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An E i gh t een t h-Cen t urv Jew i sn Fur 

Trad i ng Consort ium in the 

Great Lakes Region 

Marvin D.  Solomon 

There were f i v e Jew i sh men who formed a fur t r a d i n g consort ium dur i ng the 

French and Ind i an War.  They were shadowy and befogged f i g u r e s ,  whose names 

appear on var i ous documents,  who p a r t i c i p a t e d i n a number of h i s t o r i c a l even t s ,  

and whose c h i l d r e n and grandch i l dren were v a r i o u s l y voyageurs ,  p i oneers ,  and 

s e t t l e r s of the e a r l y Un i t ed S t a t e s and Canada.  Where the f i v e came from ,  and 

what they were ' .ike as persons and p e r s o n a l i t i e s can be put together on iv from 

fragments of i nforma t i on .  But t hese f i v e men were important in t h e i r r o i e s as 

fur t r a d e r s in the e a r l y ooening up of the Upper Gre^ t l akes reg ion and por t i ons 

of what i s now the Midwestern Un i t ed S t a t e s .  

Jews ,  as ^-- i d i v i dua l s ,  had been coming to the New World from the e a r l i e s t 

years of i t s d i s c o v e r y .  However,  the f i r s t r e a l Jew i sh community in what today 

i s the Un i t ed S t a t e s was s t a r t e d by the 23 Jews who s a i l e d i n t o New Amsterdam 

harbor i n the f i r s t week of September of 1654.  As one eminent w r i t e r .  Jacob 

Marcus ,  has s a i d ,  the h i s t o r i a n soon d i s covers t ha t no Jew i s ever the f i r s t 

one anywhere; t here has been one t here before .  In t h i s case i t t urns out t ha t a 

Jacob Barsimson had been in New Amsterdam for the two weeks p r i o r t o the a r r i v a l 

of the famed twenty t h r e e .  The new a r r i v a l s were f l e e i n g the Portuguese who 

had recap t ured from the Dutch c e r t a i n co l on i es i n B r a s i 1 .  Bars imson .  i t appears 

was from Hoi l and .  

From v e r y ^ e a r l y on the Jews were i nvo l ved in t he f u r t rade w i t h the Ind i ans 

At f i r s t ,  however,  i n the New Amsterdam communi ty,  t he 23 Jews found t ha t t here 
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c o n s i d e r a b l e o p p o s i t i o n t o t h e i r s e t t l e m e n t a s w e l l a s t o t h e i r i n v o l v e m e n t i n 

t h e f u r t r a d e by b o t h t h e G o v e r n o r a n d t h e C o u n c i l .  T h e newcomers f o u n d i t 

d i f f i c u l t t o s e c u r e s u c h r i g h t s a s t h o s e w h i c h t o d a y a r e g e n e r a l l y l i s t e d u n d e r 

c i t i z e n s h i p : t h e r i g h t t o own r e a l e s t a t e ,  t o e n g a g e i n t h e f u r t r a d e ,  t o s e r v e 

i n t h e m i l i t i a ,  a n d s o f o r t h .  T h e s e r i g h t s w e r e a l l f o u g h t f o r a n d e v e n t u a l l y 

won .  I n 1655 t h e J e w s made a p p l i c a t i o n f o r a l i c e n s e t o e n g a g e i n t h e f u r t r a d e ,  

b u t t h e P r o v i n c i a l C o u n c i l seemed t o be o p p o s e d ,  i n p r i n c i p l e ,  t o a i l J e w i s h 

e n t r y i n t o t h a t t r a d e .  B u t t h e r e w e r e a c t u a l l y q u i t e e x p l i c i t o r d e r s f r o m t h e i r 

s u p e r i o r s i n A m s t e r d a m t h a t t h e n e w c o m e r s be p e r m i t e d t o t r a d e i n f u r s ,  a n d 

t h e r e f o r e t h e C o u n c i l g r a n t e d t h e J e w s t h e one t i m e r i g h t t o s e n d t w o men t o t h e 

D e l a w a r e t o d i s p o s e o f t h e goods w h i c h had b e e n s e n t on a h e a d .  I n 1656 G o v e r n o r 

P e t e r S t u y v e s a n t g a v e p e r m i s s i o n t o t h i s t r a d i n g by l i c e n s i n g one o f t h e J e w i s h 

men t o t r a d e on t h e D e l a w a r e .  

D u r i n g t h e 1 9 t h c e n t u r y t h e g r e a t e s t p a r t j f t h e i m m i g r a t i o n t o N o r t h 

A m e r i c a was t^.hz o f t h e A s h k e n a z i J e w s f r o m c e n t r a l a n d e a s t e r n E u r o p e ,  t h e s e 

i m m i g r a n t s c o m i n g a s e a r l y a s 1 7 1 2 .  As a n e x a m p l e ,  one o f t h e b e s t known f i g u r e s 

o f t h e A m e r i c a n R e v o l u t i o n ,  Haym S a l o m o n ,  had b e e n b o r n i n L i s s a .  P o l a n d .  Mos t 

o f t h e E n g l i s h J e w s w e r e a c t u a l l y o f c e n t r a l E u r o p e a n o r i g i n .  Many o r i g i n a t e d 

i n G e r m a n y ,  c o m i n g f r o m s u c h c i t i e s a s B e r l i n .  Hamburg ,  B o n n ,  a n d F r a n k f u r t .  

Mos t J e w s ,  h o w e v e r ,  came d i r e c t l y f r o m E n g l a n d .  E n g l a n d ' s p o l i c y o f m e r c a n t i l i s m ,  

c o u p l e d w i t h a p o l i c y o f i n c r e a s i n g t h e c o l o n i a l p o p u l a t i o n ,  a l l o w e d many p e o p l e ,  

i n c l u d i n g J e w s ,  t o s e c u r e p a s s a g e t o E n g l a n d ,  a n d f r o m t h e r e t o t h e c o l o n i e s .  

T h e A m h e r s t P a p e r s ,  t h e o f f i c i a l c o r r e s p o n d e n c e o f S i r J e f f r e y A m h e r s t ,  

C o m m a n d e r - i n - C h i e f o f t h e F o r c e s i n N o r t h A m e r i c a ,  d e a l t w i t h e v e r y p h a s e o f a l l 
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of the campaigns dur i ng the per i od 1758-1763 ,  i nc l ud i ng v i c t u a l l i n g and genera l l y 

supp l y i ng the Forc es .  The papers deal not on l y w i t h the es t ab l i shmen t of 

B r i t i s h supremacy in North Amer ica ,  but a l s o w i t h the Ind i an u p r i s i n g of the 

1760 ' s—Pon t i ac ' s War.  At t h i s p o i n t ,  however,  the concern i s w i t h the many 

references about Jews as purveyors t o the B r i t i s h Forc es .  In an a r t i c l e on the 

s u b j e c t ,  Frances Dub l in s t a t e s t ha t t hese Amherst references i n d i c a t e t ha t the 

Jew i sh purveyors and s u t l e r s were i n a dominant p o s i t i o n in t h i s aspec t of the 

French and Ind i an War.  He a l s o p o i n t s ,  out aga i n i n terms of references made 

by S i r J e f f r e y Amherst ,  t ha t t here were a s u r p r i s i n g number of Jew i sh combatants ,  

even some w i t h o f f i c e r ' s rank ,  who p a r t i c i p a t e d i n t he War.  

