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A Unity of Thought
Poet, novelist, and storyteller Ron Rash has written this about the significance of the natural world to Appalachians; the lines are immensely insightful in understanding the central focus of the fiction of his friend Charles Frazier.  Listen to Rash’s words in his poem “Signs”:
My older kin always believed 

in looking backward to explain

the here and now, always a sign 

present in the past each time 

a barn burned down, a life was lost. 

So like boys turning over stones 

to find what dark had hid from day, 

they’d turnover in their minds 

the way the mare turned from its stall 

as if she smelled hay smoldering, 

a living hand so damp and cold 

it seemed already in the grave.  

And so I learned to see the world 

as language one might understand 

but only when translated by 

signs first forgotten or misread.
 
On the surface, the award-winning writer Charles Frazier—careful, methodical, and scholarly lover of research that he is—appears to have written three very different though powerful novels: first the phenomenally successful Cold Mountain (1997), a mythic story of a Confederate soldier’s journey, his wending his way back home after four war-weary years; followed by Thirteen Moons (2006), a fascinating bildungsroman about a white boy adopted by the Cherokee nation who attempts, over the course of his life, to help his native American brothers during the hard years of the Trail of Tears and Removal of the Civilized Tribes and, at the same time, his coming to terms with a haunting figure who captures his heart and drives the narrative of his life; and more recently Nightwoods (2011), a suspense-filled tale, set in a 1960s-era decaying mountain resort, about murder and mayhem in the mountains.  These books on first reading seem disparate, different in narrative structure and storyline, but they are parts of a “whole” that Frazier’s next book about the life and times of Varina Howell Davis, strong-willed second wife of the failed Confederate President, will likely reflect as well.  All of Frazier’s books are rooted in his own deep reverence for the natural world, a world that informs the central characters’ understanding of the universal scheme of things, while the soil from which this understanding grows is sown with conflict and reaped with resolution, if not always a happy ending.  Despite the Greek and Christian allusions and symbols embedded throughout Frazier’s books, there is a fundamental framework of Celtic philosophy that connects to this reverence for the natural world, a profoundly fatalistic view of the universe, and signals the core of this very Appalachian writer.
Becoming an Author

Charles Frazier’s journey to becoming an author has been as circuitous as Inman’s long trek across the withers of the Appalachians, and likely that road has, in some degree, made Frazier the extraordinary writer that he has become.  He was born in Ashville, North Carolina, in 1950, and grew up among the small towns at the foot of Cold Mountain, a 6,030 foot-high megalith among the tallest in the Appalachian chain.  Frazier’s father was a high school principal, from whom he inherited a love of storytelling and of literature.  An English major at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Frazier dabbled in writing typical of many English majors, but he looks back at those early attempts at being an author as inauthentic and amateurish: “I wasn’t happy with what I did; it was sort of pretentious and technically pretty weak” (BookBrowse).  In an interview and article by Jeff Giles, Frazier talks about setting his sights on a Ph.D. degree and devoting his academic life to the work of other writers rather than writing himself.  With this plan in mind, he enrolled in 1973 at Appalachian State University to get a Masters degree in English literature, and there met Katherine, whom he would marry in 1976.  The two academics went on to complete their doctorate degrees at the University of South Carolina, Frazier receiving his Ph.D. in American Literature in 1986 and writing his dissertation on The Geography of Possibility: Man in the Landscape in Recent Western Fiction (Chitwood 233).  After a teaching stint in Colorado, Frazier and Katherine eventually returned to Appalachia to teach at North Carolina State University and to live in Raleigh.  However, a genuine love for language and storytelling stayed with Frazier throughout his academic journey. 

