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The Making of
Lord Grizzly

FREDERICK FEIKEMA MANFRED

Editor's Note: /n 1954, McGraw-Hill Book Company of New York pubUshed Frederick Manfred's novel Lord Grizzly. Since then, the book has
been reprinted numerous times and is required reading in mani,/ high
school and college literature courses. Based on the 1823-1824 experiences of mountain man Hugh Glass, Lord Grizzly dramaticalli; retells a
piece of South Dakota's earl]^ history;. The rugged terrain of northwestern and central South Dakota, where much of the action of the novel
takes place, is üividl]^ described. In various speeches and interuiews
through the \;ears, Manfred has recreated for his audiences the stor^; of
how he researched and wrote the book. The following account of his research trips and writing methods was originally presented in slightly different form on 14 October 1983 at the Western History Association
Conference in Salt Lake City, Utah.
It was in the summer of 1943, after I'd learned that my first
novel. The Golden Bowl, was to be printed the next year, and I
could relax a little knowing I'd be a published author some day,
that I began to do further research on an idea that was eventually
to become This is the Year. I might remark at this point that
when I lived on the farm I longed to get away from it. But later
on, when I started to write about it, I discovered I had to go back
and check things out because I'd forgotten them or hadn't paid
any attention to them at the time. So I began to read farm manuals and old weekly newspapers dealing with Siouxland.
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It occurred to me one day that I should check out the WPA
Writer's Project guides —the various state guides that had been
written by local state writers. I already owned the Minnesota
state guide, so I went to the University of Minnesota library and
got out the one on South Dakota. When I saw it was a lively book,
I went out and bought my own copy. As I read through it some
ten pages a day, I suddenly spotted on page 210 a woodcut showing a mountain man being mauled by a bear. It instantly caught
my eye. I read the legend beside it and noted, among other
things, that John G. Neihardt had written about the man and the
grizzly. Not only had Hugh done a great thing in crawling back to
safety after he was almost killed, but after he had figured out
who had deserted him, he chased them down, caught them, and
then . . . let them go. I had read the Greeks by this time, and it
struck me that we, too, in our American past had had an Achilles.
Hugh Glass was our Achilles. Nay, more. Where Achilles never
forgave, Hugh Glass had forgiven his deserters. That was an act
that put him above Achilles. In fact, Hugh Glass had performed
his heroics while completely alone. Achilles always had a contingent of Greek warriors near by.
I went to the university library again to have a peek at John G,
Neihardt's book A Cycle of the West, particularly the section entitled Tke Song of Hugh Glass. I had the habit in those days,
before I took a book out, of paging through it. I wasn't going to
carry all that heavy paper back home if I wasn't going to use it. So
I sat on a little hard bench and examined it. I read a couple dozen
pages, and then, reluctantly, found myself not liking it too well.
Neihardt had written his account in imitation of Homer, and in
English it didn't come off well.
But there was another reason why I stopped looking at it. I'd
lived in the country before the roads had been graveled or paved.
After a heavy rain my father always made it a point to be the first
down a rain-soaked road because, he said, if someone bad gone
ahead of him in the mud, then he always had to worry about the
wriggling tracks already there. Pa said he'd just as soon make his
own wriggle first down the road. I had the same thought. I didn't
care to read Neihardt's account because then I'd always have to
worry what he did ahead of me. I wanted to make my own wriggle
down that muddy road of the unknown. So I snapped A Cycle of
the West shut and handed it back.
The librarians at the university soon caught on that I was going to do something about the Hugh Glass story. They began to
find books for me. I don't know how many I read. More than a
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hundred perhaps. There were two books that in particular caught
my eye. One was Life in the Far West by George Frederick Ruxton. Ruxton was a British boy who came to America and went on
a hunting expedition across the wild prairies into the Shining
Mountains. The other one was by Lewis Garrard of Cincinnati,
Ohio, who also wrote an autobiographical account of a trip west.
His book was Wah-to-yah and the Taos Trail. From those two
books I copied such passages of dialogue as I thought were probably a correct recording of what was said by the mountain men,
some thirty pages in my notebook. Those two boys were young,
Ruxton was in his early twenties and Garrard was still in his late
teens, and I figured their memories would be the freshest and the
most accurate. They had probably given us the truest account of
what the mountain men actually said.