The s t ory of the Consort ium r e a l l y beg ins i n 1759 ,  when 250 sh i ps c a r r y i n g 

8,000 t roops :-,nder t he l eadersh i p of General James Wolf s a i l e d across the 

A t l a n t i c t o Nova S c o t i a .  S a i l i n g w i t h t h i s huge f l e e t were a number of Jew i sh 

s u t l e r s ,  i nc l ud i ng four of the Consort ium : Gershon Levy ,  Chapman Abram,  and the 

cous i ns Ez ek i e i and Lev i Solomon.  Upon l and ing a t Nova S c o t i a they repor t ed to 

Commissary-Ge^e^al Aaron Har t ,  cous i n t o Ez ek i e i Solomon.  That same year 

Aaron Hart welcomed ano ther Jew i sh s u t l e r ,  a New Yorker ,  Benjamin Lyon ,  who in 

1758 escaped the For t Henry massacre .  There i s a p o s s i b i l i t y t ha t i t was about 

a t t h i s po i n t t ha t the f i v e men formed t h e i r p a r t n e r s h i p ,  but t here appears t o 

be no f i r m ev idence i n the l i t e r a t u r e t o support t h i s .  

Wi th t he French and Ind i an War f i n i s h e d ,  and w i t h the apparen t conquest of 

Canada r e s u l t i n g i n the opening of new t rade p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  t he par t ners made 

what Marcus (1970) c a l l e d a "voca t i ona l s h i f t " from Army supp ly t o the fur t rade 

w i t h t he Ind i ans of the Upper Grea t Lakes a r e a .  The records of t h e i r a c t i v i t i e s 

are very scan t y and ,  a t t i mes ,  seem t o be qu i t e c o n t r a d i c t o r y .  Af t e r the war 
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t h e Consor t i um formed a number o f I n d i v i d u a l compan i es ,  each composed o f one or 

more members o f t h e group ,  as w e l l a s o u t s i d e p a r t n e r s .  For examp l e ,  Hayman 

Levy i s men t i oned f r e q u e n t l y .  Hayman Levy i s w e l l known a s a b u s i n e s s man and 

f i n a n c i e r .  I t appe ars t h a t he p r o b a b l y he l ped f i n a n c e some o f t h e a c t i v i t i e s o f 

t h e C o n s o r t i u m .  I n a d d i t i o n ,  t h e Consor t i um p r o b a b l y had f i n a n c i a l a i d from 

s e v e r a l E n g l i s h - p a r t i c i p a n t s .  T h e r e i s some s p e c u l a t i o n a s t o e x a c t l y i n what 

way t h e y were bound t o g e t h e r a s p a r t n e r s ,  or even i f t h e y were a c t u a l l y p a r t n e r s .  

T h e r e i s on r e c o r d a s t a t e m e n t made by t h e f i v e men a s t o t h e i r p a r t n e r s h i p ,  

when i n a p e t i t i o n t o S i r Guy C a r l e t o n c o n c e r n i n g t h e i r i nd eb t edness and 

r e s o u r c e s t h e y s a y ,  "Tha t your p e t i t i o n e r s Levy So lomon ,  Ben j am i n L y o n ,  

Gershon L e v i ,  E z e k i e l So lomon ,  and Chapman Abram were f o r many y e a r s t o g e t h e r 

merchan t s and c o p a r t n e r s i n t r a d e i n Nor t h Amer i ca and more e s p e c i a l l y d u r i n g 

t he t i me o f t h e l a t e war w i t h F r a n c e and t h e subsequen t I n d i a n War i n t he y e a r 

1763 . . .  ." 

The p a r t ' ^ e r s ,  w i t h one e x c e p t i o n ,  o p e r a t e d i n d i f f e r e n t g e o g r a p h i c a l r e g i o n s ,  

t hough t h e r e nav have been c o n s i d e r a b l e o v e r l a p p i n g .  E z e k i e l Solomon came t o 

F o r t M i c h i I i m a c k i n a c i n t h e summer o f 1761 ,  a c t u a l l y i n advance o f t h e B r i t i s h 

t r o o p s ,  i n o r d e r t o l a y c l a i m t o a p o r t i o n o f t h e r i c h n o r t h e r n f u r t r a d e .  

Chapman Abram worked ou t o f F o r t P o n c h a r t r a i n ,  l a t e r t o become D e t r o i t .  

Gershon L e v i d i d h i s t r a d i n g ou t o f F o r t Sandusky ,  l o c a t e d i n wha t l a t e r was 

t he s t a t e o f Oh i o .  Ben j am i n Lyon was a l s o l o c a t e d i n F o r t M i c h i 1 i m a c k i n a c ,  where 

he rema i ned f o r many y e a r s ,  even a f t e r t h e p a r t n e r s h i p broke up ,  when he p r o b a b l y 

became a c o m p e t i t o r t o E z e k i e l .  L e v i Solomon ranged f a r and w i d e ,  p r o b a b l y a 

p o r t i o n o f t h e t i m e ou t o f A l b a n y ,  New Y o r k .  A t some t i m e ,  i t i s r e p o r t e d ,  t h e i r 

a c t i v i t i e s ranged a s f a r wes t and sou t h a s t h e r e g i o n o f p r e s e n t day S t .  L o u i s .  



A l l of t he consor t ium members a t one t ime or ano ther appear t o have been a t 

For M i ch i 1 i mack i nac-- t ha t f o r t w i t h t ha t most advantageous of l oca t i ons a t the 

conf luence of the wa t ers of Lakes Michigan and Huron .  AM of the posts were 

s t r a t e g i c a l l y l oca t ed ,  l y i n g on important r i v e r s ,  or commanding rou t es from one 

l ake t o ano t her .  I t was t o t hese po i n t s t ha t the Ind i ans came t o t rade t h e i r 

f u r s .  

Between 1761 and 1763 the f r o n t i e r began t o show a cons i derab l e i ncrease 

i n t he antagonism of the Ind i ans towards t he B r i t i s h .  The B r i t i s h were 

t i g h t e n i n g up as f a r as t rade methods were concerned .  Th i s brought about an 

i ncreased f r i c t i o n between the t r a d i n g p a r t i e s .  And w i t h i ncreased B r i t i s h 

i mm i gra t i on ,  the Ind i an l eaders feared t ha t the B r i t i s h s e t t l e r s would pour 

across t he A l i eghen i es and t ha t Ind i an hun t ing and t rapp i ng would be t hrea t ened .  

There was a l s o qu i t e a d i f f e r e n c e i n the way the French had d e a l t w i t h the 

I nd i ans ,  t r e a t i n g them ,  perhaps ,  more as equa l s : l i v i n g ,  m i ng l i ng ,  and marry ing 

w i t h them.  As a r e s u l t the Ind i ans remained r e l a t i v e l y l oya l to the French .  

The Ind i ans s:-emed t o f e e l t ha t the B r i t i s h were t r e a t i n g them as c h i l d r e n ,  t ha t 

t h e i r r i g h t s were being abroga t ed .  The Ind i ans r e b e l l e d in a v i o l e n t u p r i s i n g 

led by the Ot tawa C h i e f ,  Pont l a c .  

Pon t i ac ' s a t t a c k was planned as a concer t ed a c t i on for the Spr i ng of 1763.  

The Ind i ans hoped t o d r i v e the B r i t i s h out of t h e i r g a r r i s o n s a l l the way from 

For t M i ch i1 imack inac t o For t P i t t .  The members of the Consort ium were sc a t t ered 

t o t h e i r var i ous t r a d i n g a r e a s — w i t h E z e k i e l Solomon and Benjamin Lyon a t For t 

M i ch i 1 i mack i nac .  By a c l e v e r ruse the Ind i ans were ab l e t o t ake the For t 

M i ch i1 imack inac g a r r i s o n unawares ,  k i l l e d some,  and took t he r e s t as p r i s o n e r s .  

