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. INtmODUCTIOM

The purpose of this study will be to see how suc
cessful Thomas Stribling was as a regiorialist la writing his 
trilogy* The Forge, The Store, and Unfinished Cathedral. 
Besides the trilogy Stribling has written three other 
novels of the South, Birthright * Teeftallow * and Bright 
Metal. The trilogy was chosen as the basis for this study 
because it gives a social history of the South since the 
Civil War. % e  problem dealt with is a regional one —  the 
problem of Southern society turned upside down by the Civil 
War. Stribling1a purpose apparently is to show the struggle 
for readjustment of the planter, the poor white, and the 
Negro as motivated and controlled by regional forces. After 
a definition of regionalism has been given an attempt will 
be made to see in what respects Mr. Stribling has been a 
true regionallst and in what respects he has not.

There are many meanings of literary regionalism.
Like other words borrowed from the language of science, 
region and regionalism are hard to define.Donald Davidson 
says, MIn desperation the critics have made shift to borrow 
a name but hardly as yet have they been willing to get down 
to the business of definition.M

Donald Davidson, "Regionalism and Nationalism in 
American Literature", American Review* 5:48, April, 1935.



Regionalism has been aosieebat eomioiily need as a 
synonym for local color. Harry Hartwick usee the term in 
this way in discussing the regional movement in America.

After 1870 Bret Harte and many others 
carried nationalism one step farther and applied 
it to the various regions of iuaerica, as well ' 
as to the country as a vhole. Schools of 
"local color" liftM their beads in every part 
of the nation, gradually faded as communication 
improved, and were replaced hy novels dealing ' 
with class instead of sectional differences.
But today this regionalism is experiencing a: - -
revival in such books as Janet Lewis's The In- 

/1" - yasion (Great Lakes couatryJ, Edwin arailirry»®
The Erl King (Florida). Thames Williamson's 
The woods Colt (the Oaarka).- 2

However, description of the quaint details of speech, 
dress, or manners, no matter how accurate, is a superficial 
kind of regional writing because it fails to get beneath 
the surface and find the real characteristics and- problems 
of a people"living in a given section. A region imposes 
much more than color on a group of people.y In Contemporary 
American Authors, Fred: D. Millett writes:

The cult of the quaint and the picturesque 
tempted the "local color* writers of the period 
after the Civil War to a sehtiaental-huniorous 
exploitation of the provincial eccentricities 

: or to a conventionalization of both character
and situation that often ended in the sterility 
of the merely regional. It remained for the 
more robust contemporary novelists to raise 
regional material to the level of national /

Harry Hartwick, The Foreground of American Fiction, p.: 1 4 6 . --------------:---
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significancethroughthefacingofeocial and 
economicfaots under the picturesque exteriors. 3

Another narrow concept of regionalism: is that of the 
Southern agrarians, who believe in decentralisation and dis
count the cultural value of life in cities. They also re
sent very keenly the fact that the North has put its cul
tural stamp on the whole nation. They say that the North
east is the nation and all the other sections are colonies. 
Their idea of regional literature is literature which glo
rifies the rural at the expense of the urban and industrial. 
They have a nostalgia for the Old South and its way of life. 
Paul Robert Death says, in speaking of the Southern agrarian 
critics, Donald Davidson, John Crowe Ransom, and Allen 
fate:
'.m : : ; : - - . -  V V -  /  . - '•■j' : y :: ;V:- r-h -  . y

These critics have often been called, and 
I think rightly, unreconstructed rebels who are 
continuing the Civil iar;long after Appomattox.
It is-interesting to-speculate bn what the ;- 
present situation would have been had the Bodth 
won the war and determined the character and 
civilization of Asisrlccu Undoubtedly ur. David
son , Mr. Ransom, and Mr.-Tate would have looked 
upon a southernized America and found it good. 4

fhe definition which Mr; Davidson'gives for-reglon-
alism is: > ' ;■  ̂ c yio:. U-'-'. :■-y -.r

....... Fred B. Millett. Contemporary American Authors.p. 38. • — : .— —  .
4 . yX-:
Paul Robert Death, "Regionalism Pro and Con. Four 

Fallacies of Regionalism’,? Saturday Review of Literature, 
15:14, November 88, 1936. -
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. v A regional iliter&We, so-rcalled, may thus : , 
very well be, among other things, a self- 

- :Q®n@ei©iia expression of life inthe region. It 
may exploit intimate and local aspects of its 

... e,seene, .-.thus recovering the “usable past” so much referred to; hut it does not narrow itself 
t to. mere picturesqueness and antlquarianism ex- ; 

oept as a reaction to an overdose of metro- 
■v' politan nationalism. 5 : . v -,. v i - - .

The overemphasis on the urban and the reaction from it make 
for a self-conscious rivalry, and this rivalry does not re
sult in the production.of godd regional literature.^-

A more general jmdimarm • realia11® interpretation of
cC .the term regionalism Is to be found on the editorial pages

of the Saturday Review of Literature. The editors hold that 
regionalism is the objective reporting of the problems of
the human race versus environment, a study of “that which is
V.V 1 - :  -r-i:1 v::.-; . ./X r 1 ::shaped and the shaper“. They say further:

The influences which mold temperament, and 
h therefore - soc ial: relationships, religion and >. ; v

art, especially the art of literature,are still 
: -o chiefly '/natural a Wind, rain, sun, plain * valley, 

mountain, in their combinations and permutations, 
are assuredly the .sculptors of habit now as in  ̂
the past even in cities ... Mo race stays the 

. 1 same’in Andalusia, Indiana, and Ireland. 6
- - • ’ < .. : ■ ' - • ' ■ '■ v -■ ’ - - - - -"•' V> • -■ *' A ■ _ . w *. *. ■ r * ’ 1 »-  ̂ ’ . . - » ... * #.Regionalism, then, la not mere local color or self-

::::; : V:;: tv : ■ U--; No:":/!:.3 .
conscious praise of a region or a way of life. It is rather 
an attempt to explain human character and conduct in terms

5.....  Davidson, op. clt.. p. 48.
t ?The Pulse of the Machine“ (Editorial),Saturday 

Review of Literature, 12:8, July 20, 1934.
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of regional environment, it is in a sense an outgrowth of 
naturalism, trhich holds that man is governed by outside 
forces, that he is a helpless automaton, operated by in-, 
stincts and reflexes. Of these outside forces the geograph
ic environment is surely the most important. The fact is 
well stated in Ellen Churchill Semple's translation of a 
passage from Friedrich Batzel' s Anthrono^Geo'graphic:

Man is the product of the earth*s surface.
This means not merely that he is a child of the 
earth, dust of her dust; but that the earth 
has mothered him, fed him, set him tasks, 
directed his thoughts.... The soil governs the 
destinies of peoples with blind brutality. 7

The above quotation is an exaggeration, however, in that it 
fails to take into account the fact that man has learned,*-" • ' '■.■■■- - ■ : ' . :: 'V - : f. - ■ ' ;
in a limited way, how to modify, thou# not control, his . 
physical environment. Insofar as man is at the mercy of 
his environment he should mot be censured for that which he 
cannot help. The regional novelist may be expected to re
port objectively and without blame the effect of the region 
on its people. " . : : /■

According to H. W. Odum there are six geographical 
regions in the United States: the Northeast, including
Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, 
Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Delaware, Pennsylvania,

^  ..  • •

Ellen Churchill aemnle. Influences of Geographic 
Environment. p. 1.
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Maryland, and. ̂ s t  ?Vi^lnla; . th.® iforthwst. Including North 
Dakota, Nebraska, SouthDakbta, Kansas, Montana, Idaho, 
Wyoming, Colorado»">ad:Utah; the Middle .States, inoludlng
Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, .Wisconsin, Minnesota

s ».

Iowa, and Missouri; the Southwest, Including Arizona, Hew, -1
-v >Mexico, Texas.and Oklahoma; the Far West, Including Nevada,

Washington; Oregon1, and Calif or nia; and the Southeast, in- 
olMlng Alabama^ Arkansas, Florida, Georgia^ kentwky.

'TL rriLouisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina
Tenne esee» and Virginia.

Of the regional literature which haa been produced
Mr®. Odum aaya: n;; -

v-

 ̂■

.IMs, is the. actual achievement of,litera
ture within the last two decades in the field 
of regioml portraiture or the sum of titles 
"odhtributed by regional authors. In this sum 
total is.America, thus qualifying .the rich 
regional heritage as the genuine constituent 
parts .of the national literature. Restricting 
our titles to fiction and making the listings 
in The.Publisher's Weekly our source, |t is 
possible to catalogue more than two thdusand 
regional titles which have appeared during the 
last ‘ two decades. *' If v:e take the years from 
,1927.through 1936 we find the following dis
tribution. The Northeast leads with 449 titles, 
followed strangely enough by the Northwest with 
Its "westerns’* witii• 344, the Southeast with 
. 281, the Middle States ,with .183, the Southwest with 138, and the Far West with 137.

These volumes themselves afford most com
plete data for dramatic personae of the nation 
as well as Tor popular characterization. It '

p» 456 *
H. tf. Odum and H. J&# Moore, Jbaericaa RegloimllBms
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is a rich field for many but of course a very 
special one. Vie may, however, indicate here 
samplings of the books which, whether right or 
wrong, have received notoriety in public apprais
al. Strangely enough the Southeast has the largest 
number of Pulitzer prize winners and best sellers 
and has tended to give the best regional portraiture. 
Here are titles that drew attained Biel distinction 
for the southeast, Julia Peterkin1s Black April and 
Scarlet Sister Mary; Thomas 3« Strlbling's Bright 
Metali Unfinished Cathedral, The gorge, and fhe 
Store; William Faulkner's sanctuary, The Sound and 
the Fury;. Erskine Caldwell's Tobacco Road, God's 
Little Acre; Ellen Glasgow's Vein of Iron, Barren 
Ground; jpaul Green's This Body the Earth; Grace 
Lumpkin's A Sign for Cain; "stark Young's So Red the 
Rose; Margaret Mitchell»a Gone with the wind;
Minnie Hite Moody's Death Is a little Man; Charles 
Wertenbaker's To My Father; M. K. Rawling's South 
Moon Itoder .... ~9

Since the problem here undertaken Is to see how well 
Thomas stribling has succeeded in portraying the people of 
the Southeast in relation to their regional environment, it 
might be well to see what some of the problems and peculiar
ities, past and present, of this region are. it has already 
been pointed out that life in the region has been conditioned 
by geographic factors. Racial stock, historical background, 
and economic conditions are all more or less closely con
nected with geographic background. Growing out of these 
factors has been a long list of problems, handicaps and 
crises. H. W. Odum says: •

The most tragic and dramatic group of crises

Odum and Moore, op. pit., pp. 185-186.
9
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1b that centering arottnd aeeesBlon end war. 
Following in the wake of the earlier secession 

. crises, the later secession and war, were the 
tragedies of reconstruction, of race conflict,

: of negro-white and white-negro domination, of
turbulent politics, and multiple minor crises 
within the several states and institutions. A - 
special group of related crises centered around 
cotton and its evolving economy. One was the 
early crisis of the South’s expectation that 
Europe was dependent upon its cotton for in
dustrial adequacy. Earlier, slavery with its 
economic, philosophical, and political influence . 
was background and motivation for colonial 
policy, low labor and living standards, the 
"negro question", the tenant system, the one 
crop economy. Early soil leaching and erosion, 
waste of land and forests, hard labor of the 
people, were followed by later and graater soil : : 
waste, heavy fertilizer drain of cash value of 

; cotton, the boll weevil, the westward expansion 
of cotton culture, the cotton crashes of 1914, 
of 1920, of 1989, the loss of exports and the - : 
bankruptcy crises of the early 1930’s. Further 
impending crises may take form from constricting 
tariffs, from cotton belt competitors in other 
parts of the world, from economic processes for 
cotton. The early emergencies due to the wearing 
out of lands and the consequent migrations to 
other and richer lands were not the crises of 
physical environment. Bice culture on tho coast, 
indigo and sugar, the prevalence of cattle tick 
and "Texas Fever", and earlier malarial condi
tions were dominant Influences in shaping and 

: reshaping the southern economy. Deserted lumber
towns, the exhaustion of forest and naval store 
reserves, the shifting of fortunes of fruit grower 
Florida freezes and' fruit fly, were handicaps 
alongside crises of Xu Klux and demagoguery, 
populism and prohibition, lynching and mobs. 10

It was largely because of climate end soil that the 
South was able to use slave labor and was in favor of a low 
tariff. It was largely because of climate and soil that a

10
II. W. Odum. Southern Regions of the United States, 

pp. 11-13. ~
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war was fought between the two sections which left the en
tire eeonomle structure of the South topsy-turvy. The 
Southern planters at the end of the war were bankrupt and 
bereft of their labor supply♦ 'Rie tenant systea, with its 
low standard of living and one-orop economy, took the place 
of slave labor. The freed Negro, who was in most cases 
totally Unprepared fdr freedom, was and still to some extent 
is a problem. At the present time H. W. Odum eaye, "Of the
tsouthern people*, nearly 8,000,000, dr 30 per cent, are11 . ' . Negroes". This unfortunate race situation has led to mob
rule, lynching, and the Ku KLux Klan.

It will be necessary to keep these problems in mind 
in studying Striblingfs regionalism. It will also be nec
essary to keep in mind the following questions as means for 
judging the proportion and kind of regional elements to be 
found in these novels. Does the author know the region well 
enough to give a convincing description of the setting, the 
language, and the social customs? Do the charaeters show 
the effect of having lived In the region? lhat is the pro
portion of regional and natural elements in each character? 
Is there a conflict between portraying personality and por
traying regional traits? Is the problem of the novel pe
culiar and fundamental to the region? Does the plot itself 
grow out of regional elements? To what extent have the

n r ~  r~Odum, op. cit., p. 537.
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forces of environment supplanted free will as a source of 
action? To what extent does the author report objectively 
and without blame the influence of the region on its 
people? And to what extent does he blame his characters 
for their acts and point a moral?

In this paper all of these questions will be given 
consideration, but, in general, the setting, plot, and char
acters of Stribling*s novels will be examined to determine 
to what extent he has been a true regionalist.



CHAPTER I

' THE FORGE
The Forge, which was the first American novel chosen 

by the English Book Society, is the first of the trilogy.
It is concerned with the economic and social dislocation in 
Alabama as a result of the Civil Y?ar. It is concerned in 
particular with the Vaiden family’s attempts at readjust
ment and, still more in particular, with the struggle of 
the oldest son, Miltiades, the overseer of the large Lace- 
field plantation.

Miltiades meets various misfortunes with more or 
less admirable fortitude: he is jilted by Brasilia Lace- 
field on the eve of their marriage; he fights on the losing 
side in the Civil War; then he comes home to find that 
there is no place for h i m —  no way in which he can satisfy 
his urge to become wealthy and important.

He finds his family living a hand-to-mouth existence 
by working the freed Vaiden slaves as share croppers. The 
Negroes themselves do not know what to do with their new 
freedom. They stay and work for the Valdens because they 
have no other plans, but they are lazy and shiftless and 
irresponsible. They neglect the crops, burn the fence rails 
and alter the breeding shoats. finally, after being in
fluenced by the Northern agitators who hope to control state
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offices through the. Negro vote, they become unruly.
Then Miltlades organizes a local unit of the Ku Xlux 

Klan, which keeps the Negroes frightened for a while, k 
Union officer is elected governor of Alabama, however, and 
the legislature is packed with Union men, among whom is 
George, one of the Vaiden slaves. . Iben the Negro workers 
all leave the plantation, the Yaidens pick their own cotton 
by moonlight,, being too proud to do it in the daytime.