I next checked out the guns of that time. It happened that below the hill where we lived in Bloomington, Minnesota, in a place
called the Stagecoach, where we used to have barbecued ribs
once in a while, was an extensive gun collection owned by an
Ozzie Klavestad. Luckily, Ozzie had on hand a replica of the gun
used by Hugh Glass. Ozzie took me out to the woods in back,
primed the old gun for me, and let me fire off a couple of shots, to
get the feel of the kick it had, as well as to get the smell of the old
powder they used back in the 1820s.
I next decided I'd better have a look at the sites, so my wife
Maryanna and I got into our old Ford and drove out to western
South Dakota, to the town of Lemmon near the Grand River. I
should perhaps tell you a bit about that old Ford of ours first. It'll
help give you a picture of what I went through as a researcher as
well as help set up the magnitude of Hugh's exploit. The old car
had a short in it that no mechanic could ever find. At the most inopportune times the lights would go out. If one hit a chuckhole,
out went the headlights. Thus we always made it a point to drive
it only in the daytime. When we were crossing South Dakota to
get to Lemmon, we had to hurry to find a motel before it got dark.
Once, back in Bloomington where we lived, we decided we had to
see a certain movie. We took a chance. Everything went fine on
the way to the movie in Edina (near Minneapolis), but halfway
home afterwards the lights went out. I pulled over in the dark,
hoping we wouldn't land in the ditch. I found our flashlight. After
some deliberation, we decided to drive home with that. So, holding the flashlight out of the left front window, we started to inch
our way home. Well, it wasn't long before a state trooper pulled
us over. "What's the problem here?" he asked.
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"I guess we have a short in the lights."
"You know, of course, you could have been rammed in the

rear."
"I was watching for that in our rearview mirror," I replied. "If
a car came up too fast I was going to take to the ditch."
"Well, we better get you off the road. Look, I'll light you up
from the rear all the way to your lane. All right, let's move it."
All the while this was going on, my wife Maryanna sat in stony
silence. And it wasn't until we sold the car, and it was junked,
that we found out that the short was where the wire to the taillight went through the steel frame. Over the years the insulation
on the wire had been worn off.
In Lemmon, South Dakota, we found a man named Art Svendby, owner of the local general-merchandise store, who knew
about the site of the mauling. Once I explained what I had in
mind, he immediately took off work and drove us out to where a
monument had been erected in memory of Hugh Glass. He showed us where local talk placed the mauling.
The next morning I drove out to the monument again and laid
out a general plan of attack. I had two railroad maps with me that
showed every square mile in South Dakota. I told my wife: "Now,
I'm going to walk from this spot here to that spot there. Since
there are no roads in this part of Dakota, you'll have to drive back
to the main highway, go across to here, and then come down to
here. I should be there in about three or four hours."
She slowly turned purple. Here was all this wild stuff in that
fenceless country. We'd seen coyotes sitting on the hills. We'd
seen antelope bounding through the draws. We'd also spotted
dozens of rattlesnakes squashed by cars and trucks on the tar
highways. "What if you don't show up there?"
"Well, wait at least until it's almost dark. If I don't show up by
then, you better go get a room in Faith. And then tomorrow come
back and look for me."
"What!"
"If you don't find me in two days, look for where you might spot
some vultures circling in the sky. I'll be below them somewhere."
"Are you serious?"
"And if you don't spot circling vultures, and I still don't show
up, then call the sheriff and have him get up a posse."
By that time she knew I was teasing. "All right, Columbus, be
seein' you."
I took off. I walked from near Lemmon on the Grand River,
over the first height of land, past Thunder Butte, down to the
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next river, the Moreau, where Maryanna was waiting for me. The
next day she once again took the long way around, while I climbed the next hogback, past Rattlesnake Butte, down to where
Cherry Creek poured into the Cheyenne River. There was an Indian agency at that confluence, and when I walked in Maryanna
was waiting for me.