E z e k i e l and Bejam in were among t he few c i v i l i a n and m i l i t a r y persons t o remain 
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a l i v e .  E z e k i e l was t aken t o Montreal by the Ot tawas and ransomed .  Gershon 

Levy was cap tured by the Wyandot te wh i l e on the t r a i l but was a b l e ,  e v e n t u a l l y ,  

t o get away .  Chapman Abram was r a t her b l i s s f u l l y canoeing up the De t ro i t R i ver 

towards h i s t r a d i n g post when the Chippewa cap tured him and h i s t rade goods,  

i nc l ud i ng a goodly quan t i t y of i l l e g a l rum.  He was t o r t u r e d ,  t i e d t o a post 

t o be burned ,  but was subsequen t ly r e l e a s e d .  

The f u r t r a d e ,  as can be seen ,  was a hazardous b u s i n e s s .  Most of the t rade 

goods had t o be t ranspor t ed a l l t he way from Londdon t o Mon t rea l .  In Montreal the 

goods had t o be s t o r e d ,  and then repacked and c a r r i e d by canoe ,  w i t h a l 1 of the 

dangers a t t endan t on p ioneer t r a v e l : r i v e r s ,  r a p i d s ,  t he d i f f i c u l t por t ages .  

Very of t en the Ind i ans had t o be g i ven f i n a n c i a l c r e d i t by t he t rader i n advance 

of r e c e i v i n g the f u r s .  The s k i n s ,  once r e c e i v e d ,  had t o go on the reverse 

journey t o the luropean marke t .  The E n g l i s h merchan t ,  and t he o ther f i n a n c i e r s ,  

such as Havman _evy ,  who put up the money i n the f i r s t p l a c e ,  must have had t o 

wa i t severa l vears for the ba l es of f u r s t o a r r i v e before they cou ld look t o a 

r e t urn on t h e i r i nves t men t —and even a t the l a s t ,  t here was the ques t i on as t o 

the s t a t e of the f u r market a t t h a t p a r t i c u l a r moment! The Pon t i ac War of 1763 

led t o very grea t l osses because of the cons i derab l e l oo t i ng and des t ruc t i on 

t ha t occurred ,  as we l l as the l oss of l i f e on a l l s i d e s .  Not on l y d i d the 

Consort ium l ose much f i n a n c i a l l y ,  but the f e ar and the harrow ing exper i ence of 

being a c a p t i v e of the Ind i ans must have t aken i t s t o l l of t hese men.  In one 

way or ano ther t he Pon t i ac War con t inued for over a ye ar ,  and i t was not u n t i l 

J u l y of 1766 t h a t a peace t r e a t y was a c t u a l l y s igned between the Ind i ans and 

the B r i t i s h .  

The af t erma t h of t he Pon t i ac War was a t ime of grea t confus i on ,  but was 



a l s o one of economic upsurge i n c e r t a i n ways as f a r as Canada was concerned .  

Sh ips were a r r i v i n g c o n s t a n t l y ,  br i ng i ng l arge numbers of imm igran ts .  There 

was a cons i derab l e i n f l u x of Jew i sh merchants and t r a d e r s i n t o Mon t rea l .  And 

t here were sh i ps c a r r y i n g goods l eav i ng Quebec and Montreal for European p o r t s .  

Ye t ,  desp i t e a l l of t h i s a c t i v i t y ,  t h i s was a l s o a t ime for a l arge number of 

bus i ness f a i l u r e s .  By the end of the Pon t i ac Upr i s i ng t here was a bus i ness 

c o l l a p s e t ha t apparen t l y con t inued i n t o the 1770 ' s .  A good deal of t h i s 

c o l l a p s e was f e l t by the fur t r a d e r s .  A l l but t hree of the major t r ad i ng pos ts 

had undergone l oo t i ng and d e s t r u c t i o n dur i ng the War,  and t he l osses t o the fur 

t r a d e r s of t h e i r bus i nesses and goods were ex t reme ly l a r g e .  However,  the end 

of t he war d i d not br i ng an end t o t h e i r prob lems .  

Wi th the Pon t i ac War c u r t a i l e d ,  and w i t h the B r i t i s h government deep ly 

t roub l ed f i n a n c i a l l y ,  an at tempt was made t o appease the Ind i ans .  By the 

Dec l ara t i on of 1763 the wes tern lands were reserved -or the Ind i ans .  Or put in 

ano ther way.  c j ropeans cou l a not s e t t l e on t hese l ands .  Of course t h i s move 

was .  a t the le . - js t .  h i gh l y c o n t r o v e r s i a l and led t o cons i derab l e unres t .  The 

Consort ium began t o have grea t f i n a n c i a l d i f f i c u l t i e s .  Cash was very s c a r c e ,  

and deb ts cou ld be ne i t her pa i d nor c o l l e c t e d .  Taxes were imposed on the 

Canadians amount ing t o a 37.  t a r i f f on i mpor t s ,  and a 3% t ax on f u r s being 

expor t ed .  These t axes were not l e v i e d on the Pennsy1 van i ans or the New Yorkers .  

The par t ners never r e a l l y recovered from the Pon t i ac War.  They found i t 

i mposs i b l e t o rega i n t h e i r cash advances t o the Ind i ans ; they l o s t a good deal 

of t h e i r goods; and t h e i r var i ous t r a d i n g pos t s had been ,  t o a l arge ex t en t ,  

des t royed .  In 1768 t he par t ners p u b l i c l y s t a t ed t ha t they were unable to meet 

t h e i r o b i i g a t i ons .  
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During the four years of 1763 t o 1766 the merchants of Montreal were hard 

pressed t o meet t h e i r o b l i g a t i o n s .  Up and down the c r e d i t - l i n e t h r e a t s of law-

s u i t and deb tors pr i son began t o be heard .  The par t ners were not r i c h men.  and 

t h e i r main concern appeared to be t o s t ay out of deb tor ' s p r i s o n .  They o f f e r e d 

up a l l of t h e i r proper t y i n s e t t l emen t ,  but t h i s would have s a t i s f i e d about one-

t h i r d of t h e i r e igh t een thousand pound deb t .  The f i v e men o f f e r e d a p e t i t i o n t o 

S i r Guy C a r l e t o n ,  L t .  Governor and Commander-in-Chief of the Prov i nce of Quebec.  

In t h e i r p e t i t i o n they ment ion t h e i r work w i t h t he B r i t i s h f o r c e s ,  t h e i r work 

•as f u r t r a d e r s ,  t h e i r hardsh i ps ,  t h e i r cap t ure by t he I n d i a n s ,  t h e i r l oss of goods 

on t he f r o n t i e r ,  the money owed t o them ,  and t h e i r w i l l i n g n e s s t o g i ve up a l l 

t ha t they d i d possess .  They asked for a se t t l emen t t o be a r r i v e d a t ,  a commission 

t o be appo in ted t o do t ha t j ob .  As t here i s no th ing i n the l i t e r a t u r e t o 

i n d i c a t e t ha t they had to go t o p r i s o n ,  or of any o ther form of punishment ,  i t 

appears t ha t t h e i r appeal t o S i r Guy Car l e t on was e f f e c t i v e .  