Because Katherine’s Ph.D. in Accounting was the more marketable degree, she became the principal bread-winner, while Frazier taught part-time as a lecturer.  His first important publication was a travel guide for the Sierra Club called Adventuring in the Andes, published in 1985, the year after his daughter Annie was born.  At this time, he had already put aside an unsuccessful novel draft when his father told him the story of his great-great-grand Uncle W. P. Inman, who had fought through the Civil War, left the war to walk back to his mountain home in North Carolina, and was killed at the journey’s end in a gunfight.  Frazier tells Jeff Giles that it was only “one paragraph” that his father shared with him, but it was enough to pique his interest, send him to the library for research, and plant the donneé of a story that would grow into a book.  As Frazier settled into parenting Annie, preparing most of the dinners, and chauffeuring his daughter to after-school activities, he and Katherine made a decision.  As he tells Bob Minzersheimer of USA Today, “There are not many wives who would say to their 40-year-old husbands, ‘Sure honey, quit that job and write that novel.’”  However, “quit” and “write” are exactly what he did, with Katherine’s blessing and encouragement.  It was also during these years that he became friends with author Kaye Gibbons, another North Carolina novelist, who frequented some of the same carpools and who knew he had aspirations of authorship.  


The life Frazier, Katherine, and Annie settled into as the years passed was well-suited to Frazier’s scholarly proclivities and interests in research and writing.  He was curious to know why men like his great-great grandfather and his great-great grand uncle Inman went off to fight in a war that had little to do with their own lives.  They had no stake in the slave economy that divided North and South, and although Appalachia was agrarian, it was a place of yeoman farmers, independent-minded people, mostly of Scot-Irish descent or Cherokee Indians during the early years of the Nineteenth Century; but Appalachia was immensely valuable to both sides once the nation began to divide, as it held key resources of both manpower and salt reserves, the latter crucial during the first half of the Nineteenth Century.  As war propaganda and talk of succession became more strident, loyalties in the region became complex, with the rich and poor generally for succession and the Appalachian middle class for the Union (Williams 164).  The “ratio of Union to Confederate” enlistments were “roughly four to one” (Williams 163).  While Eastern Tennessee attempted to pull away from its Confederate half, West Virginia was successful in establishing itself as a Union state separate from Virginia in 1863.  During the war itself, Appalachia was eviscerated, its farms exploited by both sides for provisions and its divided loyalties breeding dissention and very ugly times, “mean” times.  Williams writes: 
. . . Appalachia was the scene of a dual war.  On the one hand, there was ‘the Civil War,’ the war which is spelled in capital letters and read about in textbooks highlighted by names like Gettysburg and Chancellorsville and Shiloh. . . . This other war was a genuine civil war that split and bloodied neighborhoods and families and that featured all the hardships and atrocities with which irregular warfare has always been associated . . . raids and counter-raids, ambushes and murders, robbery, arson, and rape.  The roots of this conflict lay in the region’s class structure and divided loyalties, in its complex geography, and the fact that both armies penetrated the region sufficiently to unsettle it but not enough to control it.  (171) 
So names that denoted “neighborhood” atrocities, like Shelton Laurel, left a mark on the region, and feuds that would continue after the war, like that of the Hatfield and McCoy conflict, would give the region a legacy of violence and brutality.  Williams writes: “Most men who refused the draft did not do so out of Unionist sympathies, however. They wanted no part of either army but rather, as a Georgia draft evader put it, ‘to stay home and take care of their families’” (174-78).  The argument that the extreme poverty that still casts a pall over some parts of the region had its genesis in the war is compelling: “The Civil War, in both its regular and irregular versions, casts a long shadow over Appalachian history.  Though there were other causes of the region’s impoverishment, the effects of the war were significant” (Williams 179-80).