All the way over those two heights of land I took notes. I also
had with me a gunnysack and some one hundred small wax-paper
bags. Every time I saw something interesting —a flower, some
grass, what a farmer would call a weed —I would clip it, mark it
on the map, and put it in the wax bag and then into the gunnysack. Why invent grasses or flowers when nature was far more inventive than I might be? Why not have it accurate so that when
people read the book they would know that when I said Hugh saw
this or that it was really there.
I thought, too, I should taste some of the things. So, when I
came upon an ant or grasshopper, I pinched them in my fingers
and tasted. I also spotted mice, but them I didn't taste. I'd
watched cats eat mice and knew how much they enjoyed them, so
I figured that if I were Hugh and were hungry enough I'd probably bite in too —except maybe I'd first skin and disembowel it.
Same way with gophers. Gophers wouldn't taste any different
from squirrels, and I'd had squirrel-meat pie at one time or another.
In the summer of 1823, Hugh Glass was a hunter for a trading
party led by Maj. Andrew Henry. They were a part of a larger
group out of Saint Louis under Gen. William A. Ashley. Hunters
worked in pairs up ahead of the party. When they spotted deer or
antelope or buffalo, they dropped them, skinned them out, and
hung the meat up in trees along the river bank for the party to
pick up as they came along. Hugh generally hunted up ahead with
two young men, Jim Bridger and John Fitzgerald.
One day Hugh, in an ornery mood, went on alone. Grumbling to
himself, pushing through a plum thicket, he came upon a shegrizzly with two cubs. Had she been alone she would probably
have walked away from him. Grizzlies aren't all that pugnacious.
They are curious but they're not wanton killers. Of course, with
two cubs at her heels, she was instantly ready to protect her
young. She attacked Hugh before he could get up his gun and fire.
It was too late for him to run. So he closed with her like a wrestler
might, made it a point to get inside her reach. While she was clawing up his back, and gnawing at his head, he kept stabbing her repeatedly, until finally both the she-grizzly and Hugh dropped to
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Dressed in casual clothes, author Frederick Manfred
traveled the back roads of South Dakota, North Dakota,
and Wyoming to research his novel Lord Grizzly.

earth. Some accounts have it that she broke one of his legs, tore
his shoulder badly, even took one bite out of his butt.
When Major Henry's party caught up with Hugh, they found
him unconscious but still alive. Every time he breathed, a bubble
of blood emerged out of one of the toothholes the grizzly had
made in his throat. The party stopped at the spot overnight. The
next morning, with Hugh still alive though breathing laboriously.
Major Henry assigned Fitzgerald and Bridger to watch over him
until he died and then to bury him. Several days went by and still
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Hugh lived. They dug a grave for him. Meanwhile both Fitzgerald
and Bridger were in fear of their own lives. The Arikara were on
the warpath, and should they find the two lads, they were done.
Sure that Hugh was going to die, they finally left him beside the
open grave, took his possibles —gun, knife, flint, powder —so the
Indians wouldn't get them, and hurried off to catch up with Major
Henry. They assured Major Henry that, yes, Hugh finally did die,
and here were his possibles.
When Hugh at last came to, he figured out from the dead campfire that two men had been left to guard over him. From their special moccasin tracks he made out that the two were Bridger and
Fitzgerald, the very two he had taught how to be good hunters in
the wilderness. Seeing the grave, discovering that they had taken
his possibles, he slowly, numbly, worked himself up into a terrible
rage. He swore vengeance. Those deserters! He was going to live
and crawl back to Fort Kiowa and get those devils and kill them.
To leave a man behind in the wilderness was one of the worst sins
of the Old West. According to mountain-man code, he had a right
to kill them. It was the swearing of that vengeance that saved
him.
After all that walking, I next visited Will Robinson, director of
the South Dakota State Historical Society in Pierre. Robinson
became intrigued with my project, though he held his head sideways a little as he spoke. He hoped that I wouldn't go about it the
way Neihardt did. He said he had gone along with Neihardt to
work out Hugh's trail, and once, as they were driving along, Neihardt suddenly asked him to stop driving. Robinson did. "Ah,"
Neihardt had whispered, "Hugh went along here. On hands and
knees." Robinson asked, "How do you know?" "I can just feel him
having been here," Neihardt answered. Robinson shook his head
at me and smiled deprecatingly. Robinson was a former army officer and an amateur historian, and to him that was a ridiculous
way of doing research.