Miltiades. has his -hopes' dashed once j&ore when the 
firm which is handling their cotton goes bankrupt." V.": .I..--. : ... ■ : - .Since;Stribling has spent most of his life in the 
part of the South about which he writes, he Is able to give 
his readers the flavor of the language and customs as well 
as an excellent description of the physical setting. Harlan 
Hatcher says of Stribling’s knowledge of the regional set
ting: ' : - L ; ; ' •. . . . . ;

: T. S. Strlbling is especially fitted for
. the work he is doing. He.was born in Southern 

: Tennessee in 1681. He spent several summers .
with relatives in Florence in northwestern 

1, Alabama about fifty miles from his birthplace.
He later went to Normal School in Florence. 1 -

There are the usual Southern mansion®, but not all 
the planters in The Forge live in mansions. Andrew Lytle'.--y ---
comments on the realistic portrayal of plantation life in

1 -  ' - " : 'Harlan Hatcher, Creating the Modern Artierican Novel.
p. 143.
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his review of The Forge. He says:
; As the. Vaidens mingle with their neighbors, 

the whole life of the rural community is set 
forth, and the reader discovers that there is 
a difference between the princely establishment 
of the Lacefielda, where 011 Pap’s son is overseer, and his own improvidently managed acres. 2

Stribling gives his readers the following description of the 
Vaiden house:

Old man Jimmie Vaiden’s home was half a 
house and half a fort. It was built of hewn logs 
with high narrow windows that were, the lineal 
descendants of portholes.

The thundering old man himself was not 
aware of this martial kinship of hie dwelling.
It was thus that log houses were fashioned in 
Alabama, years ago, when he and his family and 
his slaves had immigrated from South Carolina; 
therefore he had built his home so with the 
unplanning certitude of a wasp. 3

Stribling also gives an unusually true picture of the 
social pattern of the times. Just as all planters did not 
live in mansions, so they did not all fit into the same 
social mold. They were not all refined or gently bred. To 
bring out this point he contrasts the aristocratic Lace
fielda, who live graciously and speak softly, wit# the loud- 
spoken, wrangling Vaideuns. Frederick Dupee. says:

All the planters were not in one class, 
though they will admit of no superiors, the

g
Andrew E  Lytle, "Life In the Cotton Belt , ** New Re

public. 67:77. Juhe 3, 1931.
3 Ihomae Stribling, The Forge, p..1.
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Vaidene are shown to be in station midway be
tween the rich aristocratic Laoefields end the 
poor mercenary Be Shears. 4

In spite of this difference in station the Laoefields 
are willing to intermarry with the Vaidens and address them 
as follows:

Dear neighbors and Friends:
A great and long-hoped-for honor and 

pleasure has just been bestowed upon this family 
and particularly upon our son, a . Gray. Your 
daughter, and sister, Marcia, has consented to 
become his bride.

We trust your family approves of this al
liance . And we would be greatly pleased if the 
nuptials could be arranged to take piece when 
our dear daughter Drusilia is married to your 
son and brother. Captain Mlltiadea Vaiden.

Trusting that your sentiments coincide with 
our own, we subscribe ourselves

Very respectfully. 5
Mr. and Mrs. Caruthere Laoefield

Miltiades and Marcia are the only Vaidens who are 
capable of feeling envy and admiration for the way the 
Laoefields live. She following passage shows the bitter 
disappointment that Miltiades feels at having to return to 
the Vaiden plantation:

4
Frederick Dupee, '♦The Forge,” Bookman, 75:84, 

July, 1931.
5 Stribling, op. clt., p. 131.
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After six years of the grace and amenities 
of the Lacefield manor, this return to the old 
home filled Miltlades Va-iden with a sharp and 
painful depression. The log house, the black 
oaks with their crooked fingers clawing the 
sky, the lean hounds, the bare yard ... A sort 
of violence rose up in the man against his 
hard milieu.

A queer notion flitted in and out of the 
man’s bitterness. During the whole of his 
residence at the barony he had never heard an 
argument on the thesis of religion. The house 
he was approaching somehow breathed of such 
wrangles I 6 ' -  ̂ " " -

Marcia’s attitude toward the Lacefields shows less 
envy than Miltlades’. The following passage shows her 
admiration for the Lacefields:

As Marcia and her brother turned into the 
great stone gate of the Lacefield manor they 
heard the outbreak of barking and snarling 
from the konnels ..... .

From the manor Itself a Negro man came 
running out to hold Marcia’s step as she 
alighted on the mounting block. This Negro was 
part of the whole ensemble which breathed the 
air of magnificence and luxury to Marcia. Even 
the horse block had easy steps to walk up and 
down it. Out on the lawn two heraldic pea
cocks spread green-blue semicircles and uttered 
an occasional shriek which sounded to Marcia 
like blasts from the bugles of pride. 7

Besides giving a good portrayal of the physical 
setting and social pattern and customs of the South, 
Stribllng succeeds almost too well in creating characters

6 • : ... : , : , .
■--Stolbling, op.-cit., 152.
7 ; .

Ibid., p. 70.
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that would not fit into any other region. He explains most 
of their qualities and problems in terms of geography and 
social and economic forces. The following statement is to 
be found in a New York Times review of the novel:

But through all this social documenta
tion most of the characters waver, are lost, 
are found again, and finally vanish ...
His people live but not organically. In
stead of pulsing with life, they come to life 
spasmodically only to die away in caricature. 8

Because Stribllng's planters have been masters for 
so long, they are thin-skinned, proud, and often over- 
bearing. They have an antipathy toward physical exertion 
which may be traced to the climate. They are so used to 
being waited on that they are too helpless to make an ad
justment after the dislocation of war. Not a man in the 
novel, with the exception of old man Jimmie Valden and A. 
Gray Lacefield, can or will find a Job after the war. 
Caruthers Lacefield admits that he is helpless to support 
himself without slave labor; Augustus Valden is supported

8
"The Forge;" New York Times, p. 7, March 8, 1951.
Several other critics agree with this opinion. See 
Robert Herrick, "Civil liar Alabama," Saturday Review of Literature. 7:708, April 4, 1931.
Frederick Dupee, Op. oit.
Ernest Bates, "Thomas "sTgismund Stribling," 

English Journal. 24:95, February 1935.
Andrew Lytle, "Life in the Cotton Belt," New Republic, 67:77, JUne 3, 1931. ------
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by his wife; and even the ambitious Mlltiades lives on what 
his sister Cassandra is able to send him from the plantation.

Some of the characters are merely Illustrations of 
certain preconceived types. Robert Penn Sfarren says,
"Carutbers Laoefleld, for instance, is straight out of all

9
second-rate romantic fiction about the Southern planter." 
This same criticism might be made or the entire Laoefleld 
family, with the possible exception of JDrusilla, they are 
literary puppets who do and say the things that Southern 
aristocrats ore supposed to do and say. But this is not 
true of all the characters in The Forge. Old man Jimmie 
Vaiden is a picturesque and unpredictable person who insists 
on going back to work at his forge after the war. Stribling 
says:

He i/as announcing in a voice that was not 
so round and booming as it once was that, by 
the gray goats, he was tired of wasting time, 
that his niggers wasn't doing anything, and 
his boys wasn't doing anything, and that he 
wasn't doing anything, and that he was going 
out and make a living for his family at his 
forge. 10

The hot-tempered old planter is a religious fanatic 
who is always quoting the Bible to suit his own ends. He 
says:

9
Robert Penn Warren, "T. S. Stribling: A Paragraph 

in the History of Critical Realism," American Review. 2:468, 
February, 1934. *10

Stribling, op. clt., p. 479.
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As a Hardshell Babtlst and a gentleman 
... I apply her wherever she hits, white or 
black, high or low, ministers, laymen, or 
sinners. They ain’t nobody too good for me 
to apply God’s word to! 11

In spite of his fervent religious beliefs, he has no
better moral code than the ’’gray goats" he is always
swearing by. He lets his bill at Be Shears’ store run for 

18
twenty years. He whips his slaves and his grown sons 
whenever he deems it necessary. He is so unappreciative 
that he whips the runaway slave, Grade, when she returns 
voluntarily to warn the family that the Union Army is ap
proaching.

As the family ruler, he is inconsiderate and un- 13
reasonable. He punishes his children and his slaves for 
slight offenses, although he often allows serious faults to 
go unrebuked. Only Mrs. Laura, his wife, dares to interfere 
with any decision he has handed down. Most of the time she 
seems to be completely and meekly under her husband’s domi
nation, but when she thinks it necessary, she can manage him 
beautifully. On one occasion when bid man Jimmie is going 
to thrash Hegib George for running from him, Polyoarp for 
hitting George, and Augustus for telling on Polycarp, Mrs.

H
Strlblihg, op. cit., p. 612-
Ibid., p. 247.
Ibid., p. 290.

13
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Veiden rescues her two sons with the greatest of ease and at 
the same time slyly admonishes old man Jimmie about his 
temper:

"Why did you hit George, Carp?" inquired 
the old woman sweetly.

"Why he lost his temper and hit himI" 
snorted the old man.

"You don't mean it!" cried the mother 
sharply. "Polycarp, hasn't Pappy told you 
time and again you're not to strike any of the 
servants? And to lose your temper I The idyah 
of such a thing I Nobody on this place ever 
loses their temper end you certainly are not 
going to set a bad example for your father." 14

Mrs. Laura does not gloat over this moral victory 
over her husband; she is quite secure in the knowledge that 
she can out-maneuver him whenever she deems it necessary. 
Mrs. Laura is the only member of the family who loves the 
rest of the Vaidens and is really loved by them in return. 
She seems more alive than most of Stribllng's characters. 
This is particularly true when she is seen asleep on a 
pallet through Marcia's eyes:

Marcia never saw her mother lying asleep 
on a pallet but what she was filled with ten
derness. Old Mrs. Laura was the smallest one 
in the family of large children and a large 
husband. Marcia did not like other small per
sons, but she would not have had her mother 
changed on any account. She felt she could 
love her more completely, being small. When 
she saw her lying asleep on her pallet, such 
a little thing, Marcia wanted to take her in

14 —Stribling, op. cit., 89.
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her arms. 15

This feeling for her mother is the only real emotion 
Marcia shows. She is a colorless person who is never sure 
what she wants. She is selfish and then unselfish; at one 
moment she is distracted over the sale of a slave, and at 
the next, she is in raptures over a new dress. Frederick 
Dupes says of these reversals of Marcia’s character: "Mr.
Stribling’s idea of humanity is that it is full of diverse
impulses and that a given individual is now selfish, now

16
unselfish, now kind, now cruel." This is conceivably true; 
but Stribling manages the reversals with so little tact that 
Marcia becomes entirely unreal. As a further evidence of 
her lack of depth, she keeps A. Gray Laoefield dangling for 
years and then elopes with Jerry Gatlin, whom she hardly 
knows. She has not as much courage and loyalty as the Negro 
Oracle. Her sister Cassandra compares her unfavorably with 
Oracle even in the matter of brains:

Later Miss Cassandra told her mother that, 
unless the seams in Oracle’s skull hardened 
pretty quickly and rendered her stupid, after 
the fashion of all negroes when they gained 
maturity, Oracle was going to know a whole lot 
more than Marcia did. 17

IB —
Stribling, op. cit., p. 483.

16
Dupee, op. cit., p. 640.

17
Stribling, op. cit., p. 252.
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Cassandra, the older sister, is in all things calm, 
deliberate, and level-headed. Although she has a passion 
for improving others and reads and studies endlessly her
self, she never makes any real use of her knowledge or 
shares her reading with anyone. She is only vaguely dis
turbed by the sight of a cruelly beaten slave. Stribling 
says:

The whipping had disturbed Miss Cassandra.
She had seen George walk through the yard, 
still stripped to.the waist, with reddish and 
bluish marks on his chocolate back, still 
holding his shirt and coat in his hand because 
he could not endure them against his skin.
This sight annoyed Miss Cassandra and the 
image persisted and interfered with her reading 

. when she tried to center her mind on Thomas 
Paine*s Rights of Man. 18

She believes that Negroes need discipline but that it should 
be equable and uninterrupted. She apparently sees no con
nection between the beating of the Negro end the Rights of 
Man. She is certainly not a regional character. She would 
seem to be more at home in Mew England with her primness, 
her repressions, and her desire to Improve people. This de
sire to improve others does not arise from the fact that she 
has high ethical standards. She is egotistical and suspi
cious and without real affection for anyone. Her only 
Southern traits are her stiff-necked pride and her belief 
that no one is good enough for a Vhiden.

IS
Stribling, op. cit., p. 30.
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Augustus and Polyoarp, the two younger Vai&en sons, 
are universal rather than regional characters. They are 
normal teen-age boy®, each one having a brother’s normal 
amount of affection, disregard, and distrust for the other. 
Fun-loving Polycarp is one of the few really likable char
acters in the novel. Because ho takes the Klein os a riotous 
joke, he devises several ways of frightening the negroes 
and providing amusement for himself. He paints skeletons 
in phosphorous on the sheets worn by Klansmen and extends
himself into a monstrous specter by pushing his sheet up 

19
with a pole. It seems too bad that Mr. Stribling saw fit 
to have Polyoarp killed at the end of this first novel of 
the trilogy.

Miltlades Valden, the leading character, is a mixture 
of regional and universal elements. He has the Southerner’s 
desire for soft living; he is vain and terribly ambitious.
He behaves honorably whenever he can without endangering 
his own welfare too much. He is a soft-spoken gentleman 
of the old South; yet he admits that he wants to marry 
Drusilla in order to get the Lacefield plantation. In the 
end he Jilts Drusilla for Bonny Be Shears, not so much to 
pay Drusilla back for what she has done to him as to get the 
Be Shears’ money. Drusilla Lacefield has no better moral 
code than Miltlades, although she, like the rest of the

19
Stribling, op. clt., p. 433.



Laoefields, goes through the motions of being a Southern 
aristocrat. This lack of moral principles when self-in
terest is involved is also present in old man Vaiden, Marcia, 
and Cassandra.

Oracle, the quadroon slave, is the connecting link 
between the white world and the blacks Stribling says:

Oracle was a house servant. She had never 
worked in the fields... The fact that she had 
never worked, slept, or eaten outside the big 
house was not so much a point of pride with 
Oracle as it was a condition of her existence.
With a negro * s assimilative power she had ab
sorbed the big house. 20

She, like most of stribling*a Negroes, has the good qual
ities of uncomplaining meekness and loyalty, she doesn’t 
question or resent anything that happens to her. She shows 
more genuine affection for the Vaideas then they do for 
one another. When she learns that the Union Army is to pass 
the Vaiden plantation, she gives up her newly found se
curity to go and warn 01’ Pap. Instead of showing his ap
preciation, he beats her severely. Even this cruelly un
grateful whipping at a time when she is about to have ttil- 
tlades’ child fails to bring forth any complaint from Oracle. 
In fact Oracle's humble subaissiveness goes beyond the 
bounds of belief.

What has been said of Oracle illustrates Stribling’s

gy :
Stribling, op. d t ., p. 251.
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failure to create convincing Negro characters. Most of them
are too much alike —  too neck, too good, and too childlike.
These Negro characters furnish proof of Robert Penn Warren*s
statement that "Strlbllng has been too absolute in his def-

21
inition of Southern character."

Lump Mowbray and Aunt Creasy, however, are exceptions. 
Lump is an ugly, misshapen little Negro who judges with un
canny accuracy how far he can go with white people and goes 
just that far. He preaches to the other Negroes and-ex
horts them to leave the plantation. On one occasion he is 
caught by Polycarp, who takes him unceremoniously by the 
seat of his trousers and the neck and bumps him against the
door. Lump has Polycarp arrested for assault. This is /
indeed an unexpected show of courage for one of stribling’s 
Negroes.