With these questions running through his mind, a germ of a story firmly planted, and his life  settling into a routine of family, research, and writing, Frazier began the years of hewing away at and building a story.  He writes: “I realized that there were two kinds of books about a war: there’s an Iliad, about fighting the war, and about battles and generals, and there’s an Odyssey about a warrior who has decided that home and peace are the things that he wants.  Once I decided I was writing an Odyssey . . . instead of an Iliad . . . , I could move forward with it” (qtd. in Chitwood).  As a matter of fact, shortly after his father gave him the idea for the book, Frazier reread The Odyssey, but he quickly determined that he did not want a parody: “There was a certain temptation to write parallel scenes . . . .  But really quickly I decided that that would be pretty limiting and . . . artificial.  So I just let The Odyssey stay in the back of my mind as a model of a warrior wanting to put that war behind him and get home” (BookBrowse).  
Another thing Frazier was interested in doing was creating an indelible sense of time and place: “I’d been wanting to write a book that had the southern Appalachian Mountains as a primary force, almost like a main character,” he says in the BookBrowse interview.  One way to accomplish a strong sense of time and place is through the music and language of a culture.  Frazier continues: I was interested in several things in the language of the book . . . to create a sense of otherness, of another world, one that the reader doesn’t entirely know. . . . I wanted the language to signal that. . . . [and I wanted to use] words for tools and processes and kitchen implements that are almost lost words.  Ugly, old words like piggin and spurtle and keeler, which are all kitchen implements.  Those kinds of words would signal to a reader that it’s a different material world, a different physical world from ours.”  Frazier was also interested in “the music of that language more than just oddities of spelling and pronunciation. He continues, “I thought about the way old people talked when I was a kid, who had that authentic Appalachian accent, and realized that it was more a music, a rhythm, than anything else in my ear, . . . a voice,  a pattern of voice, somewhat like, say, Bill Monroe’s when he was talking rather than singing” (BookBrowse).  In trying to find this original Appalachian voice from an historical perspective, Frazier’s research took him to “letters and journals of women of the nineteenth century.”  He adds: “I think they helped me a great deal in developing female characters that maybe are a little different from most people’s stereotypical views of what women were like then” (BookBrowse).  He was particularly interested in “reading letters to their husbands.”  These letters were from women whose husbands had gone off to war and who had themselves been “left at home to handle the family farm.  To follow those letters over the course of the war, to feel those women getting stronger, more confident—they had begun the war asking their husbands’ permission for every decision that needed to be made.  By about half way through the war, those same women were informing their husbands that decisions had been made.”  So these women impressed Frazier in the “process of self-mastery,” and that evolution of character also went into the writing of Cold Mountain” (BookBrowse).  

