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Charles Frazier is the seventeenth recipient of the Appalachian Heritage Writer’s Award and 2016 Shepherd University Appalachian Heritage Writer-in-Residence.  His second novel, Thirteen Moons, was selected as the One West Virginia Community Read.  Read about Charles Frazier at the Appalachian Heritage webpage at http://www.shepherd.edu/ahwirweb/frazier/.  Explore the various links and interviews on the site, as well as the literary essay on Frazier and his work.    Thirteen Moons is a historical novel about a White boy (William Holland Thomas, 1805-1893), who was adopted into the Cherokee nation and became a “White Chief” during the tragic days of the 1838 Indian Removal of the Five Civilized Tribes and Cherokee Trail of Tears.  Explore these events in American history, as well as the information about Andrew Jackson, who signed the Removal into law in 1830 and supported a policy that some scholars have called legalized “genocide.”
Thirteen Moons is a bildungsroman or a coming-of-age story.  When the protagonist Will Cooper is sent to manage a trading post on the outskirts of the North Carolina Cherokee lands in the 1820s, he is indentured and little more than a servant-slave himself; but through talent, intelligence, and ingenuity, he educates and raises himself to the level of a prosperous merchant and studies to become a lawyer.  As you read, notice how Will, the narrator, portrays his Cherokee neighbors at this point in American history.  Explain that characterization.   How had the Cherokees attempted to assimilate and join White culture?  When he first arrives at Wayah, Will meets and falls in love with the ward of Featherstone, a Scot-Irish/Cherokee horse thief turned land baron.  At seventeen, he again sees Claire, who has just returned for the summer from a Savannah finishing school, encountering her at a party thrown by his father-figure Bear, one of the Cherokee chiefs.  The portrayal of Claire has been criticized by some who say she is far too capricious, ill-defined, and controlling in her relationship with Will.  If you look at Claire as an American frontier version of Estella Havisham in Dickens’ Great Expectations, what might she symbolize in terms of Will Cooper’s long life?  How does she influence his life over the years?  What is Will’s and Bear’s strategy to avoid the removal and following the Cherokees to Oklahoma?  What happens to Claire during the removal?  Explore the historical facts dealing with the 1838 Indian Removal and the Trail of Tears.

One of the important themes in the book is the importance of telling one’s own story, rather than others’ telling it.  This interest in storytelling and the story variations possible are among the Metafiction characteristics of Thirteen Moons.  Will and Bear determine to do this for Charley and his family—that is, tell Charley’s story themselves.  What is Charley’s story; what happens to Charley’s family during the removal?  Why is it so important to Bear to tell this story himself rather than have others tell it?  Explore the meaning of Metafiction and note those characteristics in Thirteen Moons.  Finally, Thirteen Moons is one of the most fatalistic and elegiac of Frazier’s books.  In the final scene, Will is an old man, sitting on his porch each day waiting for the 10:55 train to shoot at with his twelve gauge Parker.  Will is a bitter old man who feels that his life has been a waste.  He thinks: “We all, when we’re young, think we’ll live forever. Then at some point you settle for living a great long while. . . . You’re left with nothing but your moods and your memory” (419).   Think about Will’s long life as Frazier portrays it: has it been mere “sound and fury, signifying nothing”?  What should the reader take away from Will’s narrative of his life?
