhere in 
the desert. There, they meet a collection of characters who 
inhabit and almost symbolize the desert surroundings. The 
Indian, an Apache in this story, is the valued friend and 
fellow rancher of other members of the group. Far from 
demonstrating hostile withdrawal from any white man, this



Indian is obviously concerned with improving himself in 
the white man's world. When asked about his cattle, he 
states:
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"Hundred and eighty now, and we aim for maybe 
two hundred. We use these bulls two-three years, 
then sell 'em to other Inyans. Make better stock 
all over. My father is buyin1 registered heifers 
after the fall sales. Pretty soon, say ten years 
from now, we'll be raisin' registered breedin' 
stock altogether. Then you come to 'Paches to 
buy bulls." There was deep satisfaction in the 
last statement.

This speech makes reference to one of the many projects, 
with which LaFarge must have been familiar, undertaken to 
help the Indians use their talents, labor, and land to 
produce wealth for themselves. The optimism in this 
speech is apparent, and is more evidence of the change of 
thought behind LaFarge's fiction about the Indians.



CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION

While LaFarge1s thought may be seen to have changed 
from the earliest to the latest fiction about the Indians, 
his style of writing does not noticeably change. The plot 
in each novel and short story, for instance, shares this 
common characteristic: each shows a person or persons in
search of identity. In Laughing Boy (1929), the earliest 
major work, the two main characters find that they must 
return to their own land, the reservation, to live. They 
must be Indians, and not white. They cannot exist on the 
fringes of either world. In Enemy Gods (1937), Myron finds 
he must somehow be an Indian and yet survive in a modern 
and changing world which includes the white man. In the 
short stories, too, despite the limits of time and space, 
LaFarge shows a character who is in search of identity in 
his world. Sometimes the search ends in death as in the 
story "Higher Education?" nevertheless, the search for 
identity is apparent to a greater or lesser degree in both 
the novels and the stories, and provides one indication of 
his continuity of style.

Another example of the continuity in the fiction of 
LaFarge may be found in the treatment and expression of
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characters. LaFarge employs three basic techniques with 
which he unfolds a character. One method is an explanation 
by the author, or the author's simply telling the reader 
what the character is feeling. This method may be observed 
in almost all of LaFarge's stories, and in both novels.

A second method employed by LaFarge of unfolding 
character is the soliloquy. This technique allows the 
reader to see into the character's thoughts, to see them 
develop from a very intimate standpoint. This technique 
is used extensively by the author in all his stories and in 
the novels.

Still a third method of relating a character, and 
found to a greater or lesser extent in all LaFarge's fiction, 
is the use of dialogue. Although LaFarge seldom uses the 
dialogue or conversation between characters to tell the 
reader an important fact about a character, his dialogue 
usually serves to emphasize some point the reader has 
already learned, to make it more believable and real. The 
language use, discussed previously, makes the dialogue an 
extremely effective way of emphasizing or defining character.

Therefore, from Laughing Boy to the last short story 
which LaFarge wrote about the Indians, a continuity of 
writing may be observed, expressed in similarity of plot, 
and in character development.
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It has been the purpose of this paper to examine 

the nature of the realistic treatment given the Navajo 
Indian in the fiction of Oliver LaFarge, and also to trace 
the changing and developing thought behind that fiction.
But perhaps a final word should be added concerning the 
lasting appeal of this fictional writing and its subject, 
the Navajo Indians.

LaFarge himself stated that, early in his life, the 
Indians had got him. Their appeal, especially that of the 
Navajo and Apache tribes, was so strong that eventually it 
colored and shaped his entire life; not just his career as 
a writer, but his attitudes, beliefs, and ideals as a human 
being. He analyzed this appeal in his book Raw Material, 
as the human desire to escape which is found to some extent 
in us all. Laughing Boy, undoubtedly the most widely read 
of all LaFarge1s fiction, is coincidentally the book which 
is most guilty of the nostalgic escapism against which 
LaFarge struggled.

To some extent, all fictional writing is based on 
man’s need to "escape," at least temporarily from his normal 
existence, to adopt or share roles in the world of fiction 
which he will never assume in real life. Certainly this is 
one valid explanation for the popularity of the murder 
mystery, the science fiction story.
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It might be argued that such escapist writing is 

not, or cannot by its very nature be called great writing. 
This may very probably be true, but to therefore condemn 
all such writing as poor is to be as unrealistic as those 
early writers of Indian stories, with their "Murderin' 
Redskin” and their "Noble Savage."

It was Oliver LaFarge1s intention to write a novel 
about the Navajo Indians which would be fair and honest, 
as real a picture of those people as he could accomplish, 
and yet contain those fictional qualities which would 
appeal to the reading public. That he did accomplish such 
a feat was agreed upon when he was awarded the Pulitzer 
Prize for literary achievement, 1929. The fact that the 
ideas of the characters and the author represent one point 
of view cannot negate the rewarding picture presented of 
Navagos as they are. Today, almost forty years after its 
first publication. Laughing Boy, as well as LaFarge's 
other fiction about the Indians, continues to be read and 
enjoyed.
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