Robinson did me several favors. First, he showed me on my
map his idea of where Hugh had crawled. It was almost exactly
the trail I'd worked out by walking it. Second, when I told him my
wife and I had almost run out of money and weren't sure we had
enough funds to buy gas to get home, he gave me a five-dollar bill.
A loan. Which I repaid him the moment we got home. Third, he
showed me a copy of a letter Hugh was reputed to have written to
Johnnie Gardner's father to explain how Johnnie had been killed
by the Rees. That letter was most intriguing. After studying it a
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while, I decided that Hugh probably hadn't written it; that he'd
gotten a clerk at Fort Kiowa to write it. The handwriting was
that of a meticulous clerk. So was the language. When I wrote the
book, though, I used the letter as I found it.
Home again in Bloomington, having seen the hills Hugh had
had to crawl over, I decided to try crawling around on the hill we
lived on. Our hill was almost exactly like the heights of land he
had had to surmount. I made a splint, or a slape as my father
would call it {slape is a Frisian word), tied my leg in it, and on
hands and knees began dragging the splinted leg through the tall
grass up and down the hill. The perspective from that low point of
view was astonishing. Eyes a foot off the ground, I found it to be a
new way of looking at life. I felt like Nebuchadnezzar of the Bible
who had gone to live with the beasts of the field.
I next called on an old trapper living in my old hometown of
Doon, Iowa. Every fall and every spring he put out his traps to
catch mink, fox, coyote, weasel. Talking to him I learned he'd
picked up the tricks of his trade from an early pioneer trapper
named "Old Dan" who lived on the Big Rock River. Old Dan, in
turn, had learned how to set his traps from the first mountain
men in the area who were looking for beaver. I found this all very
thrilling.
Memory of a certain episode from boyhood days also helped. I
wanted a bicycle very much. My father said he didn't have the
money. I decided I'd do some trapping, catch a mink or two, and
then I'd have enough to buy a good bike. But no matter how carefully I set the traps, using the instructions that came with the
shining steel jaws, I never caught a mink. They were just too
clever. Instead one morning, making the rounds of my traps, I discovered I'd caught a skunk. The trap had snapped hold of its rear
leg, and when I came upon him, the skunk was calmly chewing off
its leg to set itself free. I felt terribly sorry for it. I was horrified.
Finally I knelt beside it to help it free of the steel jaws. The skunk
didn't understand my act of mercy; it still remembered what I'd
done to it in the first place. It let me have a full blast. From head
to foot. Luckily, it didn't hit my eyes.
Well, a hundred yards from our farmyard, my parents already
knew I was coming. My father ran out and stopped me by the machine shed. "That's far enough, son." It was around Christmas
time, and very cold, but he made me undress in the machine shed.
He brought me a basin of hot water, a brush, and some harsh tar
soap. "Now let's see how good you can scrub yourself." My father
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built a little stick fire at the edge of the grove and burned my
clothes. When I couldn't damper the smell in my hair, my father,
screwing up his big nose, got the clippers and cut off my hair, giving me a "heinie" haircut. My mother brought me a fresh set of
clothes, and my father washed my four-buckle rubber boots with
gasoline. None of this helped much. I still stunk skunk. And that
night I had to sleep in the calf pen. All night long the cows on the
other side of the gutter, heads caught in stanchions, tried to catch
a glimpse of that strange stinking critter housed in with them.
Next I had to learn something about the grizzly. I'd already had
one encounter with them in Yellowstone National Park in the
summer of 1934, when, just out of college, I'd hitchhiked west to
see the Shining Mountains. I'd caught a ride with an elderly spinster named Minerva Baxter and managed to talk her into stopping where the grizzlies were fed garbage. The garbage still
hadn't been brought out, but the grizzlies were already drifting in
from the forest. Several signs on a viewing platform warned
guests not to go beyond a certain point. I spotted several huge
grizzlies feeding on some berries below us. Without really thinking about what I was doing, I stepped down off the platform and
approached the grizzlies. I got close enough to smell them. It was
a wonderful, wild, unwashed-fur smell. All they did was just slowly swing their huge heads around and look over their silver shoulders at me, sniff at me, and then go back to their feeding.