Music, as well a sense of the language, played a significant role in establishing the sense of historical time and physical place that Frazier was interested in, and this quality of his work runs from one book to the next.  In an interview with Susan Ketchin for the Journal of Southern Religion, Frazier specifically talks about the significance of music in all his work.  “I grew up hearing this music sung in different forms,” he writes of the old-time music that permeated by air-waves in the middle of the  Twentieth Century.  “For instance, at my grandparents’ house which was a fairly old-time farm in western North Carolina, they had a big old console radio. And in the winter time on Sunday afternoons I can remember them tuning into a station that played the Carter Family.  When I was ten or twelve, I thought that that was just the most mournful sound.”  He also remembers Bascom Lamar Lunsford, who organized a folk festival in Asheville, and his recording of hundreds of songs for the Smithsonian.  Frazier came back to this music once he determined to write an Appalachian story.  He had likewise run across The Southern Highlander by John C. Campbell, where he read about the Celtic myth of looking down a well to see one’s future, so the Celtic lore and music of the earliest settlers in Appalachia, the Scot-Irish, were also in his mind.  By the time he was researching and writing Cold Mountain in earnest, he was driving to Floyd, Virginia, to country music sales and coming back with stacks of records and old-time songs.  Bits of the lyrics from the likes of “Wayfaring Stranger,” “A Satisfied Mind,” and “Bride Bed Filled with Blood” went into the narrative of his story—for example Odell’s failed love for the slave Lucinda.  The character of Stobrod, the fiddler father of Ruby, was inspired by a wizened old fiddler he talked to on one of his trips to Mt. Airy and Galax, Virginia.  The strange use of the snake rattles in Stobrod’s fiddle was based on a little-known mountain tradition, and as Frazier told Ketchin: the associations which the music created presented a wonderful “paradox between evil and the good . . . a snake and the Garden of Eden embodied in that fiddle.”  Music serves to redeem the ne’er-do-well Stobrod, who devotes his latent drunken energy to learning a repertoire of some 900 tunes and lifting the hearts of both weak and strong, young and old through his playing.  Frazier writes a scene where Stobrod plays his fiddle for a dying girl whose passing is eased by his music: “The music he had made up for the girl was a thing he had played every day since.  He never tired of it and, in fact, believed the tune to be so inexhaustible that he could play it every day for the rest of his life. . . . From that day . . . , music came more and more into his mind.  The war just didn’t engage him anymore” (295).  Music fills the void in his soul that the war had created and displaced his sorry habits, but most importantly it becomes for Stobrod not only his own saving grace but a way to bridge the racial divide of prejudice.  For as he delves more and more into his music, as he listens to and learns from the Black musicians he comes across, he is less inclined to judge by racial differences.  The meaninglessness of the war, the chaos and neglect of his personal life, his own self-consuming, self-gratifying neglect of his family and the things truly important.  All that he had never quite been able to make sense of in himself, and the world around him, made perfect sense through music.  Music clarified Stobrod’s understanding and “held more for him than just pleasure.  There was meat to it.  The grouping of sounds, their forms in the air as they rang out and faded, said something comforting to him about the rule of creation.  What the music said was that there is a right way for things to be ordered so that life might not always be just a tangle and drift but have a shape, an aim” (Cold Mountain 295-96).  
In a story about trying to find comfort and sense in a senseless and brutal world, music is thus one of the avenues for making meaning, its very structure a key to understanding the physical universe.  Finding this understanding is the task of Inman, Ada, Ruby, and many of the characters they meet on their individual journeys in the troubling setting of war, a setting which paradoxically forges and refines each character.  Stobrod reasons: “It [music] was a powerful argument against the notion that things just happen.”  And by this point in the narrative, he can brag that he could fiddle more than 900 tunes, “some hundred of them being his own composition” (296).  Ada ponders Ruby’s worthless father: “A man so sorry he got his nickname from being beat half to death with a stob after he was caught stealing a ham.”  To Ada, Stobrod’s transformation is a “miracle,” and it suggests that “no matter what a waste one has made of one’s life, it is ever possible to find some path to redemption, however partial” (297).  For Frazier then, music and a sense of place allowed him to refine his focus and central theme for his meta-fictional narrative of a family legend: i.e., that salvation is possible to the degree that we recognize our place in the scheme of things, in a natural world with which we must learn to live harmoniously rather than plunder and abuse. 
Cold Mountain 
After quitting his teaching position in the mid 90s, Frazier devoted his time to raising show ponies at their home near Raleigh and to spending his days researching and writing while his daughter Annie was in school.  When Annie would come home in the afternoons, she would read aloud what he had written that day.  In the evenings, he would read to Annie the “Jack” tales and Appalachian folklore; and as he composed, the mythic quality of his story began to take shape: “I thought a lot about the natural history of the place, the human history of the place, the folklore of the place, the role of the mountains in the folklore of the Cherokee Indians, and the folklore of the old Celtic people who settled that area 200 years ago” (Farnsworth).  As he explored and pondered these ideas, the story began to transform. “As I wrote my way into it,” he says in an essay on writing the book, “I found myself less and less interested in the Civil War itself, all that fetishizing of the generals and their tragic grandeur.  I was more interested in the devastation visited on ordinary lives.  And also the shadows it cast forward to the present, since it has always seemed to me that historic novels tell as much about the times in which they are written as the times in which they are set” (The Guardian).  When he had finished about a hundred pages, Katherine gave the manuscript to Kaye Gibbons, who thought the story extraordinary.  Gibbons gave the fragment to her agent Leigh Feldman, and by the end of 1995, Atlantic Monthly Press had bought the unfinished book for six figures.  At this point, Frazier was launched as an author (Giles).
Cold Mountain, written in the tradition of Stephen Crane’s Red Badge of Courage and Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms, was published to critical acclaim in 1997.  It garnered a plethora of awards, including remaining on the USA Today Best Selling Books list for a record 80 weeks.  The book won the National Book Award for Fiction in 1997 and the Kaufman Prize for First Fiction in 2003, the same year it was released as a film, directed by Anthony Minghella and starring Nicole Kidman and Jude Law.  Among the seventy award nominations the film received, Rene Zelwegger won an Academy Award for her portrayal of Ruby, and one of the many Academy Award nominations was for best musical score.  On August 1, 2015, the story debuted as an opera in Santa Fe, written by Pulitzer Prize winning composer Jennifer Higdon, and it opened in Philadelphia on February 5, 2016.  
   