Aunt Creasy, because of her advanced age, is a priv
ileged character in the Yaiden house. She speaks her mind 
respectfully but freely to the white Vaidens, and to the 
Negroes she is a sharp-tongued realist. She tells Lump on 
one occasion not to expect to see Oracle in the daytime —
that she is like white folks and "hawgs" —  she sleeps all 22
the time.

The black and white characters in The Forge, then,

— — 2Y
Warren, op. clt., p. 473.

22
Stribling, op. cit., p. 256.



25

rarely become real people; most of them are too nearly re
gional types; and none of them grow or develop. The most 
convincing people in the book are old man Jimmie, Mrs.
Laura, Polycarp, Aunt Greasy, and Lump Mowbray.

Mr. Stribling’s failure to get the breath of life
into his characters does not result from his being out of
sympathy with them. He seems to approve of the "old South"
as a way of life and of its people. At least he never
appears to be holding the region and its people up to scorn
as he does in the other novels of the trilogy, and in
Birthright. Bright Metal, and Teeftallow. In Teeftallow
his bitterness reaches its height, and he devotes the entire
book to castigating the poor whites of Irontown, Tennessee.
Since he attacks the region as it is today and defends it
as it was during slavery, he apparently believes that the
Civil War ruined the South. At any rate, in The Forge he
shows sympathy for his characters and a detached attitude
toward the conflict. The following quotation, found in the
London Times Literary Supplement. while it does not agree
that'Stribling favors the "old South", gives him credit for
an unbiased attitude: "Mr. stribling is never a partisan in
The Forge. We are not asked either to blame or to condone

/ 23the morals, purposes, or actions of the queer Vaidens." •

•
"The Forge,? London Times Literary Supplement, 

p. 329, August 13, 1931.
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The plot of The Forge does grow out of regional ele
ments which have already been stated. Its greatest weak
nesses are its episodic quality and its poor motivation.
In a review of the book in the London Times the following 
question is asked: ’•Has he perhaps by his too conscientious
adherence to realism produced a large and interesting col-

24
lection of details rather than a single composition?"

In spite of its episodic quality the main plot, which 
is concerned with the fortunes of Miltiades Vaiden during 
and after the war, carried the reader's interest up to the 
extremely weak ending, the elopement of Miltiades and penny 
Be Shears. This ending is weak because it is not believ
able. Polycarp might have married the fat Ponny, but Mil
tiades as Mr. strlbling has described him simply would not 
have done so. In a New York Times review of the book the 
following statement is made:

The love affairs are very incompletely 
motivated; it would take a human quantum 
theory to account for the shifts of affection 
of Miltiades, Brasilia Lacefield, ponny Be 
Shears, and Marcia. 2S

It has already been stated that in The Forge 
Strlbling is concerned with the problems of social and 
economic dislocation in the South after the Civil War.

II '
"The Forge," London Times Literary Supplement, 

August 13, 1931.
85

"The Forge," New York Times, p. 7, March 8, 1931.
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These problems are regional ones, and he succeeds In giving 
an unbiased account of them. He sees the v;ar as a regional 
struggle, but he does not champion either aide. Major 
Crowninshield explains the southern viewpoint to LCarcia 
Yalden when he says:

"That is the price of our social achieve
ment here in the south. Miss Yalden. Where- 
ever there is good, somewhere or other there 
is compensating pain."

"Just what is our social achievement?" 
inquired the girl.

"Well, we are not a material nation .... 
for Instance we wouldn't think of going to 
war to pick pennies out of the pockets of 
Yankees."

"Do Negroes make that difference?"
"I think so. When wealth comes without 

effort, nobody haggles over dimes, but if we 
were born North, we would act exactly as the Northern people do." 28

General Beekman, an officer in the Union Army, gives 
a good account of the Northern attitude when he says:

"Why should you gentlemen be surprised 
that 1 should try to get the most out of the 
Negroes when you have been working at that 
very same thing all your lives? But mark 
you this, I give the Negro rather better terms 
than you men do. If he sticks by ne, he can 
loaf and loiter. It 's the same thing over 
and over, gentlemen: in any historic struggle 
an oppressed people can usually make shift to 
ease themselves somewhat. They offer themselves 
to the highest bidder in casements, and at 
present my bid is much higher than yours."

25
Stribling, op. olt., p. 82.
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"But look here," protested a.. Gray in 
horror, "the final upshot of this will be that 
you'll ruin the *ole country. The niggers will 
produce nothing."

"No, gentlemen, it won't be ruined, but it 
will be tremendously slowed down. From now on 
the South will have to proceed at the Negro's 
tempo and not at the white man's. From now on 
the Negro is going to work very, very slowly.
You white men will eventually get all he pro
duces, but that won't be much. The South will 
cease to be the directing force in American 
politics because political power depends finally 
on wealth.

"And incidentally, gentlemen, you are going 
to have to obtain the products of Negro labor 
by round-about methods and not simple force.
In other words you will cease to be gentlemen 
and become traders, landlords, and business 
men. In fact, you may'fall to the low estate of 
Yankees and be forced to use your wits all the time. 26

In brief, the Civil Mar is seen in The Forge as a 
regional conflict brought about by geographical and economic 
factors and not by human wickedness. L. A. 0. Strong says 
in regard to Mr. Strlbling's lack of bias concerning the 
conflict:

The story studies the conflict in relation 
to one particular family and community and pre
sents a series of connected Incidents without 
interpretation or comment... The struggle seen 
now after sixty years was idiotic but unavoid
able. Mr. Strlbling shows it to us as the 
result not of idiocy but of opposed integrities. 
Pap Valden flogging Oracle was as much in the 
grip of his environment as George who ran away 
from him, as any of the characters in this book

26
Strlbling, op. cit., p. 492.
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or In the war it chronicles. 2?

In regard to the problems that cane after the war,
Mr. Stribling maintains bis same detached air of reporting 
both sides without pleading for either.

The fortunes of the lacefields are fairly representa
tive of the economic lot of the average Southern planter in 
the post-war period. They have lost much of their stock to 
the Union Army and have had their home partially burned. 
Finally after the loss of their labor supply and the im
position of ruinous taxes, the aristocratic Caruthers Lace- 
field and his wife plan to move to Florence to run a 
rooming house.

In dealing with the Negro problem, otribling points
out first the dependence of the slave and the master cm one
another. Negroes were a -part of one’s family. When you.
were ill, they nursed you, and when they were ill, you»
nursed them. They shared in the fortunes and misfortunes 
of the family but on an animal rather than cm a human plane. 
Seme Negroes, like favored dogs and horses, were petted and 
allowed undue liberties. Such a one was Aunt Creasy, who 
has already been mentioned. But even she is really just a 
domestic animal to the Vaidens. After ail the other Negroes 
are gone, Hiltiadea considers having her saddle and tend his

—

L. A. G. Strong, "Substance and Shadow," Spectator, 
147:251, August 22, 1931.
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horse. He decides that he must care for his own horse 
because Aunt Greasy is too feeble and slow and not because 
she is an old woman who should not be called upon for such 
tasks. The white people, without exception, talk in front 
of the Negroes as if they were animals. Marcia, quite as 
a matter of course, says in front of Gracie, whom she has
allowed to wear her second-best dress, "Grade*s got it on.

28
I won't wear it after a nigger."

Old man Jimmie beats George as he would a dog for 
running away from him. Caruthers Lacefield says,

"Of all the mad doctrines, the equality 
of man is the most insane, and for a black 
animal to cast a vote because it can balance 
itself on two legs is political suicide." 29

Even the gentle Mrs. Laura has a just but Insensitive 
attitude toward the Negro. On the occasion of George's 
beating Stribling says:

Old tors. Vaiden attended the black youth 
with the care she would have given a sick calf, 
except that her ministrations were tinctured 
with annoyance that George had got himself 
into trouble. 30

After these slaves, who have been accustomed to the 
status of domestic animals, are freed, there is the delicate

28
Stribling, op. clt., p. 43.

29 ^
Ibid., p. 457.

30
Ibid., p. 33.
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problem of converting them Into hired and voluntary labor 
ers. Stribling says:

It was almost impossible for men who had 
owned slaves all their lives to really regard 
them as free. For example, when Polycarp 
Vaiden came home after the surrender, when he 
saw a black man sauntering along the rutty 
road in front of the big house he would ask 
Marcia, "Whose nigger is that?"

And Marcia would say automatically, "That's 
one of the Ham niggers," or one of the wyndham 
niggers, as the case might be.

Previous ownership still hung around the 
black folk as a sort of possessive aura and was 
felt alike by both ex-master and ex-slave. To 
the whites the Negroes were a sort of near 
property which must be controlled by the use of 
some tact and some force, instead of, as here
tofore, through simple force. To the Negro, 
freedom had come as to a child who reaches 
twenty-one under the parental roof. It is free 
to come and go as it will, but it stays on at 
home and nearly all the old relationships are 
maintained with certain mental reservations. 31

Most of the Negroes are in the uneasy situation of
not knowing quite what is expected of them. For those who
stay on the plantation the adjustment is less painful.
Oracle, the almost white slave, who makes her way to the
Northern Army, is almost ill with embarrassment when a Union

. 3 2officer sits down to eat with her. Black old Aunt Creasy, 
however, who stays on the plantation, very happily cele
brates the day of her emancipation by preparing a great

31
Stribling, op. clt., p. 395.

32
Ibid.. p. 272.
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33
feast for her "white folks".

One of the Vaiden Negroes, George, walks away from 
the plantation when ho is informed of his liberty, not be
cause he is seeking a new location but merely to assure him
self that he can. He comes back every few days and is put 
to work by the Valdene whenever they chance to see him. 
Stribllng mays:

He hung around the big house on no very 
certain footing until one day he drew old man 
Jimmiers wrath down on his head and got himself 
ordered off the place.

This disconcerted George to an extraordinary 
degree. To walk away in independence was one 
thing, to be told to go was quite another. after 
that George was forced to slip in and out of the 
Vaiden cabins for an occasional meal and bed 
until one day ol* pap caught George redhanded 
eating in the kitchen. George was on the verge 
of leaping up, grabbing his hat and bolting out 
the kitchen door, which as a free man ho had a 
right to do, but the old master said nothing to 
the culprit which showed George that his expul
sion was a closed Incident. Thereupon he re
sumed his former irresponsible standing at the 
big house. 34

And so it goes. Robinet and Columbus, the two re
maining Vaiden Negroes, are good workers, but the lure of 
free food end the conviviality of other Negroes draws them 
away. One morning they are both gome. When Augustus tells 
Miltlades, the older brother says: "Yes, 1 was expecting

33
Stribllng, op. clt., p. 395.

34
Ibid.. p. 397.
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that. Last night they threw the hay on the ground instead
of putting it in the reek. That'a the nigger equivalent of

35
a notice to leave.”

Under the protection of the Union politicians, the 
Negroes gradually grow quite bold, from the Southern view
point. A white man is arrested for assault on a Negro. 
There is even talk of Negro legislators. The planters an
swer by organizing the Ku KLux Klon. Miltisdes Vaiden 
writes letters to a number of his neighbors. The letters 
contain such expressions as these:

The time has come when we must decide 
whether our crippled people will reassume the 
management of their own affairs or sink a prey 
to the cupidity of the Yankees and the stupidity
of the Negroes.

Now that the Northern attack upon our 
civilization has been shifted from the battles 
of soldiers to intrigue, confiscatory taxation, 
and misappropriations of thieves and demagogues,
It is our duty to checkmate the villainy of 
Yankee rule and the obscenity of Negro suffrage 
by the veiled power of the Klen. 3®

Thus Mr. Stribling seems to smile at the Klen, but he never 
goes so far as to laugh at it. He seems to feel that it 
served a worthy purpose during the reconstruction period.
A New York Times review of the novel contains the following 
statement: "The Klan to him [Mr. Stribling] is a necessary

35
Stribling, op. cit., p. 502.
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counter to be played against the ©arpet-bagger on the
37

principle that fire must be fought with fire.” .
Miltiades dispatches these KLan letters by the 

Veiden Negroes, who relay them to any Negro going in the 
right direction. All the notes are delivered promptly.
In this way Mr. Stribling has the Negroes unconsciously 
aid in the organization of the "Invisible Empire".

For a time the KLan succeeds by intimidation in 
keeping the colored people under control and away from the 
polls. The members of the organization congratulate them
selves that "by the living Sod, the Southern aristocrat

38
still knew how to manage niggers".

Thus in The Forge we find an objective study of the 
Southern region. A good description of the physical set
ting is given. The peculiarities of speech, customs, and 
social pattern® are also brought out. Too many of the 
characters are mere regional puppets. But Mr. Stribling 
is in sympathy with them, and wpme few of the men and women 
in The Forge are not only products of the region but con
vincingly real people as well. Among these are old man 
Jimmie, Mrs. Laura, Polyoarp, and Aunt Creasy.

The Civil War was a regional conflict, and the 
problems that arose out of it were regional. Mr. Stribling

"The Forge," Mew York Times, p. 7, March 8, 1931.
38 Stribling, op. clt., p. 489.
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records the conflict end the ensuing problems; he apparently 
has no sermon to preach. He does not champion either side 
in the Civil $$ar nor show any blame or sympathy concerning 
the planters' economic ruin after the war. If he has any 
thesis concerning the Negro problem, It seems to be that the 
colored people were better off as slaves than as bewildered 
and helpless citizens in the years immediately following 
the war. He pokes gentle fun at the pompous and ridiculous 
doings of the Xian, but he shows that the organization prob
ably served a worthy purpose during the reconstruction 
period. These facts are especially noteworthy in the light 
of Mr. Stribllng's change of attitude in the two remaining 
novels of the trilogy.



CHAPTER II,

THE STORE
The Store, which was ttie Pulitzer Prize Novel of 

1932, was the second novel of Strlbllng’a trilogy. It is 
the story of a man, a town, and a class struggle in the 
stagnant years after the Civil War. In it we see a contin
uation of the struggle of Miltiades Vaiden to make a for
tune so that he may regain his feeling of importance.

He has spent twenty miserable, poverty-stricken years 
in Florence, Alabama, with his fat, stupid wife, Penny. He 
finally blackmails himself into a position of trust in J. 
Handback’s store and manages to steal five hundred bales of. 
cotton, which he sells in Hew Orleans. His Negro half- 
sister Oracle, who is, unknown to him, also the mother of 
his son, obligingly hides the money for Miltiades. Because 
of this act, Gracia feels that she can not continue to 
allow J. Hendback to keep her as his mistress. Hi us she 
loses what little security she has known.

The sheriff and Mr. Hendback frighten Penny by their 
sudden, ruthless search of the Vaiden homo. This shock 
causes Ponny to have a miscarriage and she dies. After her 
death Hendback is afraid to press charges of theft against 
the Colonel. Thus Miltiades is freed from his irksome 
poverty and the onus of his unhappy marriage at the same
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time.
He acquires various plantations around Florence, 

among which is the old Lacefield place. Feeling that he 
owes Oracle something, he sends her and her son, Touesaint, 
to be tenants on the Lacefield plantation. Before they 
can harvest their fine cotton crop, Touesaint is lynched 
by citizens of Florence. Oracle and Toussaint's wife leave 
for the Worth. The last Important event in the novel is the 
marriage of Hiltlades and Sydna Crowninshield, Brasilia's 
daughter, who is twenty-six years younger than he.

The scene is Florence, Alabama, in the nineties.
Jonathan Daniels says that Stribling "draws a sharp picture
of Florence * Alabama, a town with only the pretense and the
memory of dignity and a town in which all save prurience and

1cheap acquisition leads either to baseness or to death."
Most of the dusty streets are without sidewalks, and most 
of the jerry-built houses need paint. The only vestige of 
gracious living is to be found on Pine Street. There a 
few mansions remain, but they are down-at-heel and neglected. 
The lion-claw door bells won't work, and it is not safe to 
sit aown too suddenly in the Duncan Fhyfe chairs.