I t i s s i q n i f i c a n t ,  perhaps ,  t ha t i n t h e i r p e t i t i o n they r e f e r to themselves 

as the " l a t e merchants and copar t ners . " One cou ld i n t e r p r e t t h i s statement t o 

mean t ha t they were no longer p a r t n e r s .  However,  i n d i v i d u a l l y ,  they were 

merchants and t r d e r s for many y e a r s .  E z e k i e l Solomon d i ed somewhere between 

1805 and 1808.  H i s cous i n Levy l i v e d to 1792 .  Chapman Abram l i v e d u n t i l 

1783 .  Benjamin Lyon s igned a p e t i t i o n i n 1778 and t here appears t o be no t r a c e 

of him beyond t h a t .  In a l e t t e r dated September 27 ,  1763 .  Hayman Levy w r i t e s 

of t he " l a t e Geshon Levy . " However,  the records show Gershon Levy s e l l i n g 

p r o v i s i o n s t o the g a r r i s o n a t Fors M i ch i 1 i mack i nac ,  then under the command of 

Major Robert Rogers ,  i n 1767 .  He was a l s o a s i gna t ory t o the p e t i t i o n of 

S i r Guy Car l e t on a f t e r the Consort ium dec l ared i t s i n a b i l i t y t o pay i t s debts i n 
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1768 .  

A survey of the a v a i l a D l e documents I nd i c a t e s t ha t the developmental r o l e 

p l ayed by the very smal l Jew i sh popu l a t i on of the 14 co l on i es was a fa c t or of 

cons i derab l e importance i n the pre-Revo l u t i onary per i od .  In many ways ,  as 

Frances Dub l in has s a i d ,  t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n was more w idespread and f a r more 

complex than here t ofore suspec t ed .  For example ,  i t i s not of t en thought probab le 

t ha t Jews were deep ly and d i r e c t l y i nvo l ved i n the h i gh l y dangerous and not 

a lways p r o f i t a b l e Ind i an fur t r a d e .  The Consort ium presen t ed here i s on ly one 

group of Jew i sh men t ha t were on a f r o n t i e r t ha t con t a ined t he Upper Great Lakes 

and much of what today i s the Midwestern Un i t ed S t a t e s .  

Michigan S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y Emer i tus 

(Note: Severa l sources have s l i g h t l y d i f f e r i n g s p e l l i n g s for the names of 

the p a r t n e r s .  In var i ous documents the par t ners themselves use d i f f e r e n t 

s p e l l i n g s .  Th i s paper has assumed the l i b e r t y of s imp ly choosing one of the 

v a r i a t i o n s of use . ) 



American Reg i ona l i sm ,  t he Midwest ,  and 

t he Study of Modern American L i t e r a t u r e * 

by  

David D.  Anderson 

The contemporary s tudy of modern American l i t e r a t u r e i s marked by a cur i ous 

paradox t ha t s i mu l t aneous l y recogn i zes the reg i ona l or e t hn i c o r i g i n s and sub j ec t 

mat ter of t he works by modern w r i t e r s and ye t i n s i s t s t h a t the term " reg i ona l " 

app l i ed t o s p e c i f i c works or the canon of some au t hors sugges ts t ha t those works 

are a t bes t second r a t e ,  t ha t t o be reg i ona l prec l udes t he na t i ona l or the 

u n i v e r s a l .  Thus ,  contemporary American c r i t i c s and rev i ewers recogn i ze ,  for 

example ,  t ha t W i l l i am Fau l kner ' s o r i g i n s and most of h i s works are f i r m l y roo ted 

i n t he exper i ences of the American Sou th ,  t ha t h i s c h a r a c t e r s ,  s e t t i n g s ,  and 

p l o t s t r u c t u r e s r e f l e c t the na t ure of the exper i ence of M i s s i s s i p p i a n s in t he 

second h a l f the n i ne t een t h cen t ury and the f i r s t n a i f of the t w e n t i e t h ,  ye t 

he i s never r^rfsrred to as a Sou thern reg i ona l w r i t e r ; t o do so would somehow 

oen i gra t e h i s accompl ishment and h i s l i t e r a r y r e p u t a t i o n .  

Such an a ' . t i tude toward a usefu l c r i t i c a l term i s ,  i t h i n k ,  unfor t una t e .  

Not on l y i s the h i s t o r y of the Un i t ed S t a t e s t o a grea t ex t en t the h i s t o r y of 

i t s reg ions—New Eng l and ,  M i d - A t l a n t i c ,  Sou th ,  Sou thwest .  Midwest ,  West ,  and 

sub-reg i ons .  Appa l ach i a ,  Rocky Mountain ,  Upper Great Lakes ,  and much of i t s 

c u l t u r e i d e n t i f i a b l y r e g i o n a l — b u t the na t i ona l c u l t u r e and i d e n t i t y i s to a 

grea t ex t en t an amalgamat ion or a m p l i f i c a t i o n of reg i ona l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  And 

* A longer v e r s i o n of t h i s paper was presen t ed a t t he 16th Congress of the 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Federa t i on f o r Modern Languages and L i t e r a t u r e s ,  Budapest ,  
Hungary ,  August 26 ,  1984.  
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even ye t i t i s imposs ib l e t o confuse the speech of a New Englander w i t h t ha t of 

an Alabaman or M i s s i s s i p p i a n .  During the Pres i dency of Jimmy C a r t e r ,  many 

Sou therners were fond of comment ing,  not e n t i r e l y f a c e t i o u s l y ,  t ha t he was the 

f i r s t Pres i den t in t h i s cen t ury w i thou t an accen t .  

In t h i s paper I s h a l l examine the na t ure of American reg i ona l i sm as i t has 

r e l a t e d t o and a f f e c t e d the development of the n a t i o n ,  and t hen ,  by examining 

the works of t hree American w inners of the Nobel P r i z e i n L i t e r a t u r e whose works 

are f i r m l y roo ted i n the American Midwestern exper i ence ,  I s h a l l suggest t he 

means by which our unders tand ing of t hese w r i t e r s — S i n c l a i r Lew i s ,  Ernes t 

Hemingway,  and Saul Be l l ows—may be enhanced by exp l or i ng the i d e n t i f i a b l e 

reg i ona l d imensions of t h e i r works .  In doing so ,  I acknowledge ,  as the b a s i s of 

my d i s c u s s i o n ,  t he d e f i n i t i o n of American reg i ona l w r i t i n g suggested by the l a t e 

John T .  Freder i ck i n 1944: 

A good reg i ona l w r i t e r i s a good w r i t e r who uses reg i ona l 
ma t e ' ' i a l 5 . H i s reg i ona l i sm i s an i nc i den t and c o n d i t i o n ,  not 
a Durpose or mo t ive .  I t means s imp ly t ha t he uses the l i t e r a r y 
subr t ance which he knows bes t . . . . t he ma t er i a l about which he 
i s most l i k e l y t o be ab l e t o w r i t e w i t h meaning .  H i s work 
has l i t e r a r y importance on l y i n so f a r i s i t meets the 
s tandards of good w r i t i n g . . . . Y e t In a coun t ry so vas t and 
v a r i e d as ours the reg i ona l w r i t e r g i ves spe c i a l s e r v i c e to 
the na t i on as a whole by r e v e a l i n g and i n t e r p r e t i n g the 
peop l e of h i s own reg i on t o those of o ther r eg i ons .  He 
serves most s i g n i f i c a n t l y i f he can revea l and i n t e r p r e t 
t he people of h i s reg i on t o t hemse l ves .  