About that time I became aware that a park ranger had stepped out onto the platform and was glaring down at me. He didn't
dare yell at me for fear of stirring up the grizzlies. He had to shut
up until I got out of there. Very quietly, slowly, I backed away
and then turned and stepped back up onto the safety of the platform. The ranger, furious, wild, gave me what-for. The devil.
When he finished, I gave as my excuse the fact that I'd never
been afraid of animals on the farm at home, and that the studs
and bulls sensing this had let me be.
That experience by itself wasn't quite enough, I felt. I learned
that the Como Park Zoo in Saint Paul had recently acquired a
young male grizzly. I got permission to visit it before the crowds
came in, during those hours when the help would be feeding the
animals and cleaning up afterwards, from eight until twelve. For
four hours every day I just sat there and watched the young grizzly. At first he was curious about me sitting there only eight feet
away on the other side of powerful steel bars. He tried to sniff
me. He tried to stare me down. He wriggled his hide over his mas-
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sive shoulder at me. Finally, after a few days, he got bored with it
all and turned his back on me, at last even sliding under a bench
as though to hide from my sight. Meanwhile I kept waiting for
him to do something grizzly.
One day it happened. The guard came in with some fresh raw
meat. Instantly he moved from under the bench, surged up like a
huge hairy amoeba, stood rampant at the bars above me, sticking
his snout as far as he could between two bars to get a better smell
of the meat. That motion, huge yet swift, rising over me, towering, was what I'd been waiting to see. I now knew grizzly.
Just before I started writing the book I had a strange dream. It
was Hugh Glass, slightly bent with work and time, grizzlyheaded, with knobby cracked red fingers, slowly sauntering away
from me, heading for his beaver traps in a cold-running mountain
stream. I slowly started to wake up. At that point I wasn't sure it
was a dream anymore, but possibly a real being in my bedroom. I
halted the waking up, let myself hang between waking and
dreaming, hoping to keep up the scene in the dream at the same
time that I'd see a real live mountain man. I kept wavering back
and forth, being in the dream and then slowly out of it again. I
got, though, a wonderful view of Old Hugh. Then Maryanna sighed beside me and I was awake. If Maryanna had known what I
was seeing, she would probably have let out a shriek.
I was ready to go. It was early in 1953. We were living out in
the country south of Minneapolis on ten acres we called Wrâlda.
A little after seven every morning I'd step across the backyard to
my ten-by-fourteen cabin and begin writing. I'd first check over
what I'd written the day before, correcting it some, picking up all
the threads again; then I'd read over those thirty pages of mountain-man dialogue I'd copied from Ruxton and Garrard, to get the
feel of their day, to get the rhythm and cadence going in my head
of that peculiar vernacular speech, even the odd syntax at work
in it; and finally I'd let the secretary of my subconscious start
talking. Some of that mountain-man lingo even got into the exposition part of the narrative. As the various characters slowly
emerged, besides that of Old Hugh, I let them have their way. In
my books everybody has a right to his own paragraph. Even the
author. I was careful only to keep the colloquial from getting out
of hand. I get a little sick of the Br'er Rabbit stories. Control is all.
I'd been a little worried about how I would handle Indians. I
wanted to present the real Indian, not the one Helen Hunt Jackson gave us in Ramona. I wanted to show their noble aspect as
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well as their lice. As I went along I realized I wasn't doing too
badly. I was leaning heavily, I noticed, on three experiences with
Indian people. In college I had lived with a young man who'd been
raised on the Navajo reservation in New Mexico. Except for
members of his family, he had rarely seen white boys and girls.
He was an excellent basketball player and had learned all his
feints and dodges and shooting from the Navajos. He acted Indian, I felt at the time; it certainly was different from the way I'd
been trained to handle myself. He often sat stonily silent in his
chair, staring at the wall in what I afterwards learned was the
true Indian blues. Later on I had played basketball with a Yankton Sioux named Jimmy Wells. He was a forward and a great
feeder. I was a center, and he knew just how to loft the ball up
near the basket so I could dunk it. We roomed together, got to
like each other very much. He told me many stories about his family. The way he handled himself give me a vivid picture of the Indian man.