Yet Stribling seems to show his nostalgia for the 
romantic old South by making Pine Street an oasis in the 

_ -
Jonathan Daniels, "The store," Saturday Review of 
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midst of the barren little town where the few remaining 
aristocrats live. He says:

Traffic from the North did not pass along 
Pine Street, so it displayed a sort of woodsy 
smoothness, scattered with twigs and loaves 
from the live oaks that rose above it. Here and 
there an impression of buggy tracks showed that 
It really was a street. Virginia creepers way
laid tho passer-by, and magnolias, from their 
porcelain bowls, spilled an intangible honey.
As Jerry entered the Crowninshleld gate, rows 
of box hedges lining the curved walks exhaled 
a musky greeting.

The portico of the old Crowninshleld home 
had square wooden columns, and the interior of 
the hallway presented a faintly museum-like 
appearance with its ancient furniture. Jerry, 
armed with his note and pie, pulled at an old 
brass lion’s foot, which only rattled feebly 
and did not ring.

The boy stood in a trance in this almost 
remembered loveliness in which his mother once 
had lived. Before the war all the South was a 
dreaming beauty, a leisurely paradise in which 
time eddied round and round and did not flow 
anywhere. He drew a breath of homesickness 
for something he had never quite known. 2

Here Mr. Strlbling, speaking for Marcia’s boy Jerry, who 
has come to Florence to live with an aunt and go to college, 
is also very evidently speaking for himself as a boy who 
came to Florence to live with an aunt and go to Normal 
Schodl.

The dedication of The Forge is as follows: "In
memory of my father and mother and that brave, gay group

g
Thomas Strlbling, Tho Store, p. 54.
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from whom these memoirs were taken." Of his reason for 
writing the trilogy he says:

Bach generation quickly and completely 
forgets its forebears. I was filled with a 
profound sense of tragedy that my own family, 
ay neighbors, the whole South surrounding me 
would be utterly lost in the onrushing flood 
of years. History will not rescue it from 
oblivion because history is too general to be 
human and too remote to be real. 3

Mr. Stribling obviously looks upon the "old south" and its 
way of life as an "almost remembered loveliness". That is 
clear. It is equally clear that he looks upon the South 
since the Civil War and finds it a desolate place.

Although at the opening of Ifa© Store the economic 
center has shifted from the plantation to the town, the 
plantations are still the sources of most of the wealth, 
produced now by share croppers rather than slaves..

Muddy roads lead out of Florence in all directions 
to what remains of the old plantations, where Negro end 
white tenants live side by side. The old Lacefield place 
Is in a deplorable state. Because of lack of fortillsetIon 
and crop rotation the soil is pitifully thin. Of the manor 
itself, ilirlbling says:

The silver poplar grove that had stood on 
its lawn had long since been used for firewood.
All that was left of a flower pit that had lain 
back of the mansion was a depression three or

— g T
Thomas stribling, Unfinished Cathedral, explanatory 
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four feet deep and choked with weeds. The 
great gate was gone, and Miltiades could 
have driven hie buggy anywhere across the 
scattered stones of the wall. He drew up In 
front of the chipped columns of the portico.

"I want to put a new roof on the whole 
house,” said Miltiades, looking at the 
sloughing columns and the little wrought-Iron 
balcony at the level of the second floor. The 
bannisters sagged at one side and were evi
dently held by a single rail. 4

Probably Strlbllng's account of the physical desolation of
the South twenty years after the Civil Vfar is an accurate
one. At least it is convincing.

We find in The Store that the social patterns have
changed, too, during the twenty years. They are not nearly
so simple as they were before and during the war, when
every one knew his place and what was expected of him.
There are several classes: the aristocrats, the merchant
class, the poor whites, and the Negroes.

There are only a few aristocrats who can still keep
up a pretense of gracious living as does Drusilla Crownin-
shield. Drusilla can’t afford to hire a Negro maid and
cook; so she trains Negroes for these Jobs in order to keep
her house staffed with servants. But as soon as she has
trained an efficient cook she has to begin the process all
over with another awkward young Negro girl because the

5
trained servant has found a paying position.

4
Stribling, op. clt., p. 320.
Ibid., p. 101.
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There Is the wealthy merchant class, exemplified 
by J. Hendbaek, who owns not only the largest store in 
Florence but many of the surrounding plantations. He allows 
his tenants to charge the necessities of life in his store, 
and sees to it that what they owe at the end of the year is 
exactly equal to the price of their crop.

Then there are the •poor whites", who arc immeasur
ably lower in the social scale than before the war when 
they had their pride, their independence, and some expecta
tion of bettering their condition. Mow most of thorn are 
share croppers living side by side with Negroes. The fol
lowing incident illustrates this point.

As Colonel Vaiden drove past Be Shears* Crossroads 
taking Grade and Toussaint to the Laeefield place, a group 
of white and Negro share croppers were loitering on the 
platform. One of the white men called out:

"Hey —  oh, Colonel, is that a town nigger 
you’re a-goln* to make a farmer out of?"

And the whole group broke out guffawing 
at the idee.

"I think he'll work all right," returned 
the Colonel genially.

"Yes, an that nigger woman there with yuu, 
she looks like she would work all right, too," 
called out some lickerish wag.

The Colonel made no reply, and the group 
' laughed again as if his silence admitted im

proper relations with the woman he was in
stalling on his farm ...

Oracle looked back at the men on the
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platform and said with controlled con
tempt:

*3here certainly has been a come-down 
in country folks.”,

"A come-down,” repeated Kiltiades in a 
flatted tone; "they're gone ... They've 
been gone for years.”

This thought filled Miltiades with 
melancholy. Oracle's remark made him real
ize the change. As he had ridden about the 
countryside, he had hardly observed its 
imperceptible, steady decline. It was like 
the face of an old acquaintance whose soars 
and wrinkles accumulate so gradually that 
only by an effort of memory one reconstructs 
the vanished countenance. 6

The Negroes, of course, are at the bottom of the 
social scale and get no consideration except from one 
another. Ihere they were treated like domestic animals 
before the war, they are now treated like stray animals. 
Any Negro is at the mercy of any white man. Mr. Btrlbling 
is obviously very much concerned about this sort of in
justice. Ernest Bates says, .

. Stribling writes more sympathetically 
of his Negro characters than of his.Southern 
whites, even the best of whom appear as un
conscious tyrants over the weaker race. 7

In fact in this second novel of the trilogy Stribling

6 . ...
Stribling, op. cit., p. 319.

7 ■ _ - '
Ernest Bates, Thomas slgismund Stribling,” English
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becomes completely preoccupied with the mistreatment of 
the Negro and the meanness and emptiness of life in a 
small town in the South. His character portrayal shows 
this change of attitude —  this loss of sympathy for his 
white characters. He blames them bitterly, not only for 
their treatment of the Negro but for their provincialism 
and stupidity.

The citizens of Florence, Alabama, he says, shout' 
happily and drunkenly for Grover Cleveland, low tariff, and 
white supremacy. They use such expressions as "moseyin’ 
along”, ’’bobbashielin’ with niggers”, and "put in your face”. 
They say "ralely” for really and "idyah” for idea. Their 
grammar is miserable. Sheriff Mayhew of Lauderdale County 
makes the following speech when he arrests Kiltlades for 
theft:

"Hey-oh, Colonel, I just rode up to 
your house. You wa’n’t at home; I figgered 
out you’d took a side street, so I rode back 
and waited here where I knowed you'd have to come.” 8

Bill Bradley, Florence’s high-pressure real estate 
salesman, extends the following welcome to Colonel Vaiden:

Journal, 84:97, February, 1935.
Several other critics agree with this opinion. See 
Johnathan Daniels, "In Alabama,” Saturday Review 

of Literature. 8:841, July 16, 1932.
Harlan Hatcher, Creating the Modern American Novel,

p. 143. : -------------------------8
Stribling, op. cit.. p. 225
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"Come into the fire. Me and Lily was just 
wondering why you didn’t come around sometimes. 
Lily, here’s Colonel Vaiden come to see us. See 
if you can’t trot out some of that blackberry 
wine your mother sent us. Colonel, my mother- 
in-law makes the best blackberry wine you ever 
put in your face." 9

No one’s reputation is safe in this little town, whose
citizens try to fill out their empty lives with malicious
gossip. Sydna Crowninshield, on one occasion, is tempted
to ask Colonel Vaiden not to speak to Mr. Handback about
the bold conduct of his son Lucius on the preceding evening.
She considers that this intervention on her behalf would be
very noble of the Colonel, but it would be sure to get her
talked about. Anything would be better than having her
honor vindicated, because in Florence when a girl’s honor
is vindicated she is just about ruined. Having one's honor

10
vindicated makes so much talk. ; Stribling points out that 
these Southerners got a terrible relief from their suppres
sions through religious frenzy, persecution, arson, and 
lynching. Their spirit of revenge is not satisfied vicar
iously as it is in other places by the procedure of courts 
of justice, but directly by beating, tar-and-feathering, 
arson, or lynching. Their logic and their ethics are 
amusing, pathetic, or horrible according to the way one

Stribling, op. cit., p. 346.
10

Ibid., p. 56.
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looks at them. -
Stribllng does not stop with showing the southern 

people to be narrow, stupid, and lacking in all the finer 
sensibilities. He tells about the filth in their jails, 
the superstition and hy poor ley in their churches, the ban
ality of their newspapers, and the stupidity of their poli
tics. In other words, he aakos a blanket condemnation of 
the South. There is no evidence given on the other side.

The editor of the Florence Index considers himself 
to be a fearless nan who has a duty to his subscribers; he 
means to print the truth and let the chips fall where they 
may. The following is the way in which he says that 
Colonel Vaiden has spent the night in jail:

"Last week our bid friend and fellow 
townsman. Colonel Miltiades Vaiden, made an 
overnight business visit to I'r. Joe Frierson, 
our esteemed manager of Lauderdale County's 
detention department." 11

Although everyone knows that J. Handbaok has com
mitted suicide because of business reverses, the Florence 
Index takes a much more charitable view of the situation.
The paper attributes his death to the fact that he acci
dentally jarred his hammerless shotgun as he climbed a fence 
into a field, stribllng says:

The article concluded with praise of the 
dead man as a tender father, a kind and loving

IT
Stribllng, op. clt., p. 273.



46

husband, and a consistent member of the First 
Methodist Church of Florence for a period of 
more than twenty years. The Index extended its 
profound sympathy to the bereaved family and 
bade them remember that their loss was heaven’s 
gain, and that while their loved one’s death 
had brought them heartaches end tears, it had 
brought to those relatives and friends who had 
preceded J. Uandback to the abode of the blessed 
a joyful reunion that would never end. 12

The ministers of Florence vie with one another in 
begging money for their churches. The Reverend ti. Alvin 
Puckett asks for and receives a generous donation from 
Colonel Vaiden for the lighting of his new church, although 
he knows that the Colonel’s money was gained by theft. At 
least one of the ministers of Florence is a hypocrite who 
wishes to partake of the excitement of a lynching. When he 
runs into the postmaster, who knows him, he says:

’’What time have you got? Isn’t this a 
terrible thing? They say the Governor got 
them to put it off until four. Such terrible 
things happen! I feel I ought to get within 
sight of it. a  minister ought, to see the 
sins and cruelties of life in order to strike 
home at the devil from his pulpit l" 13

Of the church where the Vaidens worship Strlbling 
gives the following description:

The Cfmpbellite church, some six blocks 
farther down the street, was a box-like frame 
building unrelieved by the slightest architectural 
concession. Jerry found the interior as rigor
ously plain as the outside. Its windows were

^  Strlbling, pp. cit., p. 389
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square-cut and of clear glass. It had no aisle 
or nave or transept or pipe organ. At the far 
end was a wooden platform with a small square 
pulpit...

While Jerry gained his seat, the minister 
stopped his discourse because his sermon was a 
precise geometrical analysis of the will of God, 
and if his congregation lost a single minor 
premise, his whole demonstration would be thrown away.

The preacher was a weather-beaten man with 
a flat, thin-lipped mouth,who smacked his lips 
after each sentence as if savoring his own 
syllogisms. He used various texts of the Bible 
as major and minor premises and moved Infallibly 
toward a Q. E. D. which would land his congre
gation, after death, in an Oriental Jewish 
City, built of gold and elaborately decorated 
with jewels, which was the exact antithesis of 
the church in which they sat. The congregation 
evidently expected their taste in architecture 
to change sharply in the next life. 14

Not only wore these churches of Florence lacking In 
architectural beauty and their services lacking in dignity; 
there was no evidence anywhere in the novel that they ex
erted any bemAfieent Influence on the people of the town.

As to politics, the citizens of Florence arc a part 
of the solid South; they are all Democrats. The merchant, 
J. Handback, says:

"It's social suicide to vote the Republican 
ticket here in Florence, much less bobbashiely 
with niggers." 15

In The Store, strlbling gives an account of the

14
15 Strlbling, op cit.,

ft

pp. 55-56.
Ibid., p. 16.
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Cleveland-main® Presidential contest from campaign oratory 
through the election. As an example of campaign oratory, 
there is the speech of Governor Terry O*Shawn of Alabama.

"Look you, ny fellow citizens," he inveighed, 
"Yankees buy up your cotton at fivo cents a 
pound; they manufacture it into shirts, sheets, 
socks, and what not, and send it back to you.

"But do you get it at five cents a pound?
Not by a long chalkJ Wo, they begin with a 
manufacturer’s charge of six cents a yard on cal
ico. The Yankee wholesaler adds two cents more; 
the Yankee jobber another cent. Yankee rail
roads tax the South on® tenth a cent per yard.
All this is understandable. I agree to it.
A manufacturer, even a Yankee manufacturer, must 
live, although God alone knows what fori

"Bit, ladies and gentlemen, this is not 
the most damnable phase of this premeditated 
murder of the South. In addition to these oner
ous and excessive charges of manufacture and 
transportation, a Republican Congress, sired by 
Wall Street and dammed by the Yankee manufac
turer a, has placed a protective tariff of three 
cents a yard on calico; and today every time 
your daughter buys a new dress, some Northern 
ootapus reaches his slimy tentacle into your 
pocket, Mr. Taxpayer, and mulcts you out of three 
cents a yard on everything you buy. That’s what 
they call governmental protection!

"But is our own raw cotton protected three 
cents a yard or a mill a pound, or anything at 
all? It is notl The South, that lovely vestal, 
whose form was bayonetted by war and ravished 
by Reconstruction —  she doesn’t require pro
tection. Such is the even-handed justice of 
our Republican high protective tariff. Whet is 
sauce for the goose is apparently not sauce for 
the wounded Bird of Paradise."

An uproar of cheers stopped the speaker.
Voices shouted:

"Go after ’em, Terryl Give 'em both bar
rels, Terry I" 16

Stribling, op. clt., p. 5
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Tills flowery speech meets with the full approval 
of the citizens of Florence. They see nothing ridiculous 
in the figurative language.

Election day is used by most of the male population 
of the town as a time for getting uproariously drunk. The 
only work they have to do that day is to keep the Negroes 
from voting, stribling gives the following account:

Outside the jail tho election was getting 
under way. Shouts and hurrahs came through 
the barred windows. The music of a distant 
band grew in loudness as it come marching through 
the square. lihen it stopped, there broke out 
a many-voiced shouting for Cleveland. Some 
voices struck up a drunken song:

"See the boat go round the bond.
Good-bye, James G, Good-bye.
Loaded down with Cleveland men.
Good-bye, James G, good-bye."
When the voting was well under way, Frier

son began bringing up drunk men and putting 
them in the cells. That meant the town cala
boose was full, and the jail was receiving the 
overflow. 17

In spite of this show of enthusiasm, the Southerners* 
politics are as empty and meaningless as the rest of their 
lives. After tho election of Cleveland, they realize that 
they have helped to place a northerner in the White House. 
They know that they will not have an opportunity of voting 
for a Southern candidate as long as there ere no doubtful 
states in the south. The following conversation between

T9
Stribling, op. clt., p. 242.