When t he Un i t ed S t a t e s of America became a p o l i t i c a l r e a l i t y w i t h the 

s i gn i ng of the De c l a ra t i on of Independence on J u l y 4 ,  1776,  the t h i r t e e n d i verse 

co l on i es of which i t cons i s t ed were spread l e s s than a hundred m i l es wide a long 

the c e n t r a l North American c o a s t .  The scan t popu l a t i on of those c o l o n i e s ,  

suddenly t ransformed i n t o sovere i gn s t a t e s ,  the independence of which was t o be 

d i spu t ed f o r ne a r l y ano ther decade ,  was as d i v e r s e as t he c l i ma t e and geography 

of the long c o a s t .  Un i t ed by a common language and t o a l e s s e r ex t en t by 
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common b lood ,  c u l t u r a l l y European ,  t h e i r spokesmen d i r e c t e d p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y by 

the En l i gh t enmen t ,  the new s t a t e s were not on l y t orn by a war t ha t was c i v i l as 

we l l as r e v o l u t i o n a r y ,  but t h e i r people were perhaps the most c u l t u r a l l y var i ed 

i n the Western wor l d : E n g l i s h honnogeneity was i n d e l i b l y marked by the i ncreas i ng 

i n f l u x of Germans i n the middle c o l o n i e s ,  S c o t c h - I r i s h everywhere ,  but 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t he middle and sou thern c o l o n i e s ,  Dutch i n New York ,  French 

Huguenots p a r t i c u l a r l y i n South C a r o l i n a ,  fewer numbers of sou thern I r i s h ,  

Welsh ,  Span i sh and Portuguese Jews ,  and ,  c a s t i n g a long shadow i n t o the f u t u r e ,  

t he A f r i c a n b l a c k s ,  whose i nvo l un t ry imm igrat ion had begun i n 1619.  

By 1831 ,  however ,  when A l e x i s de Tocquev i l l e made t he observa t i ons t ha t 

r e s u l t e d i n h i s c l a s s i c Democracy i n AmeMca,  pub l i shed i n 1835 ,  the v i s i o n 

of a mono l i t h i c America peopled by homogeneous beings c a l l e d Americans had become,  

for him and fo '~ most of h i s European con t emporar i es ,  the American r e a l i t y .  

American nat ionnood and an American c u l t u r a l ,  s o c i a l ,  and p o l i t i c a l i d e n t i t y 

were r a p i d l y f u l f i l l i n g t h e i r con t i nen t a l d e s t i n y ,  t hrea t ened on ly by the 

leng then ing snadow of Negro s l a v e r y ,  an anachronism in a na t i on avowedly 

democra t i c .  But de Tocquev i 1 l e ' s v i ews were not un i que l y European; they were 

shared by many Amer icans .  

Bu t ,  as de T oc qu e v i l l e i n t u i t i v e l y recogn i zed in h i s comments on s l a v e r y ,  

the Un i t ed S t a t e s was i d e n t i f i e d as c l e a r l y i f l e s s p e r c e p t i v e l y by i t s 

reg i ons—Nor t h and Sou th ,  f r e e and s l a v e — i n 1831 as i t had been from the 

beg i nn i ng ,  t h a t reg i ona l d i v e r s i t y was as much a par t of the American r e a l i t y 

as t he p o l i t i c a l u n i t y imposed by the c o n s t i t u t i o n in 1788 ,  a u n i t y made p o s s i b l e 

on l y by reg i ona l compromises and t h a t ,  by 1860 ,  was on the verge of d i s s o l u t i o n 

through cesess i on and c i v i l war .  

P o l i t i c a l u n i t y p r e v a i l e d by forc e of Federa l arms and the des t ruc t i on of 

the i n s t i t u t i o n of s l a v e r y ,  but the Un i t ed S t a t e s remained ,  as i t had been from 
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the beg inn ing and remains today ,  a p o l i t i c a l u n i t composed of reg i ona l p a r t s ,  

more numerous and more complex i f l e s s d i v i s i v e than they had been in 1860 or 

i n 1776.  Understand ing t h i s reg i ona l d i v e r s i t y ,  the product of o r i g i n s ,  of t ime 

and c i rcums t ances ,  of geography and a shared h i s t o r y ,  i s ,  I am conv i nced ,  v i t a l 

not on l y t o unders tand ing the American pas t and the w r i t e r s who emerged to shape 

an i d e n t i f i a b l e American l i t e r a t u r e — E m e r s o n and Hawthorne i n New Eng l and ,  

Washingron I r v i n g i n New York ,  Poe in the Sou th ,  Mark Twain i n what was then the 

Wes t —bu t equa l l y v i t a l t o unders t and ing the American presen t and rrvDdern American 

w r i t e r s : Fau l kner ,  F l annery O 'Connor,  and Walker Percy of the Sou th ,  John 

Cheever of New Eng l and ,  John Updike and P h i l i p Roth of the E a s t ,  Wright Morr is 

of the P l a i n s ,  Herber t Gold now of San F r a n c i s c o .  

Reg ional w r i t i n g i s i n d e l i b l y par t of American l i t e r a t u r e j u s t as the reg i ons 

out of which i t comes are i n d e l i b l y par t of the American pas t and presen t ; ye t 

too of t en Amer-'can w r i t e r s and c r i t i c s ,  f o r g e t f u l of Emerson ' s i n s i s t e n c e t ha t 

the l oca l i s tr^e on ly u n i v e r s a l ,  r e s i s t reg i ona l i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  i n t e r p r e t i n g 

the des i gna t i on as l i m i t i n g ,  as second r a t e ,  as somehow p e j o r a t i v e .  Yet as the 

American p a s t — h i s t o r i c a l ,  c u l t u r a l ,  l i t e r a r y — m a k e s c l e a r ,  the reg ions of the 

Un i t ed S t a t e s are the Un i t ed S t a t e s ,  not on l y r e f l e c t i v e of the na t i ona l .  

d i v e r s i t y but r e f l e c t i v e ,  t oo ,  of the un i t y t ha t l i e s beyond and of the 

movemen ts—East t o West ,  coun t ry t o c i t y .  West t o Eas t and beyond ,  and more 

r e c e n t l y from f r o s t b e l t t o sun b e l t — t h a t have forged the t i e s of American 

i d e n t i t y ,  marked the path of American d e s t i n y ,  and prov ided the sub j ec t mat ter 

of much of i t s l i t e r a t u r e .  
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c a p i t a l o f t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s .  These were t h e y e a r s ,  t o o ,  i n wh i ch M i dwes t ern 

l i t e r a t u r e and t h e ma i ns t re am o f Amer i can l i t e r a t u r e became ,  a s t h e y r ema i n ,  

synonymous .  