The critical attention that Cold Mountain has received has been well-deserved, with each scholar contributing to our understanding of the complexity of its structure and ideas.  Some of the more engaging studies of the book include McCarron and Knoke’s exploration of the animal topology, double characters, and parallelisms in the book (“Images of War and Peace: Parallelism and Antithesis in the Beginning and Ending of Cold Mountain”) and Piacentino’s study of cross-racial bonding and exploration of “other-directed sensitivity” (113).  Terry Gifford has written about the importance of landscape in what he calls the “post-pastoral” qualities of Cold Mountain and its connection to the work of Cormac McCarthy.  Ava Chitwood has attempted to discern the philosophical context for Cold Mountain, interpreting the book as a tension between Homeric and Heraclitean ideas, with the work of Heraclitus offering a counter balance and tension against the heroic epic—Heraclitus being a 4th-century pre-Socratic philosopher who challenged humankind to understand and discourse with nature. Albert Way (“A World Properly Put Together”: Environmental Knowledge in Charles Frazier’s Cold Mountain”) and Oswald Chang (“Home, Journey and Landscape in Charles Frazier’s Cold Mountain: the Mirroring of Internal Processes in the External World and the Literary Construction of Space”) explore “landscape” as key to understanding Inman’s and Ava’s journeys in the book.  While Cedric Bryant looks at the book as an expression of “a resilient, eighteenth-century deistic rationalism” (591), Emily McDernott explores the influence of Ovid, Christianity, and Celtic lore on Cold Mountain.  Each critic is insightful, and each brings to light some facet of the rich and thoughtful tapestry of Frazier’s Civil War tale.
Knowing Frazier’s interest in writing an Odyssey, as he says, rather than an Iliad—that is, exploring the lives of everyday people during the American Civil War rather than writing a story about battles and glorious generals—it is not surprising that he chose the double narrative for unfolding his plot, similar to the “shuttle-focus” narrative technique of the Homeric epic, where narrative attention and point of view shift back and forth from one scene to another. Ada’s and Inman’s journeys, as they each attempts to make meaning of both their inner and outer worlds and to understand their place in the universal scheme or the complex web of life, are juxtaposed for the reader in alternating chapters.  Both characters find that they must embrace “otherness” in order to understand and survive in the conflicts that surround them; and learn from and be sustained by those traditionally associated as “other”: the Native American, the “yellow slave,” the “goat woman,” the uneducated Ruby, and the outcasts and overlooked of the social system.  The journeys of both Ada and Inman can be looked at in terms of Campbell’s articulation of the monomyth and heroic journey—though the journeys of these two protagonists are ironic in that they are not portrayed in epic, heroic terms.  They are, however, “heroic” in what they reveal about the growth and development of the two protagonists and in the “heroic” understanding of life that each comes to at the end of the journey.  
While Cold Mountain, like the work of Robert Morgan, is more Naturalistic than Romantic, certainly in the brutal realism of the conflict it portrays, there is a pointedly Romantic counterbalance throughout the book which is necessary for the resolution that Frazier offers through his theme of harmony with one’s outer world and the corresponding inner.  This harmony not only entails coming to an understanding and appreciation of nature itself but also of one’s neighbors and one’s own humanity.  For example, Inman is constantly refreshed and nurtured by reading a volume by 18th-century naturalist William Bartram, a book rich with description of the bucolic natural scenes, American Indians, and landscape that vastly contrasts with the devastation that he encounters as he walks across the war-ravaged terrain taking him back to Cold Mountain.  Bartram’s Travels offers Inman a fragment of humanity and harmony amid the hell of war.  It is a Wordsworthian interlude that sustains Inman in much the same way that he and Ada collect their Romantic “spots of time,” moments in the memory that allow them to survive particularly low points on their journey.  