50

Colonel Vaiden and Bill Bradley shows their feeling of 
baffled anger:

"Everybody knows that no matter what damn 
platform they write out or what damned Yankee 
they, nominate to run on it, if they call it 
Democratic, why, the South has got to vote for 
it solid."

"Yeh, that's right", nodded the Colonel. 
"Of course we have to vote the Democratic 
ticket, to keep the nigger down."

"There you are," complained Bradley 
bitterly. "Of course, we can't have but one 
party in the South on account of the nigger.
But as long as we've just got one, none of the 
other states are going to pay any attention 
to our opinions. Wo haip’t write out our 
own platforms; we kain't run a Southern man 
on our platforms; we kain't do a single damn 
thing politically because, by God, we ain't doubtful." 18

So we see that the citizens in and around Florence, 
Alabama, are mean little people, and Stribling obviously 
has no patience with them. Instead of accepting them as 
a,product of their environment and the force of cireumetaneee, 
he blames them bitterly for their futility, their provin
cialism, and their mistreatment of the Negro.

This bitter condemnation on Stribling*s part la 
doubly unfortunate. In the first place, it is obvious that 
he has not given the whole picture. Any region or even any 
town is made up of diverse elements. Neither people nor 
their institutions are ever all black or all white. So it

IS
stribling, pp. clt.* p. 516.
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Is, of course, with the South. H. 17. Odum says:
Thus there are many Souths yet the South. 

There are romance, beauty, glamor, gaiety, 
comedy, gentleness, and there are sordidneso, 
ugliness, dullness, sorrow, tragedy, cruelty. 
There are wealth, culture, education, gener
osity, chivalry, manners courage, nobility, 
and there are poverty, crudeness, ignorance, 
narrowness, brutality, cowardice, depravity. 19

In the second place, besides distorting his picture 
of the region, Mr. Stribling's bitterness gets in the way 
of hie art. Stribling’s idea of literature in his own 
words is as follows:

It seems to me that literature, including 
in the term books, movies, end the stage, is 
one of the greatest moulding forces in human 
life:. From this source, more than any other, 
women and adolescents draw their ideas of 
morale and manners. In fact, literature has 
been left almost predominant since the decline 
of religious leadership... If the urge to re
form or teach be too obvious, even from the 
inside, the result Is a bract and not literature 
unless the writer be a very great artist in
deed. 20

According to his own definition, then, Stribling's six 
novels about the South, with the exception of She Forge, are 
tracts or sermons and therefore not great novels. Harlan 
Hatcher agrees with the writer on this point. He says, "Hie 
(stribling'sj novels have, as a matter of fact, more interest

19 ~ -
Odum, op. cit., p. S23.

20
Quoted in Fred B. Millett. Contemporary American 

Authors, p. 601. ------
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as social studies rather than as great fictional works of 
21

art."
In The store as in The Forge, the main characters 

are too regional. Tfcejr are too much like puppets lacking 
any real individuality. Even their physical appearance la 
not adequately described. John Bronson says:

The physical appearance of the characters 
must be deducted from their actions. One has 
the Impression of a number of persons, fat, 
thin, young, old, a crowd of names passing 
through experiences which are mentioned 
rather than described. The story does not 
blossom or grow from the characters; rather 
they are impressed as puppets to play the roles 
of it. And since the author does not do it, 
it falls to the reader to supply the motive power. 22

The characters which were not quite real.in The Forge 
are still not quite real in The Store; but there has been a 
definite change in the author's attitude toward them. They 
are not the "brave, gay group" to whom The Forgo was dedi
cated . Stribling’s loss of sympathy may be illustrated by

21
Hatcher, op. cit., p. 144.22
John Bronson, "The Store," Bookmen. 75:206,

May, 1932.
Several other critics agree with this opinion. See 
Bates, op. cit., p. 95.
Johnathan Daniels, "In Alabama," Saturday Review 

of Literature, 8:41, July 16, 1932.Kenneth White, "Second Act," New Republic, 72:27, 
August 17, 1932.
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his treatment of Miltiadee. In The gorge this nan was a 
rather likable person with admirable qualities as well as 
weaknesses. But in The Store he cuts a sorry figure be
cause of his frustration, his petty pretenses, and his dis
honesty.

When the story opens, 1'J.ltlades has apparently spent 
twenty years in doing nothing more constructive than fooling 
sorry for himself. He has not worked at anything in all 
that tine. He and Ponny have been furnished their food 
from the Valden plantation, where his sister Cassandra has 
kept Negro tenants. Because he is ashamed of Ponny, he re
fuses to take her anywhere and stays away from home as much 
as possible.

What moral code he has is based on false principles. 
He detests lying to anybody, not because it is against hie 
scruples to lie but because it appears cowardly. He steals 
twenty times as much money as he figures Handback owes him. 
Then he rationalizes to make it the right amount by saying 
that he could have charged Handback fifty per cent interest. 
Because he remembers how successful Negroes were at hiding 
things from the Yankees during the war, he takes the stolen 
money to Grade, although he knows she is Handback fs mis
tress. After he has entrusted the money to Grade, he 
begins to worry as to whether he may have trouble in getting 
it back. Stribling says:
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His very freedom from criminal prosecution 
depended on Oracle's faithfulness. He wondered 
what he would do to a Vaiden nigger woman if 
she should spoil the sudden end miraculous 
fortune that had befallen him. He did not 
think he would shoot her. Shooting would be 
too painless. 23

When he comes into possession of plantations, he 
adopts practically the same policy for which he has crit
icized Handback. That is, he manages to get all his tenants 
produce above their bare living expenses. Yet he has the 
villagers fooled. He even has himself convinced that he 
is an upright person until Drusilia Orowninshield makes 
him see himself as he really is. John Chamberlain says:

He is even fooled himself by courtly 
terms. Not until Drusilla Crowninsheild with 
her habit of candor tells him a thing or two 
about himself in tones of friendly irony does 
he realize that he is like Dreiser's Cowper- 
wood, a man on the make. 24

Kiltiades* brother Augustus is a neurotic parasite, 
who has never had a job in his life. His wife Rose runs a 
boarding house to support them both and he is completely 
under her domination. Only once does he take a firm stand 
against her. When Marcia's son, Jerry Gatlin, has a fight 
with one of the boarders who has called his Uncle Miltlades

23
Stribling, op. clt., p. 251.

24
John Chamberlain, "Mr. Htribllog's Trilogy of the 

Deep South", The hew York Times, p. 7., July 3, 1932.
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a cotton thief and a skinflint. Rose wishes the boys to 
shake hands and forget it, but Augustus insists that Jerry 
must whip the man. He says:

"Didn't Sandusky kick you foul a while
ago?"

Jerry nodded.
"The dirty pup —  you should have kicked 

him foul first ln 25

When Jerry explains his pacifism by saying that he is
taking a course in "mental culture" which teaches forgiving
an Injury, Augustus says: "X don't see what the faculty
means, having such books for their students to read. It's

26
not southern. It doesn't teach the Southern spirit." Be
cause Augustus is disappointed in Jerry's lack of Southern 
spirit, he wishes to send him home. «hen Mrs. Rose refuses 
to do this, Augustus says: "Tell him he can stay if he will
buckle down and have ambition and determination like a 27
Vaiden." With this pronouncement, Augustus goes into the 
living-room to take a nap and rest his nerves.

Brasilia Crowninshield is an attractive matron whose 
two main interests are keeping her living standards as near 
those of the pre-war South as possible and satisfactorily 
arranging her daughter's life. When the daughter Sydna*s

gg
Stribling, op. clt., p. 429.

26
Ibid., p. 432.

27
Ibid., p. 435.



fiance, Alex Bivens, is forced into a fight with another
suitor, Lucius Handback, Drusilla forbids the girl to see
either of them again. She evidently feels that for a lady
to be the cause of a fight, however unwittingly, is a
frightful disgrace. Alex tries to send a note to sydna,
but It is returned unopened. Strihling says:

Inside the living room lars. tirueilla 
was commenting viciously:

"Calls himself a gentleman and then tries 
to communicate with you clandestinely ..."

The mother, who had eloped with Sydna1s . 
father on the eve of her wedding a score of 
years before, was very wroth at such base 
subterfuges. 2Q

Yet Drusilia is perfectly willing for her daughter 
to marry Miltiaties, who is more than twice her age and who 
has become wealthy through a dishonest not.

Sydna Crowninshield is a thoroughly selfish beauty 
whose chief concern is that she is twenty-two and unmarried 
end unengaged. She can do nothing useful. She brags after 
her marriage that she hardly knows where the kitchen is. 
Brasilia and Sydna are the only two genuine aristocrats
among the important characters in The Store, and they have

'

not the.gentleness and consideration for other people that 
the Negro Grade has.

Grade is a creamy-skinned Quadroon who has been

Strlbling, op. cit., p. 96.
28
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kept by a succession of white znen since the war. She is 
always submissive to white people no natter how unreasonable 
they may be. But she is in constant dread lest her son, 
Toussaint, should speak his bitter thoughts before white 
folks.

She wants to get him North as soon as possible. A 
romantic notion'of installing herself in some Northern city 
as a Mexican woman is always in Grade’s mind, she plans 
that Toussaint is to go through college, become a profes
sional man, and marry a white woman. This would end hie 
being a Negro. Her chronic fear is that, something may 
happen to Toussaint before she can get him away. Strlbling 
says:

As for herself, something might happen to her. She was a woman living in sin. Mr. Hand- 
back kept her. Here she led an isolated, 
apprehensive, and vaguely melancholy life. But 
Toussaint was innocent and honorable and truth
ful ... and white. It would be terrible if 
anything, through her sins, befell Toussaint. 29

Toussaint, the son of Hlltlades end Grade„ is al
most white. lie has just enough Negro blood to tint his 
fingernails and kink his blond hair. He is the only char
acter with real strength in The store. He has better man
ners and more courage than any of the white people. Al
though he accepts his lot quietly, he refuses to bow his

Strlbling, op. Git., p. 55.
29
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head to any man. He won't run or dodge mien the white boys 
throw stones at him. Hor will he allow Alex Cady to speak 
evil of his mother. He dreams of the day when he may move 
to a place where he is not known and become a white man.
Ha would then be free of being a servant, of being bossed, 
swindled, and abused. Stribling has him constantly beaten, 
kicked, and stoned for daring to have any pride. HerIsa 
Hatcher says:

In some of the most dramatic episodes of 
the book, he pictures the Negroes' exact social - 
status from the lowliest servant to the educated 
mulatto, and he is often at pains to make per
fectly clear the superiority of sane Negroes to 
many of their white masters. 30

Alex Cady, the vicious, utterly depraved white share
cropper, is obviously brought into the story as a foil for 
Toussaint's manliness. Cady is everything that Touesalnt 
is not. He is dirty, foul-mouthed, drunken, overbearing, 
and shiftless. He goes about busily making trouble while 
his wife and daughter pick hi® cotton. Thus in The Store, 
Stribllng is too bitter toward his white characters and too 
sentimental toward the colored ones for any of them to seem 
quite real. Jonathan Daniels says:

His bitterness against their [the Negroes'] 
treatment has betrayed him into a sentimental 
attitude which to a considerable extent robs 
them of individuality and to a degree robs the 
book of a moving quality which it would have

gg
Hatcher, op. cit.. p. 143.
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had, if the reader had fully believed in 
them. 31

The main problem of The Store is a regional one. It 
grows out of two aspirations: the aspiration of the up
rooted aristocrat, Mlltiades Yaiden, to re-establish him
self and the desire of the sensitive, intelligent Negro, 
Touesaint Vaiden, to advance himself in the new civiliza
tion. The novel is concerned also with the more general 
problems of the struggle for existence of the sharecroppers, 
black and white, and the conflict of the Negroes with the 
prejudiced whites around them.

The aristocrat, Mlltiades Vaiden, succeeds through 
dishonorable means in re-establishing himself. The Negro, 
Tonssaint Vaiden, suffers disappointments and indignities 
one after another. He is stoned by white boys, kicked out 
of Handbook's store for demanding fair weight, and set upon 
without cause by Alex Cady. He never realizes his hope of 
going North where he can earn an honorable living and main
tain his self-respect. Instead, the citizens of Florence,
while they are lynching two robbers.include Toussaint "jest

32to make a clean sweep of the jail."
As for the sharecroppers, Stribling shows their 

struggle to be a hopeless one. Biere is much evidence in

Daniels, op. clt., p. 841.
32

Stribling, op. olt., p. 568.
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She novel pointing to the fact that She economic plight of 
the white and Negro sharecroppers is identical. No matter 
how hard they work to raise a good crop of cotton from the 
thin, worn-out soil, their share of the profit is a bare 
existence. If they make eight bales of cotton, the store
keeper shows them figures to prove that their share of the 
crop is just sufficient to pay for the food, seed, and 
clothing which he has charged to them during the year.
There is no incentive for a better crop and no hope for a 
bettor life.

Colonel Vaiden isn’t very much concerned with the 
average sharecropper, but he is sorry to see the grandson 
of Sheriff Delrymple fallen to such a low estate. , He sug
gests to Gideon Delrymple that he use fertilizer and rotate 
him crops. Delrymple answers:

"What's the use, Colonel? Year before 
last I made eight bales o’ cotton. Last 
year I made four. I come out jest the same 
both year —  broke even, that’s all."

Dalrymple scratched his stubby chin a little puzzled.
A wave of wrath passed through Miltlades 

that J. Handbaok should cheat the son of an 
old comrade in the war as he did the ordinary Negro.

"It seems to me," said the Colonel, "that 
you should have got more for your part when 
you made eight bales."

"Seems like that to me, too, but I
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didn’t. 01* man Handbaek showed me the 
flggere." 35

Through the following days, as Colonel Vaiden visits 
the Handbaek plantations, he feels a kind of chronic anger 
at tiie merchant*s treatment of Gideon Dalrymple. He 
doesn’t understand how Handbook could cheat and degrade the 
son of a Confederate soldier. Colonel Vaiden questions 
the other white tenants on the Handbook plantations* All 
of them have complaints to make. They feel they are being 
swindled but are unable to check their accounts and prove 
the fraud. Stribllng says:

Most of them depended upon their memories.
A few brought up .some lead-penciled figures 
in a yellow, sweat-soaked memorandum book.
When they tried to check this version with the 
orderly array of the store ledger they were 
immediately lost in a maze of figures. They 
always wound up by accepting Handbaek*s state
ment, grumbling that something was wrong and 
putting their own books unhappily back in 
their pockets. 34

Thus stribllng sees all share croppers regardless of 
race as rather pitiable victims of regional circumstances. 
Yet, he has his white characters show sympathy only foy the 
white tenants as in the above-mentioned ease, where Kil- 
tiades Vaiden questions only the white tenants about their 
dealings with Handbaek. It was expected that the Negro

%
Stribllng, op. cit., p. 108. 

34
Ibid., p. 109.
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would be swindled.
The racial problem is important in The Store. Ac

cording to Stribling the attitude of the whites toward the 
Negroes admits of no solution to the racial conflict. The 
different classes of white people have varying opinions 
concerning the Negro, but they all agree on one thing: that 
he doesn't have the rights and privileges of a human being.

The aristocrats in The Store have a fairly tolerant 
attitude toward the Negro so long as he stays in what they 
consider to be "his place”. But they still have the feeling 
that the Negro is a kind of domestic animal that should be 
serving them. Stribling says:

The thousandth twinge of anger and frus
tration went through Miltiades that the Negroes 
were ever set free; that the peculiar services 
which the black people could render their white 
masters were lost.