T h i s new r e l a t i o n s h i p betweem t h e emergence o f M i dwes t ern v a l u e s as 

Amer i can v a l u e s and o f M i dwes t ern l i t e r a t u r e a s Amer i can l i t e r a t u r e i n t h e e a r l y 

decades o f t h i s c e n t u r y ,  had been p r e d i c t e d by an anonymous v i s i t o r t o Ch i cago 

i n 1867 a s he v ' iewed t h e c i t y o f 300 , 000 t h a t h a d been a v i l l a g e o f 300 t h i r t y 

y e a r s b e f o r e .  Tha t v i s i t o r w r o t e ,  

I n good t i m e ,  t h e w e s t e r n bo t tom l ands w i l l s p o n t a n e o u s l y 
grow p o e t s .  The Amer i can m ind w i l l be brough t t o m a t u r i t y a l o n g 
t h e c h a i n o f G r e a t L a k e s ,  t h e banks o f t h e M i s s i s s i p p i ,  t h e 
M i s s o u r i and t h e i r t r i b u t a r i e s . . . . T h e r e ,  on t h e r o l l i n g p l a i n s ,  
w h i c h ,  no t governed l i k e t h a t on our seaboard by t h e g r e a t 
l i t e r a r y powers o f E u r o p e ,  s h a l l be f r e e i ndeed The w i nds 
sweep unh i ndered from t h e L a k e s t o t h e G u l f and from t h e 
A l l e g h e n i e s t o t h e Rocky Moun t a i ns ; and so do t h e t hough t s o f 
t h e Lo r d o f t h e P r a i r i e . . . . S o m e d a y w i l l make h i s own books a s 
we!! a s h i s own l aws . . . . He w i l l rema i n on h i s p r a i r i e and a l l 
t h e a r t s o f t h e w o r l d w i l l come and make o c e s i e n c e t o him l i k e 
t h e sne aves i n h i s f i e l d s .  He w i l l be t h e Amer i can man and 
b e s i d e h im t h e r e w i l l be none e l s e .  

Not Q u i t e f i f t y y e a r s l a t e r H .L .  Mencken o b s e r v e d t h e f u l f i l l m e n t o f 

t h a t p r e m i s e .  i n t h e E n g l i s h Nat i on he wro t e t h a t 

I n Ch i c ago t h e r e i s t h a t m y s t e r i o u s some t h i ng t h a t makes f o r 
i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  p e r s o n a l i t y and charm .  I n Ch i c ago a s p i r i t 
broods upon t h e f a c e o f t h e w a t e r s .  F i n d a w r i t e r who i s 
i n d u b i t a b l y an Amer i can i n e v e r y p u l s e - b e a t ,  s n o r t and a d e n o i d ,  
an Amer i can who has some t h i ng new and p e c u l i a r l y Amer i can t o 
s a y and s a y s i t i n an u n m i s t a k a b l e Amer i can way and n i n e t i m e s 
ou t o f t e n you w i l l f i n d t h a t he has some s o r t o f c o n n e c t i o n 
w i t h t h e gargan t uan and i n o r d i n a t e a b b a t o i r by Lake M i c h i g a n — 
t h a t he was bred t h e r e ,  or go t h i s s t a r t t h e r e or passed t hrough 
t h e r e i n days when he was young and t e n d e r . . .  

T h e r e ,  he c o n c l u d e d ,  a t t h e commerc i a l and c u l t u r a l f u l c r u m o f t h e M i dwes t ,  

young w r i t e r s found " . . . f r e e p l a y f o r p r a i r i e energy . . . " and "some i m a g i n a t i v e 

e q u i v a l e n t f o r t h e s t upendous a c t i v i t y t h e y were bred t o . " 
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S i x t y - t h r e e years a f t e r t ha t anonymous v i s i t o r t o Chicago had made h i s 

p r e d i c t i o n and four t een years a f t e r H.L.  Mencken had recogn i zed the Midwestern 

idiom as t he American id iom ,  on November 5 ,  1930,  the Nobel Committee of the 

Swedish Academy announced t ha t the r e c i p i e n t of the Nobel P r i z e for L i t e r a t u r e 

for t ha t year was S i n c l a i r Lew i s ,  the f i r s t American t o be so honored ,  the 

commi t tee hav ing p r e v i o u s l y over looked such w r i t e r s as Mark Twa in ,  Henry James ,  

and W i l l i am Dean Howel ls in t he e a r l y years of the award s i n c e i t s i ncep t i on 

i n 1911 .  

Lew i s ' s s e l e c t i o n was the r e s u l t of the Nobel Commi t tee ' s consensus t ha t 

American l i t e r a t u r e had come of age ,  and e a r l i e r t h a t year the Stockholm 

Dagens Nyheter had pub l i shed t hree a r t i c l e s on the new American l i t e r a t u r e ,  

a general i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  and s p e c i f i c a r t i c l e s on Lew i s ,  of Sauk Cen t er ,  

M inneso ta ,  and on Theodore Dre i ser of Terre Haute ,  Ind i ana ,  the two Americans 

being cons idered for the p r i z e .  

S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  both w r i t e r s had been born and had grown up in smal l Mid-

wes tern towns in the l a s t decades of the n i ne t een t h c en t ury ,  both had found 

sub j ec t mat ter and i n s p i r a t i o n for t h e i r e a r l y works in Ch i cago ,  and in the f i r s t 

quar t er of the t wen t i e t h cen t ury they had ,  each i n h i s own way ,  made t h e i r marks 

on American l i t e r a t u r e w i t h nove l s based on the l i v e s of commonplace Midwestern 

people as they search for an e l u s i v e f u l f i l l m e n t .  Lew i s ' s bes t work was in sharp ,  

a f f e c t i o n a t e s a t i r e in Main S t r e e t (1920) ,  Babb i t t ( 1922 ) ,  Arrowsm i th ,  

(1925) ,  and o t h e r s ,  and D r e i s e r ' s i n the p e s s i m i s t i c determ in ism i n S i s t e r 

C a r r i e (1900 ,  1907) ,  Jenn i e Gernard t (1911) ,  The F i n a n c i e r ( 1912 ) ,  

and o t h e r s ,  i nc l ud i ng An American Tragedy (1925) .  

By a vo te of two t o one i n t he subcommi t tee ,  Lew i s was se l e c t ed the 

r e c i p c i e n t ,  a d e c i s i o n t ha t was c o n t r o v e r s i a l in the Un i t ed S t a t e s ,  and on 

December 10,  1930 ,  Professor E r i k Axe! K a r l f e l d t ,  permanent s e c r e t a r y of the 
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Swedish Academy,  in an unprecedented address ,  spoke t o the Academy on the t o p i c ,  

"Why S i n c l a i r Lew i s Got the Nobel P r i z e . " 

H i s address might have been w r i t t e n by a successor t o t ha t anonymous v i s i t o r 

t o Chicago s i x t y - s e v e n years e a r l i e r .  Af t er d i s c u s s i n g Lew i s ' s o r i g i n s in 

"Sauk Cen t re ,  a p l ace of a about two or t hree thousand i nhab i t an t s in the grea t 

wheat and bar l ey land of Minnesota ," he went on: 

J t i s the grea t p r a i r i e ,  an undu l a t i ng land w i t h l akes and 
oak groves ,  t ha t has produced t ha t l i t t l e c i t y and many o t hers 
e x a c t l y l i k e i t .  The p i oneers have had need of p l aces t o s e l l 
t h e i r g r a i n ,  s t o r e s for t h e i r s u p p l i e s ,  banks for t h e i r mortgage 
l oans ,  p h y s i c i a n s for t h e i r bod ies and clergymen for t h e i r s o u l s .  
There i s coopera t i on betwen the coun t ry and the c i t y and a t the 
same t ime c o n f l i c t .  Does t he c i t y e x i s t for the sake of t he 
coun t ry or the coun t ry for the c i t y ? 

The p r a i r i e makes i t s power f e l t . . . . B u t the c i t y ,  of course ,  
f e e l s i t s s u p e r i o r i t y . . . .  1 i ves i n i t s s e l f - c o n f i d e n c e and i t s 
b e l i e f in t r u e democracy . . . .  i t s f a i t h i n a sound bus i ness 
m o r a l i t y ,  and the b l e s s i n g s of being mo tor ized ; for t here are 
many Fords on Main S t r e e t . . . .  