For example, when Ada must part with her piano, she associates that moment with the Christmas gathering where she sits in Inman’s lap and both are aware that they share a bond.  When Inman is recovering and brooding in the hospital over the loss of his sense of self and fear that he will never heal spiritually, he remembers his Native American friend Swimmer and the connection that the white boys have with the Indian boys as they play a game of “Lacrosse” on the mountain bald.  When Ada reads Inman’s letter telling her he is coming home, she remembers the scene of his departure four years earlier when they said their tenuous goodbyes knowing they would wait for one another.  These are all clearly Frazier’s nod to Wordsworth’s philosophy of Hartlean Associationism, which is key to understanding the Romantic concept of the “spot of time,” those events in our lives when our heightened understanding freezes in our mind a sublime image or moment that will ultimately sustain us.  One of these images occurs when Inman stops for a spell with Sara, the young widow who feeds him and whom he reciprocates by butchering her hog, and, as it turns out, saving her from three Yankee soldiers who come to rob the farm.  As Inman sits by the fire, he watches the girl whose kindness and warmth re-awakens his humanity: “The curve of the girl’s back as she bent over the table seemed to Inman a shape not to be duplicated in all the time stretched out before him.  A thing to fix in mind and hold, so that should he become an old man the memory might be useful . . . a consolation” (307).  These images or spots of time not only bring the characters comfort but often initiate the flashback that paradoxically moves the narrative forward and add a new thread to the tapestry of the story.  
As the book opens, Inman is wounded and spirit-spent, recuperating in a confederate hospital from a serious neck wound received at the Battle of Petersburg, where some of the bloodiest trench warfare of the Civil War has taken place.  We get a sense of the devastation of that conflict through narrative flashback recounting the battle, and it is clear that Inman is at one of his lowest points in the four years he has been at war.  War has satiated him and certainly he no longer finds any glory in battle: “Inman’s only thought looking on the enemy was, Go home” (13).  He has a recurring dream of “scattered bloody pieces—arms, heads, legs, trunks—slowly [drawing] together and [re-forming] themselves into monstrous bodies of mismatched parts” (14).  Every morning the dream comes to him, which puts him “in a mood as dark as the blackest crow,” a mood he tries to counter by reading pages from his Bartram’s Travels.  The image of Cold Mountain comes to him continually, “all its ridges and coves and water courses.” Names like “Pigeon River, Little East Fork, Sorrell Cove . . . [are like] spells and incantations to ward off the things one fears most” (16).  Swimmer’s “creekside stories rush into his memory” of a restorative, celestial place in the mountains, and “reaching that healing realm, Cold Mountain . . . a place where all the scattered forces [of his broken self] might gather” becomes an obsession (23).  Thus on the morning that Inman rises, dresses in his new clothes, and sets “his foot on the sill and step[s] out the window” (26), he is certain that “this journey will be the axle” of his life (71).
Meanwhile Ada has equally reached a low point.  Her father Monroe has died.  He had moved them six years earlier from Charleston’s amiable society to the mountains of North Carolina, both for his health and to pastor the savage, “heathenish” race of highlanders.  Ada is now alone at their “gentleman’s” farm at the foot of Cold Mountain, unable to do anything practical other than paint a pretty picture and play Mozart on the piano; and the farm, never something that fully engaged Monroe and certainly not Ada, was falling quickly into decay by this point, the help having left.  As much as she loved her father, Ada believes that he had done her a disservice in keeping her doll-like, a child: “Monroe,” she thinks, “had shaped her into a type of monster,” fit for little more than a decoration, certainly not for the business of life (65).  A defining moment for Ada is when she is sent running to the house by the bantam rooster, who scratches her, wounding her pride as well as her body.  It is clear on the day she visits her mountain neighbors Esco and Sally Swanger that Ada needs help and that she will not survive on the farm alone.  