And, when I was a boy, we had lived beside the old King of
Trails (now Highway 75), which ran from Winnipeg to New Orleans. Every summer, caravans of Indians came rolling by, coming
down from Flandreau and Pipestone, on their way to Santee, Nebraska. My mother told me to quick jump over the fence and hide
in the corn should I see them coming, Indians were known to kidnap little children, she said. I never did jump the fence. I just
stood my ground in the ditch. They looked friendly enough to me.
My mother's version reflected the time when Indian men would
raid any enemy camp to steal a baby and give that baby to a sad
mother who'd lost her child through sickness. The stolen child
would help assuage her grief.
I must not forget to mention how I found the title Lord Grizzly.
Over those eight, nine years of note-taking, I'd called the project
"grizzly." I knew I had to have that word in the title. But it needed more. Just before I began writing, I made two lists on the
same sheet of paper: on the right-hand side the word "grizzly"
some twenty times, and on the left-hand side various adjectives
and nouns, such as "king," "noble," "prince," "lord," "white,"
"wild," "count," and so on. Curiously enough, my eye didn't pause
the first time I saw the two words "lord" and "grizzly" together
in the same line. It wasn't until later, happening to pick up the
sheet of paper, that my eye instantly picked out "lord grizzly." I
saw that it was perfect. The grizzly is the lord of the animal world
on this continent. And Hugh Glass, after his heroic crawl, was the
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lord of all mountain men. Using that title as a bull's-eye helped me
keep my eye on the main thrust of the story.
I finished the first draft by the middle of the summer of 1953.
Glancing through it, I felt something was still missing. I needed
more detail about the scenery. I climbed into our old Ford (with
the lights still not fixed) and headed out towards Fort Berthold in
North Dakota. I'd learned there were several very old Indians living on the grounds of the fort, an old Mandan and an old Arikara.
The Arikara's memory wasn't very good; it had faded. When I
called on the aged Mandan, his wife came out of his log cabin to
tell me that her husband didn't care to talk about the old days
until just after the sun went down.
Walking back past the row of old weathered cabins, I spotted
two Indian girls trying to get into the end cabin near the campgrounds turnaround. One was slim and very pretty. She was trying to get a key into the door but somehow couldn't quite get it to
work. I stopped to watch. It was an old-type large key, and I knew
that if one didn't get it in exactly deep enough, it wouldn't work.
Finally I said, "Having a little trouble there?"
She smiled down at her hands. "I can't get in."
"Shall I try for you?"
She handed me the key.
I fit the key into the keyhole, found the right depth, turned
over the tumbler, and opened the door for her. She thanked me
with the kind of delicacy I'd once seen at an elegant party on
Mount Curve in Minneapolis.
When the sun slid below the bronze horizon, I had my talk with
the Mandan. It turned out that he was a walking history book
about the area, and not only knew Mandan history, but also the
Sioux and the Crow and the Hidatsa. The first ten minutes or so
with him were touch and go because I caught him trying to pull
my leg, as well as feed me stuff he thought a white man might
want to hear. But when I told him it was probably all going into a
book, for keeps, his attitude changed, even his glowing eyes
became reflective, and he began to sound like an old Frisian
skald.
It was almost eleven o'clock when he finally stopped talking,
and he let me know he was sleepy and wanted to go to bed. I
thanked him and headed for my room in the main house on the
fort grounds. I'd just barely crossed the big turnaround when an
old Ford, one older even than the one I drove, pulled up beside
me. In it was the pretty Indian giri, alone, smiling demurely.
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She asked, "Would you like to go to a dance up at New Town?"
Fort Berthold would soon be submerged in back-up water from a
new dam being built below, and most of the buildings on the old
fort grounds were being moved to higher ground called New
Town.
"You mean, Indian dancing?"
"Well, yes, that. And modern dancing too. You know, couples
together."
I hesitated. She was so very lovely. Had I been single I
wouldn't have hesitated even though I'd probably run into considerable hostility from Indian males. But I was in love with my wife,
somewhat happily married, and finally, reluctantly, told her I
couldn't go. "But thanks anyway."
"I'd like to drive you up there. I hear you want to learn about
the Sioux Indians."