As Miltiades walked along the road he saw 
free Negroes, as useless as free horses, 
walking to and fro. 35

The merchant classes of plantation owners and store
keepers who earn their livings largely by exploiting the 
colored people look down on them from a great height. J. 
Handback, who is keeping a Negro mistress, says:

"Well, I for one can't stand to rub shoulders 
with a coon. In my store, I keep 'em on the 
other side of the counter; in my fields I keep 
'em at the business end of a plow. I jist can't

35
Stribling, op. clt., p. 200.
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Of all the classes of white people the share crop
pers have the most reason to resent the Negro. There is 
some excuse for their vindictive feeling. The whites are 
likely to lose their cabins and land at any time, and find 
a Negro family installed in their stead. *hen this exchange 
is once made, the cabin becomes permanently a Negro dwelling 
because no white family will live in it after that. So the 
white tenants have to live side-by-side with the Negro 
tenants and, in a sense, compete with them. These white 
people are apt to resent very keenly any advancement which 
a Negro may make. Dalrymple says:

"And besides that, down in the Reserve 
a yaller gal has set up teachin’ a nigger 
school. Lucy Lacefield is her name. Well, 
she’s boun* to do more harm than good. It’s 
the ruination of a nigger to go to school.
They immejiately get too edjercated to work.
If there’s anything that gits my dander up, 
it’s to see a edjercated nigger ridin’ aroun’, 
or a passel of black nigger young ’uns packin’ 
off to school when the* ort to be in the fiel’ 
pickin’ cotton.” 37

With attitudes such as these you would expect the 
white people to mistreat the Negroes, and they do. as may 
be expected, the white tenants are particularly abusive 
toward the colored tenants. Alex Cady constantly abuses

36
Stribling, op. cit., p. 17.

37
Ibid., p. 108.
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hi3 colored neighbors without reason. He commits an un
provoked assault with a boom pole on a Negro at the cotton 
gin. The Negro does not fight back or defend himself in 
any way except to wrench the pole away from Cady. Stribling 
gives the following account of Cady's logic:

"Cady, what in hell did he do to you?" 
cried the Colonel, shaking the small man.

"Cut his waggin in ahead o' minel Damn 
his yeller hide."

"Did you cut in ahead of Cady?" asked 
MiItlades.

"Col'l, l been heah thutty minlts 'fo*
Mlstub Cady driv up," defended the yellow
man.

"Luke was here first," corroborated two 
or three other teamsters.

"Cady, what are you making trouble like 
this for?" demanded Miltlades.

"He wasn't in line," cried the little man.
"How the hell could he have got your place 

if he wasn't in lino?"
"He was just a damn stuck-up niggerf cried 

Cady. 38

This also is Cady's reason when he tries to kill 
Toussaint end when he burns Lucy * s schoolhouse. They were 
"just damn stuek-up niggers!"

It becomes apparent early in The Store that stribling* 
bitterness over the treatment of the Negro has betrayed him

38
Stribling, op. cit., p. 113.
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Into crusading. There are no vicious Negroes in the novel 
and no really good white men. His contrasts are as pointed 
as if he were preaching a sermon. The Negro Touasaint 
hauls wood from the hills while the white sharecropper in 
the next house gets his fuel by chopping down the posts in 
the barn. Hiltiades steals J. Handbook's money without any 
feeling of compunction, but Oracle, who has innocently kept 
the stolen money for Hiltiades, cannot clear her conscience 
even after she has returned all the money Handbook has ever 
given her as his mistress. Touasaint's wife, Lucy, is 
superior in education, in ethical standards, and even In 
appearance to any of the white girls among the sharecroppers. 
She teaches one of the white Cady girls, about her own age, 
to read. These virtuous Negroes whom Stribling holds up in 
contrast to the poor whites are not representative. CEhey 
would be exceptional in any society because of education or 
other individual qualities. Robert Penn Warren says:

Stribling consistently attempts to enlist 
sympathy for the special individual who happens 
to oppose the society he treats; and such sym
pathy, by the tone of his writing, is transferred 
to a general proposition. He has never, in the 
whole course of his work, brought into compar
ison a southern business man like Colonel Vaiden 
with a Northern business man; a Toussaint with 
a white man of equal character. 39

Stribling goes so far with contrast as to imply that

39
Robert Penn Yiarren, "T. S. Stribling: A Paragraph 

in the History of Critical Realism," American Review, 2:471, 
February, 1934.



uhen athe Negroes have better manners than the whites.
white tenant makes a crude jest about HiItlades' theft, the
other white men In the group laugh uproariously. But
Strlbling says, "The negroes maintained a shocked alienee at

40
such a jest against the owner." The Negroes in jail with
Colonel Veiden try to stay awake In order that their snoring

41
will not disturb him.

Probably the best example of Stribling’s crusading is 
the lynching scene at the end of the book:

Lucy sat staring and motionless in the 
seat beside the Coloneli Grade stepped over 
the front wheel and leaped to the ground. She 
fell heavily but was up instantly, running 
toward the trees. A big man hung from one 
tree, a little man from another. Toueaeint 
was in the middle.

From the moment she reached the outskirts 
of the-crowd she screamed, "Let me by I Let me 
by!" The middle tree was low. The white 
Negro's feet were just off the pavement.

The mob become aware of the woman. They 
took their eyes off their handiwork to look at 
her. They node way for her.

She reached the body and began clawing at 
the knot. Her fingers could do nothing. She 
reached frantically toward the faces around 
her.

"Gimme a knife! Gimme a knife 2 Oh, Lordy! 
Lordy! Gimme a knife I"

Tw.o open knives clattered on the brick 
pavement in the little open ring around the

40
Strlbling, op. cit., p. 319.

41
Ibid., p. 253.
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trees. -
Oracle oaugbt up one and began slashing 

the rope, she haggled and haggled with the 
dull knife. At last a strand held it. Another 
stroke cut it apart. Toussaint collapsed.
His mother, trying to hold him, fell'with him.
A dozen drunken voices in the mob broke Into 
laughter at the downfall of the Negro mother 
and her son. 42

This is excellent propaganda, lacking nothing but 
restraint. If Stribling had not written the last sentence, 
the account would have been much more convincing; but he 
couldn't resist having the depraved whites laugh at the 
Negro mother and her dead eon.

The following estimate may be made of Stribling's 
success as a reglonalist in writing The Store. A convincing 
description is given of the physical setting, a small 
Southern town in the nineties. • Twenty years after the Civil 
War the shabbiness and poverty which he describes were 
probably real enough.

His characters are meant to be regional characters, 
and they certainly show the influence of having lived in the 
South; however, he is too bitter toward the white characters 
and too sentimental toward the Negroes for any of thorn to 
seem quite real. The problems in The Store are all regional 
problems, but instead of dealing with them in relation to 
his characters, Stribling crusades. Crusading is not the

Stribling, op. cit.. pp. 566-567.
42
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business of a regionsllet aeeordlng to the definition used
in this study. Certainly the sermon which the author
wishes to preach should not be the most important thing in
the novel. It is as Jonathan Daniels has said, "The store
would have profited had Mr. Strlbling been less the 

43
crusader."

43
Daniels, op. clt., p. 841.



CHAPTER III

UNFINISHED CATHEDRAL
The third book of the trilogy, Unfinished Cathedral, 

which v.-Qs published in 1954, is the story of Florence, Ala
bama, in the boon days of the tventlcs. At ninety, Colonel 
lliltiades Vciden, who has finally succeeded in becoming im
portant, is the financial lord of the toivn. He is the nain 
figure in a real estate boon and the chief patron of the 
projected All Uouls* Cathedral, thich is to provide a tonb 
for him. He and his rrife Sydna have a seven to on-year-old 
daughter, i-hrsan. Ihey live with Drusilla in the old 
Crowninehiold manor which has been elaborately remodeled and 
surrounded by a park designed by a Baltimore landscapist.

Marcia's son, Jerry Gatlin, who is now a minister, 
is called to Florence through Colonel Walden's influence. 
Jerry finds himself caught up in feverish activity as assis
tant minister and "go-getter* for the cathedral. He carries 
Aurelia Swartout, although he knows that he is still in love 
with Sydna.

Six Hegro boys, who have been arrested for rape and 
are in danger of being lynched, are saved by the interven
tion of Colonel Vaiden and other business men, who fear that 
a lynching may have a detrimental effect on the boom, uhen 
Colonel Vaiden learns from Oracle that one of the negro boys.
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Janes Vciden Hodioe, is his ^rcut-grandson, he arranges for 
his escape.

Harsan, ;;ho has been intinatc *,;ith n high school boy, 
discovers that she is to have a child. She refuses to 
Barry the boy or to have an illegal operation. This situa
tion la resolved by her marriage to J. Adler Petrie, a high
school teachor.

Failure of the bank in the neighboring town causes 
a run on the Second National Bank in Florence, of ;.hich 
Colonel Vniden is the president, (,1th the closing of the 
bank, the boom ends. Colonel Vcidcn, hov:ever, has saved 
his personal fortune by selling ell his holdings and depos
iting his money in s-st. Louis bank. Since he is the only 
person with money enough to finance the unfinished cathedral, 
he takes complete charge and has the plans changed to suit 
his taste. He does not live to see this material symbol of 
his success completed; the son of sharecropper Cady kills 
him with a bomb which also wrecks the cathedral.

For the physical setting of Unfinished Cathedral, 
Stribling pictures Florence, Alabama, in the late twenties 
in the midst of a real estate boom, which is ballooning the 
price of everything in and around the town.

Harlan Hatcher says,
The contemporary life he portrays in Un

finished Cathedral is drawn directly from this 
background, and the tri-cities on the Tennessee 
River near Lusele Shoals —  Florence, Sheffield,
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and Tescuabia —  are undisguised as the setting 
of Colonel Vaidea's story. 1

As Jerry Gatlin gets off the train in Florence, he 
sees two hotel buses in the jerking space by the station. 
Stribling says:

A red-capped and a blue-capped porter were 
yodeling the attractions of their respective 
hostelrios.

"Rat dis way gemmun fo* yo' ol' stan'by, 
de Flaunts Hotel! Evah room gotta bath; evah 
bath got soap, tow'Is, hot'n' col* wattali. All 
you need is a toothbreah. Room# twenty-f1* 
dollehs a day wld neals an* co*spondin* reduc
tions widout! Come to de Flaunts HotelI"

The red-capped porter, who had nothing 
special to offer, was hallooing:

"Step heah gemmun foh de Plentah's Res'
Hotel! Beds fuh de sleepy; chal's fuh de taihed; 
meals fuh de hongry; cheap prices fuh evehbody 
wid de brains to lop onto 'em I Clam in dis 
bus fuh de Plantah’s Res’ Hotel. FI'teen dol- 
lahs a day wid all ixpenses paid:" 2

There is no need for this exertion on the part of the por
ters. since these are the same two hotels that have been in 
Florence for over fifty years and no new ones have been 
built, they do not need to compete for guests.

As Jerry rides from the station Into town in his 
uncle's limousine, he is somewhat astonished at the almost

1
Harlan Hatcher, Creating the Modern American Novel, 

p. 145. '
2

Thomas Stribling, Unfinished Cathedral, p. 6.
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solid wall of billboards bearing blatant real estate adver
tisements such as the following:

Buy Mow in Beautiful Bonnybloon Park. Highly 
restricted. Convenient terms...Logenthall and Barth.

Build Your Bungalow under the Flapjack Tree down by the Molasses Pond. See Bill Bradley, President of Northern Alabama Realtor's Association. .. 5

As proof of all this building activity, Jerry can see 
small frame houses In all stages of construction. He is 
surprised to find, however, that the business section of 
Florence has changed very little, that the shops and stores 
are for the most part the same dingy ones he knew as a boy. 
The town’s smallness is emphasized by its crowded condition. 
Stribling says:

This smallness was further stressed by the 
motors and crowds of pedestrians lining Market 
Street and overflowing into alleys and by
streets. The town had a look of a host be
wildered by a multiplicity of guests. 4

According to Stribling’s description Florence is 
still a mean little town trying to become a big city over 
night. And Pine Street is still the only part of it that 
is restful, tree-lined, and quiet. Stribling says:

Pine Street, with its ancient manors and 
time-crowned trees, its box rows, flowor beds.

3
Stribling, op. clt., p. 112.

4
Ibid., p. 17.



and bird covets, lay enbolned in years anid v 
the stridor of the nev Florence boom. Iho 
people on Pin® Street neither sold their homes
nor built. 5

Thee® people on Pine Street are the last local remnants of 
the aristocracy of the old South, the Ashtons, the Crown- 
inshields, the Lacefields, and the Waldens.

Every available acre of land in the country closely 
surrounding Florence is a part of some real estate sub
division. There is even a Negro subdivision called Jericho 
with a huge frame church and meeting hall in its center.

Further out there are the tenant farms and what Is 
left of the old manors. Stribling gives Harsants impression 
of the old Lacefield plantation:

It was a flat, monotonous succession of 
worn fields and Negro cabins. All that re
mained of the old manor were roofless brick 
walls penetrated here and there with broken 
holes for windows. Behind this ruin lay a 
snail depression choked with weeds which Karsan 
surmised must have been the greenhouse of which 
she had heard Brasilia speak. Across from the 
ruin lay the old pasture, overgrown now with 
sassafras sprouts and blackberry vines. Here 
the Union army once encamped, and her paternal 
grandfather, old man Jimmie Vaiden, had cone 
and tried to reclaim a runaway slave girl 
named Oracle.

The ruinous scene created in Karcan an 
extremely melancholy, almost homesick feeling, 
that was heightened by her own condition. In
voluntarily she compared the purity, the honor, 
the chivalry of the old South with her own 
questionable estate. 6

b Stribling, op. cit., p. 14.
Ibid., p. 322.
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The walls of the old manor reproach L'arsan for the 
oasualness of the life and manners and morals of $he present 
day. Mr. Stripling himself very evidently feels a nostalgia 
for the old South and its way of life. He is engaged in 
proving that, by contrast, life in a small Southern town of 
today is stupid and futile.

His treatment of the characters in this novel fur
nishes ample proof of this point. Most of the people in 
Florence, and by implication most Southerners living In 
small towns, are hot-headed, spiteful,, stubborn, money- 
grabbing people utterly without appreciation of art, music.
or a beautiful sunset: J. Donald Mams says:

Mr. stribling impales, and not without 
effectiveness, the go-getting Southerners, 
the rank weedy growth which has sprung up 
amid the ruins of the old civilization, the Rotary members, the c 
the boomers for size and

LU UJ. VjL-L-LiSUHUIl, m e
aercial-minded clergy,
l "progressw. : 7

The various types of Southerners are not even con
sistent. They are smug and yet sensitive. They have a firm 
belief that they are immeasurably superior to the Yankees; 
yet they are always on the defensive, always carrying a chip 
on the shoulder. One of the Rotarians says, and all the 
other Rotarians agree with him: "

You see this trial is sure to be seen by 
thousands of Northern men here in town, and it

-------=7— ---  . ,
J. Donald Maas, "Unfinished Cathedral’, 7 Hew York 

Times, p. 7, June 10, 1934.



will spread over 
And everybody will put the worst 
struct ion they can against Ala* 
South. 8

possible 
and the

They are intolerant not only of Negroes but of Jews 
and Catholics as well. In their stupidity, they expect 
prosperity to be permanent and Florence to become a city al
most overnight. Their social levels are determined by 
money, and their whole lives are colored by the real estate 
boom. The Rotarians and Lions prevent the lynching of the 
Negro boys, not for humanitarian reasons but because they 
fear a lynching may hurt the boom. Bodino, the leader of 
the KU Klux Kian, gives the following argument against man
handling Ponniman, the great Northern lawyer who is coming 
South to defend the Negroes:

Hell, no, now that would give a black eye 
to real estate prices ... manhandle a big lawyer 
like Ponniman ... Vny investors from the North 
wouldn’t feel safe down here any more. No, sir, 
we've got to make it clear to the world that a 
man with money is safe down here in Alabama... 
and the more money he's got, the safer ho is.
By God, that’s not only good business, it's 
justice, it's a nan's reward for accumulating 
something. 9 - - '
Having decided that they could not prevent Vs- ponni

man *s coming and that it would be bad for business to allow 
him to be nobbed, the business men of Florence go the whole

*9
Stribling, op. cit., p. 93.