While most expected her to return to Charleston after Monroe’s death, that is not Ada’s plan: she intends to remain at Black Cove, having no intention of returning to Charleston defeated and a failure.  Ada tells Esco that she has received a letter from Inman, but she is fearful to read it.  An old Celtic legend settling into his mind, Esco tells her to look into the well, and she will see the future—when she does, she sees the figure of a “black silhouette” walking with “firm resolution.”  As she sees the image in the water, Ada feels faint; and as she walks back to Black Cove, strains of “Wayfaring Stranger” fill her mind to the rhythm of her walk.  Ada has also had her own recurring dream, of her dead father’s bones reconstituting and his animated corpse trying to speak to her “with great earnestness and urgency”; but try as she may, she cannot hear him (62-63).
Mrs. Swanger finds the solution to Ada’s dilemma—in the form of Ruby, who comes walking down the road one day to give her a hand.  When Ada says, she needs “a man-hand for the job,” Ruby assures her that will not be necessary, for the hard-scrabble life from whom Ruby was formed had taught her to plow with a mule, know the signs of when to plant and harvest a crop, and how to barter their way to solvency and prosperity again on Monroe’s farm.  The narrator muses about Ruby: “. . . she had a willing heart. . . . had not spent a day of her life in school and could not read a word nor write even her name, [but] Ada thought she saw in her a spark as bright and hard as one struck with steel and flint” (67).  The impression is an accurate one, and with a nod to equality and Ruby’s assertion that “everybody empties their own night jar,” Ruby not only transforms the fading farm but also Ada, into a woman of substance and independence.  While it often goes against Ada’s natural inclinations as a languishing Southern lady, she accepts Ruby’s instruction on the workings of the farm, on the workings of the seasons and the natural world around them; and by the novel’s end Ada is a self-assured, competent human-being.  However, she offers Ruby something as well, particularly in the evenings as the two sit together and Ada reads.  When the evening light fades, they tell stories of their lives, and a womanly bond forms that suits them both.  
Part of Ruby’s instruction is how one must learn to watch and listen to the “signs” from the natural world and live in harmony with that world, in the same way Native Americans did before the white man came to the mountains.  Here, Ruby’s instruction reflects the older, Celtic wisdom that the earliest settlers brought with them to America.  As always, the Scot-Irish were relegated to the hinterlands beyond the pale, which in the case of Colonial America were the Appalachian Mountains.  Ruby is representative of this ancient compatibility with the landscape, in a similar way that the yellow slave is who assists Inman after his “execution” by the home guard, or as the goat-woman is who treats Inman’s wounds with herbs.  Ruby is clearly cast in this Celtic mold, as Frazier gives her special insights and an intuitive quality that Ada will learn from.  Even Ruby’s conception is overlaid with mythic inference, as her mother, in bitter reaction to Stobrod’s shabby treatment, would insist that he had no part in her conception but rather a tall blue heron had inseminated her (194). 
On a day that Ruby and Ada are inspecting the tobacco, they rest in the hayloft, and Ruby says: “You say you want to get to know the running of this land.”  Ada, of course, replies that she does.  Ruby gets up and kneels behind her, cupping her hands over Ada’s eyes.  “Listen,” she says, “What do you hear?”  Ada hears only the sound of the wind in the trees and says as much. “Trees, Ruby said contemptuously. . . . She removed her hands and took her seat again and said nothing more on the topic, leaving Ada to conclude that what she meant was that this is a particular world.  Until Ada could listen and . . . tell the sound of poplar from oak . . . she had not even started to know the place” (288-89).  Ruby’s words seem to Ada composed of all verbs, “all of them tiring. Plow, plant, hoe, cut, can, feed, kill”; but as weary as Ada is with this task of learning the land, she knows “that anyone else she might hire would grow weary and walk away and let her fail.  Ruby would not let her fail” (104-05).   Eventually, however, Ada can do much more than identify the trees by the sound of the wind.  She grows far beyond the callow girl who replied so cavalierly to Inman on their last day together when he told her the story of an old Indian woman who had hidden in the mountains during the Cherokee Removal.  “When Inman was finished Ada did not know what to say, so she said. Well, that was certainly folkloric” (252).  Now, Ada could not be so rude and dismissive, not of anyone, let alone someone she cares for.  In learning empathy for the natural world, she has acquired a universal sympathy for all.  