Af t e r d i s c u s s i n g each of the works t ha t had corre out of Lew i s ' s exper i ence 

i n the smal l Mi ' jwestern town ,  the coun t r ys i de ,  and tne me t ropo l i s .  Professor 

K a r l f e l d t conci^jded: 

' es ,  S i n c l a i r Lew i s i s an American .  He w r i t e s the new 
l ancuage —Amer i can— as one of the r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of 120,000,000 
s o u i s .  He asks us t o cons i der t ha t t h i s na t i on i s not ye t f i n i s h e d 
or mel ted down; t ha t i t i s s t i l l i n the t urbu l en t years of 
ado l escence .  

The new grea t American l i t e r a t u r e has s t a r t e d w i t h na t i ona l 
s e l f - c r i t i c i s m .  I t i s a s i gn of h e a l t h .  S i n c l a i r Lew i s has the 
b l essed g i f t of w i e l d i ng h i s l and-c l e a r i ng implement ,  not on ly 
w i t h a f i r m hand ,  but w i t h a sm i l e on h i s l i p s and youth in 
h i s h e a r t .  He has the manners of a p i oneer .  He i s a new b u i l d e r .  

When two o ther Midwestern w r i t e r s were awarded the Nobel P r i z e .  

Ernes t Hemingway i n 1954 and Saul Be l low in 1976,  t here was no need for such 
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J u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  e i t h e r of t he s t a t u s of American l i t e r a t u r e or of tne l i t e r a r y 

worth of the r e c i p i e n t s .  Hemingway was tne f i f t h American t o r e c e i ve the award 

f o l l o w i n g Lew i s ,  Eugene O ' Ne i l l Pear l Buck ,  T .5 .  E l i o t ,  and W i l l i am Fau l kner ; 

Be l low was the seven t h .  Nor d i d the c i t a t i o n s recogn i ze t h e i r s t rong reg i ona l 

roo t s : Hemingway was pra i sed for h i s "powerfu l ,  s t y l e-mak i ng mastery of the a r t 

of modern n a r r a t i o n , " H i s e a r l i e r works ,  con t rary t o the Nobel requirement of 

" i de a l t endenc i es . " were seen as " b r u t a l ,  c y n i c a l ,  and c a l l o u s , " but he was 

pra i s ed for the "hero i c pathos" of h i s "awareness of l i f e , " h i s "manly love of 

danger and adven ture , " and h i s "na t ura l adm i ra t i on of every i nd i v i dua l who 

f i g h t s t he good f i g h t i n a wor ld of r e a l i t y overshadowed by v i o l enc e and death . " 

Be l l ow ,  converse l y ,  was pra i sed for hav ing emancipated the American novel 

from-the hard-bo i l ed school t h a t had dominated the 19303 and for focus i ng 

a t t e n t i o n upon " t ha t f a m i l i a r ,  dang l i ng ,  u n i v e r s a l man,  t he an t i -hero" who 

con t inued t o s u r v i v e in a t hrea t ened and t hrea t en i ng wor l d .  He was p r a i s e d ,  

t oo ,  for h i s a b i l i t y t o por t ray the inner j oys and agon ies of modern l i f e .  

H i s major s t r e n g t h ,  the c i t a t i o n conc luded ,  was h i s power of c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n .  

Al though " i t a t i o n s are n e c e s s a r i l y g e n e r a l ,  on l y Hemingway p u b l i c l y 

expressed d i s p l e a s u r e w i t h h i s ,  r e f e r r i n g t o i t as " t ha t Swedish t h i ng , " and .  

l i k e Lew i s ,  he was g r a t e f u l for the cash p r i z e ,  accord i ng t o h i s i n i t i a l pub l i c 

r e a c t i o n t o the announcement .  But none of the c i t a t i o n s ,  i nc l ud i ng Lew i s ' s ,  

t a l k e d about the reg i ona l o r i g i n s or substance of t h e i r work ,  ra t her see ing 

each as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of as we l l as a unique con t r i bu t or t o a mono l i t h i c 

American and wor ld l i t e r a t u r e .  
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N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  each o f t h r e e i s .  i n John T .  F e d e r i c k ' s d e f i n i t i o n ,  a 

r e g i o n a l w r i t e r whose peop l e c a r r y t h e v a l u e s and e x p e r i e n c e s o f t h e i r o r i g i n s 

w i t h them i n t o t h e l a r g e r w o r l d beyond .  L e w i s t ook h i s peop l e from t h e s m a l l 

town i n t o t h e modern M i dwes t ern commerc i a l c e n t e r s ,  from h i s Gopher P r a i r i e t o 

t o h i s Z e n i t h : Hemingway ,  who commented s e v e r a l t i m e s t h a t he had a wonderfu l 

nove l t o w r i t e abou t Oak P a r k ,  I l l i n o i s ,  t h e Ch i c ago suburb i n wh i ch he grew 

up ,  t h a t he wou ld never w r i t e ,  t ook N i ck Adams,  h i s y o u t h f u l a 1 t e r ego from 

t h e woods and s t r e a m s and s m a l l towns o f t h e n o r t h e r n M i ch i gan o f h i s y o u t h f u l 

summers t o war ,  t o P a r i s and S p a i n ,  t o A f r i c a and a g a i n t o w a r ,  emerg i ng a s 

J a k e B a r n e s ,  a s F r e d e r i c k Henry ,  a s Rober t Jordon and R i c h a r d C a n t w e l 1 ,  and 

f i n a l l y a s Thomas Hudson i n t h e posthumous I s l a n d s i n t h e S t r e a m .  B e l l o w ,  

a s Rober t M.  Adams has r e c e n t l y commented ,  m a i n t a i n s ,  i n a l m o s t a l l h i s work ,  

a l o v e - h a t e r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h C h i c a g o .  "Tha t g r i t t y c i t y , " Adams p o i n t s o u t ,  

"has a hammer ' ock on Sau l B e l l o w ' s i m a g i n a t i o n . . . . E v e n when he t a k e s h i s 

f i c t i o n a l c h a r a c t e r s e l s e w h e r e ,  t h e y c a r r y Ch i cago w i t h t hem ,  and come back t o 

Ch i c ago f o r f n . i l a u t h e n t i c a t i o n . " 

None o f t^-? t h r e e d e a l s w i t h t he M idwest a s a who l e ,  nor w i t h a l l t h e v a l u e s 

and c h a r a c t e r of t h a t comp l ex ,  chang i ng r e g i o n ,  bu t a rough chrono l ogy o f 

deve l opmen t emerges i n t h e i r works and i n t h e c h a r a c t e r and v a l u e s o f t h e i r 

p e o p l e .  T h i s c h r o n o l o g y ,  I am c o n v i n c e d ,  i s t h e key t o u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e 

r e g i o n a l f o u n d a t i o n s o f t h e i r works a s w e l l a s t h e r e g i o n i t s e l f .  Hemingway ' s 

work i s r o o t e d g e o g r a p h i c a l l y i n t h e w i l d s o f Upper M i ch i gan f r o n t i e r ,  when 

c i v i l i z a t i o n began t o impose a rough o r d e r on a w i l d e r n e s s ,  when t h e a b o r i g i n a l 