I smiled. "Your men friends will probably scalp me."
With that she laughed heartily, black eyes flashing in the reflected light from the dashboard. "You sure you don't want to
go?"
"No. I'm sorry."
I never did find out her name, but that girl became the model
for the girl named Leaf in my novel Conquering Horse. Henry
James once made the remark that one only needed a quick glance
at the changing of the guard in London to be able to describe
much English history. That brief glance at that slender dusky
beauty was enough for me to catch the general stance of the Indian woman.
The following day I drove west to the confluence of the Yellowstone and the Missouri rivers. I took copious notes. From there I
drove still farther west to the confluence of the Little Big Horn
and the Yellowstone rivers, site of Henry's Post. It was here that
Hugh Glass had caught up with young Jim Bridger, and after telling him, "Get up, I wouldn't kick a pup," let him go. I found a huge
iron ring partway imbedded in a fat cottonwood where a hundred
and thirty or so years before mountain men had tied up their
boats.
I also ran into a funny anecdote about General Custer. Sacrilegious even. Following a long lane, I finally entered a tumbled
down dump of a place: low log cabin, a corral, a wispy wheezing
old dog who tried to bark at me but couldn't quite make it. Looking past the corral, I spotted a man hoeing in a plot of corn. I
strolled out toward him. When I got close enough, his first words
were, "What'd I do now?"
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I laughed. "Nothing. I just want to ask some questions about
this spot." On either side of us was the sound of low slapping
water —the Yellowstone to the north of us, the Little Big Horn to
the south of us. "Isn't this where Henry's Post was located?"
"Yeh, guess it was. So they say."
" 'They?' "
"Oh, some fussbudget professors come out here now and again
and show their students where they think some kind of history
took place. Puhh."
I'd noticed that there was one spot where the corn grew tali
and deep green, while the rest of the field was scrawny and yellowish. "What happened there? An old manure pile butt?"
"Naw." He put a hand to his back and straightened up. He leaned on his hoe and stared with a smile at the tall spot of green corn.
"That's where General Custer screwed the chiefs daughter and
spilled it on the ground. 'Cause he didn't want his wife to find
out."
From there I drove the old Ford over a height of land straight
south into Wyoming. I followed a barely marked trail on a map.
What I didn't know was that the road had been abandoned by
both Montana and Wyoming. I had several close calls because of
washouts that had narrowed the road to the point where, on several occasions, I had to fill in the holes with stones. Once the car
almost tipped over on me. When I arrived at the bottom in Wyoming, I ran into an old cowboy sitting on an old nag of a horse. He
shook his head at me and my old car, looking back up the trail I'd
just come down, and said, "You mean to tell me you came over the
top down that road?"
"Well, here I am."
"Nobody's been over that road in years in a car. Wagon maybe.
But no car."
I smiled to myself. It was all part of getting the feel of the
tough times Hugh might have gone through.
When I hit the Platte River, I headed east, taking mental pictures of the land as Hugh might have seen it. From the Platte I
headed for the Badlands to have a glimpse of castlelike formations and delicate minarets. I had in mind that I would have the
fantastic scenery work on Hugh to get him ready for the act of
forgiving. I also drove down to Blair, Nebraska, where I'd heard
people had found some artifacts of old Fort Atkinson. Kicking
through an abandoned field, I found old glass, a broken cup, some
gun shells, uniform buttons. As it turned out, I'd found the right
place. The state of Nebraska is now in the process of rebuilding
the old fort on that field.
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I might remark that I had a reason for writing about the previous century, the nineteenth, instead of writing about my own century, the twentieth. After I'd written seven novels about my own
times, I gradually became aware of an uneasy feeling that my
work lacked resonance of an olden time. When Dickens wrote his
novels, there was always in the back of his head the knowledge
that others had been there before him in England, making the
land hallowed. For him his country was already celebrated in literature. Before Dickens there was Wordsworth, before Wordsworth there was Milton, before Milton Shakespeare, before
Shakespeare Spenser, and before Spenser the Beowulf poet. I
wanted echoes of an earlier American time in my novels. By writing about Hugh Glass and others, I'd be my own progenitor. I
would father myself. Once I had determined that, a whole new
concept of my role as writer sprang into my head. I'd create a

Author Frederick Feikema Manfred relaxes
in his office at the University of South Dakota,
where he was writer-in-residence for fifteen years.