9
Ibid., p. 16ft.
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way in extending hin a hearty Rotarian welcome. Stribling 
says:

The Rotarians really gathered l>ir. Ponniman 
unto themselves. He was taken immediately to 
the dam and shown that. He was driven over the 
endless empty subdivisions of the future metrop
olis of the South. He was shown the four-story 
apartment house built out in a Vacant cotton 
field so that the promoters could advertise that 
an apartment house had already been built on 
their subdivision.

That evening they gave Ponniman a banquet, 
an enormous blow-out at the old Florence Hotel 
at five dollars a plate. The public was in
vited ... Bodinefs association and all* 10‘ (
Bodine*s association is the KU Klux Klan. To invite 

the Klan to such an affair shows definite lack of good 
taste.

Stribling not only points the finger of scorn at the 
Southern people, their business methods and organizations; 
he makes fun of their courts, their newspapers, and their 
churches.

During the trial of the six Negro boys, the court 
allowed Lawyer Sandusky to interrupt the proceedings in 
order to arrange for the release of one Ludus Meggs, Negro, 
on his own recognizance. Sandusky explains to the judge 
that his case involves mere "legal trifles". All Ludus 
Meggs is accused of is murdering a Negro woman, stribling 
says:

15
Stribling, op. olt., p. 200
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Judge Wilson directed the clerk of the 
court to release Ludus Meggs without bond on 
his own recognizance, pending Investigation of 
his case by the next grand jury, and for the 
order to be effective at once ....

The court then returned to the case of the 
six rapist• and the trial continued. 11

A few days later this same court ousted the trial of 
the Negro boys by a change of venue. The reason used was 
was that the trial was a public nuisance. Stribling points 
eut that this was a case of a court abating itself as a 
public nuisance.

The Northern newspapers, of course, publish this
droll fact and write cutting editorials about it. As a
group the people of Florence resent shat the Northern papers
say about them, but as individuals they care little because
nobody reads Northern papers except Northerners. The editor
of the Florence Index accepts the challenge like a true 
- . .Southerner. Stribling says:

The Southern paper averred that Judge Wilson's 
action had sounded the death knell of lynch law 
and mob violence in the South, and that henceforth 
the only uncontrolled.criminal classes in America would be the New York and Chicago gangsters 
and bankers. 12

The Mayor of New York saw fit to send a telegram to 
the Mayor of Florence asking police protection for Mr.

XI
Stribling, op. cit., p. 158.

12
Ibid., p. 197.



Fonnlean and his associates. 2he answer sent by the Mayor 
of Florence appeared in the Index in black-faced type. It
read: - - - ■ '. : , ::' 'C

The Mayor of Florence wishes to inform the 
Mayor of Hew York that Mr. John Sandusky and his 
associates are en route to Hew York, and in the 
interest of justice, law, and order, will inves
tigate the gangs of racketeers, who, in conni
vance with your honor1s police, extort millions 
from the citizens of Hew York; the kidnapping 
of innocent men and women and holding the same 
for ransom; the shooting down of men, women, and 
children on the streets of Hew York by gunmen 
engaged, not even in lucrative robbery, but in 
casual target practice; and the Mayor of Florence 
desires that his Honor the Mayor of Hew York 
will extend to Mr. Sandusky and his associates 
every protection and assistance afforded by the 
police department of your city.

(Signed)
Mayor of Florence 13

So the papers of the two sections continue to bait 
one another; but while the North is amused, the south is 
bitter and defensive.

Mr. Strlbllng also sees fit to paint a merciless 
picture of religion In the South. According to his account 
there is little more architectural beauty or dignity to be 
found in the churches of Florence now than there was in the 
nineties. Mr. Strlbllng points out that the lack of beauty 
Is common to Protestant churches In the South. He says of 
Jerry Gatlin’s first visit to a Florence church:

13
Strlbllng, op. clt., p. 165.
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As he entered the Interior of tho Pino 
Street Methodist Church he saw the raw unfinished 
look common to Protestant churches in the South. 
Its builders, evidently, had inclosed the most 
space possible with the means they possessed 
and had left the deaeration to the ingenuity of 
the women members, who did what they could with 
flower pots.

Jerry knew it so well, the whole decorative 
calendar of the church stood open before him.
On important days,"the women brought great banks 
of ferns and lilies, so that the minister might 
be delivering his sermon in a greenhouse. On 
ordinary days when the pots were all gone, the 
interior gave a faint impression of a barn with 
its long benches supplying too cany mangers, 
and Its clerestory a hayloft without a floor.

There was something not only bare but hope- 
loss about the church, as if a group of journey
men carpenters, without any blueprints at all, 
had done all they could think to do and then 
gone their way and left it. 14

It is doubtful whether this lack of architectural 
beauty in Protestant churches is peculiar to the South.

The projected All Souls’ Cathedral is not to be 
built along traditional lines. It is to Include, besides 
the church, a restaurant, a cold storage room, game rooms, 
a moving-picture room, a gymnasium, a running track, a 
laundry, and a billiard room, liken Jerry observes that it 
is to be very fully equipped. Dr. Blankenship answers auto
matically, "It is designed to administer to the Body, Brain, 16
and Soul."

li
Stribling, op. cit., p. 86.

15
Ibid., p. 84.
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He goes on to explain that nost young people are 
not interested in a church as such. In order to hold their 
interest, it is necessary to include recreational facil
ities. He says:

"I wish the new generation had your feeling, 
Colonel, but there is no use in deceiving our
selves. Unless our churches are turned into 
communal centers, we will lose our congretation. 
There was a time when religion was the product 
of the churches; now it is u by-product. Once 
the church fed its members on the word of God; 
now it attempts a very discreet inoculation .... 
People’s feeling toward God and eternity os
cillates between a myth, a rumor, a loneliness, 
and a poem." 16

This is certainly a confession of failure for the 
church. More than this, not all the ministers are in agree
ment as to what they believe. Stribling points out that 
when ministers are transferred to new churches, great euro 
has to be taken to see that the minister’s beliefs match 
his congregation’s. He says:

Within the organization of the Methodist 
Church South were congregations of all kinds 
and varieties of beliefs from rural churches 
which accepted the Bible literally, through 
the larger town churches which believed in 
factual God but accepted the Bible figurative
ly, up to the great metropolitan churches 
which accepted God as an ideal and looked upon 
the Bible as the most inspiring and helpful 
collection of folklore which the human race had 
produced... Analogous to this diversity in 
congregations was an equal diversity in the 
beliefs of the preachers. 17

16
Stribling, op. cit., p. 267.17
Ibid., pp. 371-72.
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In spite of this hypocrisy and lack of beliefs on 
the part of the church members and even the ministers, 
public opinion is still narrow end Intolerant of open dis
cussion of religion. Mr. Petrie, the science teacher, is
afraid to answer honestly Mersan's Questions about re- 18
ligion. He remembers that he has lost one Job in the 
South for answering a student's questions honestly.

Besides accusing southern churches of ugliness and 
hypocrisy, Strlbling accuses them of being more interested 
in money than in the spiritual welfare of the community.
The ministers in Unfinished Cathedral spend most of their 
time collecting money. Strlbling says of a group of Protes
tant ministers meeting in conference:

That they were business men needed no 
analysis. They represented, as a corporate 
body, the most heavily capitalized industry 
in Alabama. Its tax-free property amounted 
in money valuation to something over a quarter 
of a billion dollars. It possessed church 
buildings, hospitals, orphanages, bookshops, 
printeries, libraries, colleges. It was the 
biggest single industry in the state. And 
it had accumulated this mass of wealth and 
property for the curiously ethereal and un- 
verifiable purpose of saving aeea men's souls. 19

The important work of the conference is to examine 
the financial reporta of the various ministers and then to 
redistribute these ministers among the churches. The amount

18
Strlbling, op. cit.. p. 113.

19
Ibid., p. 371.



of money collected by a minister during the previous year 
has a definite bearing on where he will be sent.

For the most part, Stribllng's account of religion 
and churches in the region is probably a true one. However, 
it is very doubtful whether the lack of architectural 
beauty, dignity, and sincerity in Protestant churches is 
peculiar to the South.

Mr. Stribling*s attitude toward’Southern dwellers 
in small towns, their institutions, beliefs, and customs 
is even more bitter in this novel than in The Store.
Robert Penn Warren says:

In large part Stribling’s criticism re
sembles the easy hick-baiting of a dead decade.
For him almost any white boy who does not 
live in a city is a "hobbledehoy". No decency of spirit is possible in a house without modern 
plumbing. All lives in the section he deals 
with are humdrum and monotonous. 20

Stribling has a fairly tolerant attitude toward 
some of his main characters in Unfinished Cathedral. This 
is especially true of Colonel Vaiden, who shows much more 
strength of character than in % e  Store. He has by no 
means lost his grip at ninety. He is the prime mover in the 
real estate boom, and he maintains his financial leadership 
because he is smarter than the other citizens of Florence.

glj-
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He is the only one who foresees the end of the boon in time
to save his fortune. »!ost of his fellow townsmen admire
him. a  fellow Hotarlan refers to him as "an old game 

21
cook". The fact that he founded his fortune on theft 
has been forgotten because of his phenomenal success in 
adding to it.

His office is usually full of people asking advice, 
which he gives freely and without regard for sensitive 
feelings. When Sir. Petrie comes to ask his advice about 
buying a lot the following conversation takes place:

"I wanted to ask your advice," Petrie began, 
"about the Andersou place. It has changed hands 
fourteen times within the last two months at 
irregular advances of from five hundred to two 
thousand dollars."

Miltiades nodded.
"Yes, I know. I sold the place. I owned 

it for a number of years."
Then you wouldn’t advise me to—  to buy it?"
"Wo, I sold it," repeated the old man 

courteously.. *
"Well, do you believe, the boom will continue 

much longer?" inquired Pqdrie, more and more de
pressed and dissatisfied with the Colonel’s an
swers.

"Uh ... excuse me, Mr. Petrie, but may I 
ask what is your profession?"

"Well, I teach science in the High School," 
said Petrie ...

Stribling, op. cit., p. 63.
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"Then I really don't believe the boom is 
going to last much longer," said the Colonel 
In the kindliest of voices.

Petrie was honestly puzzled.
"Shy do you say that?"
Because I've noticed that when prices get 

so high and so absurd that even school teachers 
begin to buy, any boom is about over." 82

Colonel Valden’s moral principles have not changed.
He saves his personal fortune at the expense of the bank.
He averts a lynching for the sake of the boom and at the 
same tine is cjuite in favor of picking an incapable de
fense lawyer so that the Negroes will hang. His vanity is 
such that he is having a cathedral built to house his bones. 

There is much evidence of his unbridled temper. He
threatens very convincingly to blow Bodine's "damned in-

23
solent brains out". He has every intention of shooting 
the man who seduced Marsan. Before he changes his mind, 
he almost shoots the innocent Mr. Petrie. When the Mew 
Jersey Courts refuse to return the escaped Negro to Alabama 
for trial on the grounds that it would be judicial murder, 
Miltiades, in typical Southern fashion, is ready to start 
a war.

"Gentlemen," he stated with a clayey face,
"in my day such an insult from one state to

22
Stribling, op. cit., pp. 119-180.

23
Ibid.. p. 126.
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another would heve been held not only as a 
cause for secession, but grounds for an appeal 
to arms." 24

Yet Mlltiades is not just a hot-headed old southerner 
who takes everything personally and makes angry speeches.
He acts decisively, courageously, and, for him, oven kindly 
in rescuing his little Negro great-grandson. His courage 
in not backing down before flodlno and the Klan causes his
death.

Mlltiades changes, then, during the three books, 
from a dashing, romantic plantation manager —  to a flabby 
purposeless man who would spend twenty years living in an 
unpainted house with the fat Penny —  to the crisp, decisive, 
colorful old tycoon that he is in Unfinished Cathedral. The 
kind of person that Mlltiades Vaiden is in -this last book 
is hard to accept in the light of the kind of person he was 
in The Store. Perhaps the mellowing influence of age and 
his very genuine affection for Marsan would explain his 
kindlier disposition; and perhaps his restored sense of se
curity and importance would explain his forcefulness.

However this may be, he is a regional character. His 
hot temper, his sensitive pride, his language, his attitude 
toward the Negro are all Southern. Hie urge to succeed is 
the urge of a man born to rule. He could not possibly be

Stribling, QP♦ pit-, P« 277.



the product of any other region than the South.
Sydne Vaiden, no» middle-aged, is almost as attrac

tive and quite as useless as she vac at twenty-two. She 
has kept herself busy as regent of the Florence chapter of 
the United Daughters of the Confederacy. She has attended 
various study clubs in one of which she learned the names 
of all the forts on the Atlantic coast. Her only other in^ 
terost is in the genealogy of the Vaidens, the Laeefields, 
and the Crowninshields. To aeoumulnte this genealogy she 
has hired a professional genealogist in Washington, D.C., 
who knows nothing about Alabama families.

Jerry Gatlin is her only intimate friend, the only 
person whom she thoroughly understands. Miltiades is more 
like an indulgent father than a husband to her. The thought 
of his death fills her mind with Ma poetic sadness, a kind
of graceful sorrow, and a premonition of black Parisian

25
gowns". L!arsan she does not understand at all. Stribling
says:

How and then Sydne gave her daughter a 
little random advice, and Marsan in turn gave 
Sydna advice not at all random in the form of 
opinions gleaned from her teachers, her father, 
with whom she was intimate, and ideas out of 
her own original bead. 26

Sydna Vaiden is a regional character. She follows

15
Stribling, op. cit., p. 90.

26
Ibid., p. 216.
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all the patterns cut out for the Southern lady so that she 
Is not a real person at all but a kind of regional puppet.

Marsan Vaiden, on the other hand, is not c regional
character. She has none of the snug, snobbish, thin-
skinned attitudes of Stribling's Southern characters. She
does not follow any of the patterns cut out for a southern
lady, and she is not bound to the Old South by such a strong
cord of sentiment as Sydna is. In fact, she is disgusted
with her mother's tears over the Confederate reunion, which
her mother calls "the new South holding the old South in

87
its heart sort of thing".

Harsan is perhaps the strongest character in the 
novel. She has a bright, Inquiring mind, the lively curios
ity of a puppy, a complete disregard for convention, and 
a very great deal of courage. When she learns that the six 
Negro boys are to be railroaded to a death sentence, she 
acts in their behalf without a moment’s hesitation. Instead 
of saying, as her Aunt ?<arcia did about Oracle, that all 
Negroes are immoral and that whatever happens to them is 
their own fault, Marsan sends a wire to the Association for 
the Betterment of Colored people asking help for the boys. 
Ernest Bates says, "This rationally minded daughter of 
Mlltiades in the last volume seems to offer some faint hope

Stribling, op. cit., p. 91.
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28
for Southern gains through education."

lleraan is a realist who knows that it is her wealth 
which enables her to be herself and act as she pleases.
She regrets keenly her impulsive surrender to the loutish 
Red McLaughlin, especially when she learns that she is to 
have a child. She Indulges in no self-pity, however. In
stead shb makes her own very sensible arrangements for 
having the baby without bringing down a scandal on her 
family. Sydna, Hiltiedes, and Brasilia refuse to allow 
Marsen to carry out her own plans, although they are unable 
to make bettor ones.