I n d i a n s had been reduced t o i mpove r i shed s e r v i t u d e and y e t v i o l e n c e rema i ned an 

omn i presen t r e a l i t y i n t h e shadows ,  a r e a l i t y w i t h wh i ch a young N i ck Adams must 

come t o t e r m s ,  a s he does i n " I n d i a n Camp," i n "The B a t t l e r , " i n "The K i l l e r s , " 

and "The B i g Two-Hear t ed R i v e r , " and u l t i m a t e l y i n v a r i o u s g u i s e s i n 
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A F a r e w e l 1 t o A r m s .  F o r Whom t h e B e l 1 To 1 1 s .  a n d A c r o s s t h e R i v e r 

a n d I n t o t h e T r e e s .  N i c k Adams a n d h i s s u c c e s s o r s a r e t h e l a s t o f t h e 

A m e r i c a n i n d i v i d u a l i s t s ,  a u t h e n t i c s o n s o f t h o s e who had c r o s s e d t h e A p p a l a c h i a n s 

i n t o t h e u n k n o w n ,  a n d t h e l a s t o f t h o s e who had come o u t o f a n o r d e r l y s o c i e t y 

t o f a c e a n d e n d u r e a n d d e f y l i f e r e d u c e d t o i t s p r i m i t i v e r e a l i t y ,  and who h a d 

l e a r n e d t o t r i u m p h i n t h e v e r y f a c t o f d e s t r u c t i o n a n d t o f i n d m e a n i n g a n d 

p u r p o s e a n d i d e n t i t y i n t h e p r o c e s s .  T h e v e n e e r o f c i v i l i z a t i o n f o r Hem i ngway ' s 

p e o p l e i s j u s t t h a t ; l o v e i s a n i l l u s i o n a s a r e t h e v a l u e s o f modern c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  

a s J a k e B a r n e s .  F r e d e r i c H e n r y ,  a n d R o b e r t J o r d o n r e c o g n i z e c l e a r l y a n d e l o q u e n t l y 

i n t h e a r m s o f B r e t t A s h l e y ,  i n a S w i s s r a i n ,  on a S p a n i s h h i l l s i d e .  

L e w i s ' s M i d w e s t i s t h a t o f m a t u r i t y ,  a n d i t s v a l u e s ,  t h e v a l u e s o f a 

d e a d l y c o m m o n p l a c e ,  a r e t h o s e r o o t e d i n t h e e x p l o i t a t i o n o f n a t u r e t h a t had made 

m a t u r i t y p o s s i b l e ,  v a l u e s t h a t L e w i s s i m u l t a n e o u s l y condemns a n d i d e n t i f i e s w i t h ,  

a s Hem i ngway ^nd i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e v a l u e s o f more o r i m i t i v e s o c i e t y .  I f 

Hem i ngway ' s v a ^ l u e s a r e t h o s e o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l ' s s e a r c h f o r m e a n i n g and i d e n t i t y .  

L e w i s p o r t r a y s t h o s e o f c o l l e c t i v e a c c e p t a n c e ,  o f t h e t r i u m p h o f t h e s u p e r f i c i a l 

a n d t h e m a t e r ' ^ 1 .  o f t h e s u b m e r g e n c e o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l i n t h e m a s s ,  o f t h e 

r e w a r d o f a m a t e r i a l l y s u c c e s s f u l l i f e a t t h e c o s t o f i n d i v i d u a l i d e n t i t y and 

p e r s o n a l f r e e d o m .  H i s M i d w e s t i s t h a t o f a c o m m e r c i a l P u r i t a n i s m ,  o f God ' s 

r e w a r d f o r c o n f o r m i t y a n d g r e e d ,  a n d o f a s o c i e t y d e f i n e d e x p l i c i t l y i n "Ma i n 

S t r e e t " a n d " B a b b i t t , " t e r m s t h a t h a v e become g e n e r i c i n t h e A m e r i c a n l a n g u a g e .  

B e l l o w ' s M i d w e s t i s t h a t o f C h i c a g o ,  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y t h e b r i g h t ,  s h i n i n g 

symbo l o f s u c c e s s f o r g e n e r a t i o n s o f M i d w e s t e r n f a r m b o y s a n d i m m i g r a n t s a n d 

t h e n i g h t m a r e o f r e a l i t y i n w h i c h B e l l o w ' s p e o p l e ,  f r o m J o s e p h i n P a r 1 i n g Man 

t o A l b e r t C o r d e i n T h e D e a n ' s D e c e m b e r ,  a t t e m p t t o f i n d a n d m a i n t a i n a n 

e l u s i v e u n d e r s t a n d i n g n o t o n l y o f t i m e a n d p l a c e b u t o f s e l f .  " I am a n A m e r i c a n .  

C h i c a g o b o r n , " ; B e l l ow b e g i n s T h e A d v e n t u r e s o f A u g i e M a r c h ,  p o e t i c r a t h e r 



than l i t e r a l t r u t h for Be l l ow—born i n Quebec i n 1915 and brought to Chicago a t 

n i ne .  "Ch icago ,  t ha t somber c i t y , " he con t i nues , " and / I / go a t t h i ngs as i 

have taugh t myse l f ,  f r e e - s t y l e ,  and w i l l make the record in my own way." 

Be l l ow ' s Chicago i s both r e a l i t y and metaphor.  Un l i ke h i s use of New York 

as s e t t i n g i n The V i c t i m ,  Se i ze the Day,  and Mr.  Samm1er 's P I a n e t ,  which 

i s e s s e n t i a l l y an o u t s i d e r ' s New York ,  Be l l ow ' s Chicago s e t t i n g s are those of a 

Ch icagoan ,  w i t h the sense of obscure names and the f e e l of neighborhoods--and 

Chicago i s a c i t y of ne i ghborhoods— ,  of t en used ,  as Robert Adams comments,  as 

"shorthand for a t t i t u d e s and va l ues . " 

I f Chicago i s both r e a l i t y and metaphor for an age .  Be l l ow ' s peop l e—each 

of them ag ing as t he demands of s o c i e t y and t he va l ues of o t hers evo lve in an 

i n c r e a s i n g l y complex s o c i e t y — a n d as Be l low a g e s — s t r u g g l e t o meet ,  unders t and ,  

and def i ne t he^r exper i ence .  Be l l ow ' s people at tempt thus t o cope w i t h the 

i n d i v i d u a l ,  a f i x e d quan i t y ,  as he r e l a t e s them t o ar i nexorab l y unfo l d i ng 

h i s t o r y ,  in wr^ i ch the immediate ,  the l o c a l ,  i s ,  i n E- ' ierson ' s t erms ,  t r u l y the 

on ly u n i v e r s a l .  In the background of each novel are those peop l e ,  i n the 

t r a d i t i o n int"-educed by Sherwood Anderson to Midwestern and American w r i t i n g ,  

who are c l e a r l y gro t esques ,  warped p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y i f not p h y s i c a l l y by the 

exper i ence of t h e i r t i me .  But Be l l ow ' s p r o t a g o n i s t s ,  each an i n t e l l e c t u a l and 

an i n d i v i d u a l i s t ,  s u r v i v e ; p e r i l o u s l y c l ose a t t imes t o becoming gro t esques ,  

w i t h f u l f i l l m e n t rema in ing e l u s i v e ,  they endure .  Thus ,  t wen t y-s i x year o l d 

Joseph in Dang 1ing Man f i n a l l y seeks h i s j u s t i f i c a t i o n in t he war ,  the 

u l t i ma t e exper i ence of h i s age; f i f t y - n i n e - y e a r - o l d A l ber t Corde in 

The Dean ' s December,  seek i ng an unders t and ing of a Chicago grown grotesque 

in i t s v i o l e n c e ,  f i n a l l y ca t ches a g l i mpse ,  however momentary,  of the i n f i n i t e .  
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