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long hallway of literary murals, from 1800 and on to the day I
died, of life in Middle America. It would be a history, in fiction, of
our country.
Some might wonder, in particular historians, just how reliable
such a recounting might be. Historians can't tell us much beyond
such facts as they find. They can speculate some, but it had better
be done guardedly, with much qualification. The novelist, however, can fill in the gaps with speculation based on his or her general knowledge of human nature. Suppose someone came to you
and said: "I've got a month's vacation and I've always wanted to
know more about the Victorian Age. Who should I read, Greene
and Trevelyan or Dickens and Thackeray, if I don't have time to
read both? Who'd give the best and the liveliest picture?" The
answer is obvious. Good theories of philosophy, good theories of
politics, good theories of history, good theories of theology come
and go, but good plays and good novels and good poems last forever.
When I was writing Scarlet Plume, a novel about the Sioux Uprising in Minnesota in 1862,1 read Gen. Henry Sibley's account of
what happened when he took Indian prisoners, chained in wagons, out of Camp Release and rode past New Ulm. The German
women of New Ulm, infuriated by what had happened to some of
their husbands and sons, attacked the wagons with butcher
knives. Something in the way they attacked the shackled Indian
men made General Sibley blow his top. He was so angry he forced
the German women to walk, not ride, on the way to Mankato. It
was only when they neared Mankato that he let them walk back
to New Ulm. After reviewing in my memory all such women I'd
known, I finally decided that the women of New Ulm {it isn't important that they were German; they could have been of any nationality) used their knives to emasculate the red braves. I'd run
into many a strong-minded woman in my day. Faulkner spoke of
farm mothers who stood in the doorways of their homes with
their hands on their hips like generals.
Just to be sure, though, that I wasn't too far out of line, I mentioned what I had in mind for that episode in Scarlet Plume to
Russell Fridley, director of the Minnesota Historical Society. He
smiled a little, and nodded. Go ahead, use that, he said. We historians don't dare to speculate that that's what happened. We don't
have any evidence. But if you use it, and get it published, then we
can refer to your account in a footnote.
One more thing had to happen before I was ready to end Lord
Grizzly, I'd never been asked to forgive someone of a grave crime
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against me. I wasn't sure I could write convincingly about Hugh
forgiving Bridger and Fitzgerald. Then something happened to a
relative of mine that gave me insight into the act of forgiving. It
was as if the gods of the American West were arranging things
for me to find. This relative had been falsely accused of molesting
a young girl. It happened that another person in his community
had a name exactly like his. The cops picked up the wrong man.
The law hates to admit it makes mistakes, and they harried him
until his name was mud. Even his pastor was ready to have him
read out of church. Finally, however, a wise judge got hold of the
case, investigated it thoroughly, and recommended that the
charge be dropped and that the state make an official apology. At
that point his lawyer mentioned that before he accepted the apology he should think of suing the state for false arrest.
My relative sat in his swivel chair a while, smoking his pipe,
looking out of the window. At last he said, with a drawn smile,
"Naw, I think I'll let'm go. They made an honest mistake."
I was sitting across the table from him when it happened. What
he said was not lost on me. I was ready to finish Lord Grizzly.

Copyright © 1986 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.
Copyright of South Dakota History is the property of South Dakota State Historical Society and its content may
not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's express written
permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for individual use.

All illustrations in this issue are property of the South Dakota State Historical Society except those on the
following pages: front cover (Taylor) and p. 182, from Dacotah Magazine 1, no. 4 (Apr. 1908); p. 205, from
Minneapolis Tribune and Frederick F. Manfred, Luverne, Minn.; p. 214, from Van Hunter and Frederick F.
Manfred, Luverne, Minn.; pp. 223, 227, 231, from T. B. H. Stenhouse, The Rocky Mountain Saints: A Full
and Complete History of the Mormons (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1873); pp. 238–39, from V. H.
Masters Collection, Center for Western Studies, Augustana College, Sioux Falls.