Red McLaughlin, the father of Marsan1® child, is a 
bumptious high school athlete who is an enthusiastic member 
of the Ku Klux Klan. He is the exact opposite of Merman 
in every respect. She realizes this fact immediately after 
their intimacy and refuses to have anything more to do with 
him.

Professor J. Adlee Petrie, who marries Marsan, is
somewhat amused at the Southerner's religious beliefs and
has a definite antipathy for their mob spirit. He looks

29
upon the Negro as "just a man, a brown man". He is not 
a regional character; yet it is from his conversation with 
Marsan that the naturalistic conception that all people are

-------2§------
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the helpless results of heredity and environment.is given. 
Petrie says:

"#e are not as direct as the Greeks. They 
accepted Chance as Fate and elevated It to the 
will of the Gods. We build up our gods and try 
to pray to them to overcome Chance and Fate.
But we’ve never really been able to do it, and 
so our gods have more or less ceased to function. 
That’s why you came to me the other afternoon 
with your question: you were disturbed about 
your gods. For our deity, we have installed 
Cause and Effect, that’s what rules us. The 
trouble is we feel the effect and then with much 
pain figure out the Cause, but It is all over 
by that time and there is nothing we can do 
about it; so it returns to the Greek idea of 
Chance or Fate.” 30

Mr. Stribling seems frequently to philosophize through his 
characters. If he is saying here through Mr. Petrie that 
people are the helpless victims of circumstance, then he 
• is strangely inconsistent in blaming his characters so 
bitterly for their provincialism and their treatment of the 
Negro.

Jerry Gatlin, who is assistant minister and "go- 
getter” for the Pine Street Methodist Church, is an inef
fectual kind of person. He is horrified to find himself 
thinking of making love to his uncle’s wife, but he can 
not stop himself from dreaming about her. He follows 
meekly along wherever the business men of Florence lead.
They use him for a front on several occasions. For example,

30
Stribling, op. cit., p. 118
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he in asked to serve on the committee which is to pick an
incapable lawyer for the ciz negro boys because a preacher

31
on the committee would "nip criticism in the bud".
Stribling seems to hold Jerry Gatlin up in acorn as a
typical Protestant minister of the South.

The Negroes in Unfinished Cathedral are somewhat more
self-assertive then those in The store. Among them are the
educated Biohop Sint on and Ur. Greenup, * o  are trying to
foster a Negro pride of race. They Introduce books into
the Negro schools with stories of Negro warriors, Negro
scientists, and Negro heroes. V/hile most of the Negroes
continue to envy and copy the whites, they are increasingly
resentful of their treatment at the hands of the white
people. Most of then do not dare to complain openly. As
Jerry says, "Well, niggers grumble to themselves and grin

32
to white people." There are indications, however, that
the Negroes are not going to tolerate their abuse forever.
The formerly meek Oracle demands of Miltiades that he help
his little Negro great-grandson. When he reminds her that
the child has colored relations, she turns on him with
fury. Stribling says:

The withered old quadroon pointed a scorn
ful finger at the man.

51 .
Stribling, op. cit., p. 93.

32
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"Colored relations!, What colored relations? 
I'm not white for nothing! Aunt Creasy told me 
long ago that my father was Old Pap, the same 
as yours 1 Tousealnt, the son I had by you, was 
nothing but a Vaiden on both sides. The child 
Lucy had by Tousealnt, the son you hanged, I 
named Marcia; and Marcia's boy you're holding in 
jail this minute is named James Vaiden Eodige.
Who would my grandchild come back to see except 
white people, Miltiades?" 33

It is not often that Stribling's characters cone 
alive as Oracle does in this scene. Most of them, like 
Jerry and Sydna, are just types who say and "do certain 
things to prove certain points for the author.

The action in the novel is set in motion by a re
gional force, the building of a great dam —  presumably 
Muscle Shoals. The building of the dan sets up a chain of 
circumstances which bring about directly or indirectly all 
of the happenings in the story. As a matter of fact Mr. 
Stribling has taken all the important happenings of a ten- 
year period and used them in the plot of his novel. George 
Stevens in a review of the novel says:

What this author has done, in short, is to 
take every event in recent southern history sig
nificant enough to have been reported by the 
Associated Press and make it happen to one small 
group of characters. The Muscle Shoals develop
ment , the real estate boom, the rise and fall of 
the idan, the Soottsboro case, are major events 
interpreted in terns of the town of Florence. 34

%
Stribling, op. cit., p. 180.
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The dam is responsible for the boom; the six negro 
boys accused of rape are coming to work on the dam; trouble 
over their trial causes Negro workers to be laid off and 
this lay-off in turn causes a run on the bank; after the 
bank's failure Miltiades* refusal to make good the Ku Klux 
Klan account leads to his being killed by a bomb which also 
wrecks the cathedral. Thus Colonel Widen does not achieve 
the thing he most desires, a cathedral to house his bones 
and insure his memory.

J. Donald Adams, in reviewing the book for the New
York Times, says:

It is typical of Mr. Strlbllng's methods 
as a novelist that he should bring his story to 
an end with the death of Colonel Vaiden at the 
hands of a man whose father he had cheated —  
that he should have him killed by a bomb which 
shatters the columns of the cathedral and pine him beneath them. 38

The fact that all the major events in Unfinished 
Cathedral are brought about by the building of the dam and 
the fact that Colonel Vaiden is finally killed by the son of 
Alex Cady illustrate Strlbllng’s susceptibility to coinci
dence.

In this last novel of the trilogy, he Is still con
cerned with the racial problem. The attitude toward Negroes 
of most of the white characters has not changed appreciably 
since The Store. Perhaps they show a little more outward 
-------32— ----
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eonaideration for the colored people. As an example of 
this, the Veldens in Unfinished Cathedral refrain from 
talking in front of Negroes as if they were animals. The 
Vaidens in The Forge and The Store would not have bothered 
about such a small matter. Stribllng says:

The table then began talking what really 
ought to be done to the ’’niggers" now that 
Ponniman had taken a hand in it. Ponnlman 
should be shown, the North should be shown. The 
only trouble with this conversation was that it 
was broken on account of Mary, the maid. When 
Mary was in the dining room, none of them could 
use the term "nigger" lest they hurt Mary’s 
feelings, and they could not call the six crim
inals in jail "colored boys", as that was far 
too complimentary a term, so they were forced to shift topics every time Mary reappeared with 
a dish. 36

Bit this is mere outward consideration. The Southerner’s 
essential feeling toward Negroes remains the same. The 
economic exploitation of colored people has never ceased. 
Ernest Bates says, "The grinding of the economic mills pro
ceeds inexorably from generation to generation and its con-

37
tinuous victim is the Negro."

The Negro is still thought to be something less than 
human and incapable of guiding his own destiny. Jerry Gat
lin is tempted to release the little Negro boy whom he has 
helped the officer to catch, but he overrules his impulse.

33
Stribllng, op. cit., p. 174. 

37
Bates, op. cit., p. 97.
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SfcrSbltng points out that in the South there rests upon 
white men a kind of racial obligation to correct and punish
She Negro for the shortcomings he is certain to have no
matter how innocent he appear*. When Wilson, Colonel
Vaiden’s colored chauffeur, abandons the car on the street
because he knows that when white people are in a lynching
mood all Negroes are in danger, Jerry Gatlin is very much
annoyed at what he calls the ^characteristic untruetworthi-

39
ness of negroes". Arelia Swartout says she told her

40
father that "nobody trusted niggers in the south". i$il-
tlades says about the whole problem of the South:

"It is where I’m living. It’s a place 
without leisure, without finesse. Look at 
those six negroes thrown in jail! Why were 
they ever permitted to run around loose? They 
should never have been permitted to run loose 
in the first place. It is as outrageous as it 
would be to let n vicious stud horse to run 
loose. They should have been confined and set 
to work. Rapes wouldn’t happen if the niggers 
had plenty of work, but a mawkish sentimentality brought here by the Yankees ..." 41

The unjust treatment of the Negro is emphasized over 
and over again. Mr. Stribling cites innumerable examples 
ranging from the selfish exploitation to the lynching of 
Negroes, and seems to say, "How unjust 2 How cruel!" He

3 8 ^
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points out that the Klan is functioning again, not because
the Southerners need it to protect themselves as they did
during Reconstruction but because it relieves the emptiness
of their lives. Stribling says about the Klan, which is

?

known as Bodine1s organization:
The boon almost killed Bodine*s organiza

tion, because it gave the people something to 
think about and gamble on. Before the boom 
men joined this society and marched around 
bonfires because their lives were humdrum and 
unimportant. 42

The Klan is responsible for calling together mobs whose 
brutality knows no bounds. It has already been pointed out 
that no Kegrq whatever his reputation may be, is safe when 
the white people are in a lynching mood. Allen Tate, who, 
it must be admitted, is a Southern Agrarian, says of 
Stribling*s mob scenes:

The brutality of the Southern mob is pre
sented as an instance of sheer perversity; it 
is the special quality of Southern mobs just 
because they are Southern. 43

The problems dealt with by Mr. Stribling have been 
dealt with by other authors. He was not the first to point 
the finger of scorn at Americans living in small towns. 
Sinclair Lewis had already written a realistic report of

42
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American email-town life in Main Street. . Lewis’s "hick- 
baiting" is more or lea® good-humored; Stribling’s is not.

Of the Southern "poor whites", whom stribling 
castigates so bitterly, Marjorie X. Bailings writes with 
sympathy and understanding. Perhaps ah® even goes to the 
opposite extreme and becomes sentimental toward them in 
such books as The Yearling and South Moon Under. Brskina 
Caldwell’s Tobacco Hoad is concerned with Southerners on 
the lowest level of stupidity, poverty, and moral degrada
tion. Thomas Wolfe * s Look Homeward. Angel and William 
Faulkner’s The sound and the Fury deal with degenerate, 
run-down Southern families. All three have given starkly 
realistic accounts of the region but without Stribling’s 
bitterness. Stribling’s work suffers by comparison with 
theirs in other ways. Ernest Bates says:

It is true that Mr. stribling is a great 
writer only at long intervals. The limitations 
of his work are manifest, lie has humor that 
is less robust than that of Caldwell, his 
characterization is less sure than that of Wolfe; 
he lacks entirely the poetry and atmosphere of 
Faulkner. In style he is inferior to each of 
them. 44

Roark Bradford, who was also born in Tennessee, has 
written of Negroes not as a problem but as a race having 
singular and picturesque qualities end beliefs. The Green 
Pastures is his best-known work. Julia Peterkin’s Black

44
Bates, op. clt., p. 100
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April end Scarlet Sister Mary are written more or less from 
the same viewpoint. Her negroes are sometimes pathetic, 
sometimes quaint, but always "darkies".

Du Bose Heyward1s Porgy is stark realism. The piti
ful lot of the Negro is made evident. But Heyward, unlike 
Stribling, doesn’t rant about the situation. Yet the case 
of the Negro seems to be presented more eloquently by Hey
ward than by Stribling, perhaps because readers tend to re
sist moral preachments.

In summing up Mr. Stribling*s qualities as a region- 
alist found in Unfinished Cathedral the following state
ments may be made. Again, as in the first two novels of the 
trilogy, he has given a convincing description of the physi
cal setting. He has indicated much narrowness and abuse in 
Southern society which actually exist; but he is guilty of 
exaggeration, and he is too susceptible to coinsidsnce and 
melodrama. His picture of life in the South is so over- 
drawn as to suggest a caricature rather than a portrait. 
Besides this ho has been too absolute in his definition of 
Southern character. Most of the people In his novels are 
made to speak and act in certain ways to prove certain 
things which he wished to prove. They are not like real 
people. Moreover, many of the faults for which he blames 
the Southerners, such as selfishness and intolerance, are 
universal faults and not peculiar to the South. Robert 
Penn barren says. "The state of mind from which the books



were written is a mixture of hick-baiting and humanitarian- 
ism: in a word, disordered liberalism.’1

15" :
Warren, op. cit.. p. 476.



COHCUBSIOM
Thonas Stribling is a Southerner who knows the region 

intimately in many of its most characteristic manifestations. 
He understands the social problems and the attitude of the
people toward these problem#. But he has not written most

\

of hie novels as a Southerner attempting to explain the 
effect of the region on Its people. He has written them as 
an outsider attacking the region.

Of his six regional novels. The Forge is the only 
objective study of the Southern region. His nostalgia for
the "old South" is very evident. Itie reader feels that nr.
Strlbling would have liked to belong to that "brave, gay
group" to which he dedicated The Forge. Yet he does not
adopt a sentimental attitude in this first novel of the 
trilogy. He sees the Civil War as an unavoidable conflict 
between regions brought about largely by the geographical 
differences between the two sections. He records the con
flict and the ensuing problems without bias. He shows 
neither blame nor sympathy for the planters * eoonomle and 
social decline. He makes it clear that Negroes were not 
always well treated during slavery, but he also makes it 
clear that they have been worse off since that time.

In The Forge there is a good description of the 
physical setting and of the speech, customs, and social

1574?7
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patterns of the time#. Most of the eharacters fall short 
of being real people, but Strlbllng Is not bitter toward 
them a# he is toward the characters in th@ two later novels. 
A preponderance of evidence shows that The gorge Is an ob
jective report of the effect of a region on its people.

This is not true of The Store or of Unfinished 
Cathedral. A convincing description of the little town of 
Florence, Alabama, in the nineties is given in The store. The 
shabbiness and poverty which he describes were found all 
over the South twenty years after the war. The characters 
show the effect of having lived in the region, but they are 
even less real than those in The Forge. Strlbllng con
tinues to use conventional types like Cady the sharecropper 
and tiandback the merchant. But there is a worse defect. 
Strlbllng is bitter toward his white characters and senti
mental toward his Negroes, as a result none of them are 
real people. The white people are too stupid and cruel and 
the Negroes are too noble and long-suffering. Their actions 
are not well motivated. They are puppets manipulated from 
the out side to illustrate the sermon Strlbllng is preaching 
on the mistreatment of the Negro and the emptiness and mean
ness of life in the south since the Civil war. The problem 
of the novel, the Southerner1s struggle for readjustment 
after the war, is a regional problem; but instead of dealing 
with it in relation to his characters, strlbllng uses it to 
bolster his sermon.



Hie bitterness against southern dwellers in small 
towns, their Institutions and beliefs, reaches its height 
in Unfinished Cathedral. Much of the narrowness and ug
liness of Southern society which he represents actually 
exists; but he has been guilty of exaggeration. Mot all the 
people in any section are alike, and it is not valid to im
ply that universal faults such as intolerance or cruelty 
are peculiar to the South. The unjust treatment of the 
Negro is emphasized over and over again in this novel as it 
was in The Store. There is some indication, however, that 
the Negroes are not going to tolerate this abuse forever, 
and a few of them, like Grade, become self-assertive in 
this last novel.

Some of the main characters in Unfinished Cathedral 
are fairly well-rounded people, but most of them continue 
to speak and act in certain ways to prove certain things 
which Strlbling wishes to prove.

The only convincingly real people in the entire tril
ogy are: Mrs. Laura Vaiden, old man Jimmie Vaiden, Aunt
Creasy, Lump Mowbray, Mar sen, and Miltiades and Grade in 
Unfinished Cathedral. Out of all the characters in the 
trilogy this is not a proportionally large number.

The action in Unfinished Cathedral is set in motion 
by a regional force, the building of a great dam, which 
brings about directly and indirectly all the happenings of 
the story. Stribling, however, has used too much coincidence
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and melodrama in working out the plot for it to be plausible 
In estimating Strlbling's cuooess as a regionalist, 

it should be stated that there is a preponderance of region
al elements in the setting, characters, and plot of the 
three novels. But his picture of life in the South ie so 
distorted by his animosity and his concern with his critical 
theses that the last two novels fall far short of being 
truthful or objective reports on the region.
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