If Ada’s survival depends on her achieving compatibility with the landscape, being one with her physical world, and understanding its myriad ways, Inman’s task is no less complicated and in many ways fraught with more overt peril.  When Inman steps out of his hospital window, and out of the war, he doesn’t put its horrors behind him; and certainly more than once, “the horror, the horror” characterizes how far he has traveled from civility and his own humanity during the four years he has been away.  At times only the words of Swimmer or Bartram or his memories of Ada can offer him solace, but his odyssey back to Cold Mountain, nonetheless, allows him to encounter an array of persons who both impede and push forward his journey—they are representative of all that is best and bad in the world, and Inman’s journey takes on the tenor of an elaborate allegory.  As he wends his way from Cape Fear westward, he encounters a land polluted and rank with the stench of war.  On a dark night early in his journey, he comes upon a figure trying to toss a burden into the river: it is the venal preacher Veasy, whom Inman stops when he sees his burden is an unconscious woman.  The woman is one of Veasy’s parishioners with whom he has had an affair and she had become pregnant.  When Inman thwarts the deed, Veasy tells him he had no choice: “For one thing, there is my position. If we had been found out. I would have been run from the county. Our church is strict.”  Pleading with Inman, he confesses: “Believe me.  I anguished over it through many a night” (118).   Inman sets things aright, but his disgust of humankind is palpable.
For every brutal encounter on the journey—his betrayal by the redneck farmer Junior, his being taken prisoner by the ruthless leader of the home guard Teague, his treatment as an outlier, even his own brutality and ruthlessness as he returns to kill the treacherous Junior and his killing of the three Yankees who attempt to steal from Sara—Inman experiences equally the thoughtful and caring help from “others” who make his return to Cold Mountain possible.  And from each of those who help him—the Yellow Slave, the Goat Woman, Sara—he regains, as Ada does from Ruby, something of his own humanity.  Each of these persons who offer Inman sustenance or succor is associated in some way with the homeless, the classless, and the outcasts of society, which makes their help all the more poignant.  For example, the people, with whom he dines and spends the night after his first encounter with Veasy, are composed of Indians, an Ethiopian, and gypsies; but their society and friendliness cheer him; and one of them, a beautiful dark-haired gypsy woman, reminds him of Ada, as does Laura, the girl he saves from Veasy, and the young confederate widow Sara.  Each of these encounters as well teaches Inman sympathy, particularly so the Yellow Slave, who hides and nurses him after his “death and resurrection” at the hands of Teague.  These “outcasts” teach Inman tolerance and to look beyond the racial and gender prejudice of his times.  
When Inman encounters the Yellow Slave and the Goat Woman who engender perhaps his  greatest transformation, he is at his lowest point in the journey to Cold Mountain.  He has been taken captive and marched tied to the despicable Veasy and other outliers after being caught by Teague and his rowdy home guard.  This merciless crew, who use their “guard” personas as an excuse to maraud and menace, eventually grow tired of marching to jail their collection of outliers.  They announce to their prisoners: “We had us a talk and decided that you pack of shit are just wasting our time.”  With that, they stand the captives up before their impromptu firing squad and execute them:

The ball that hit Inman had already passed through Veasey’s shoulder . . . Inman had fallen with his face in the crook of his arm and . . . he might have lain there and starved before he smothered. . . . But before the dawn of day, feral hogs descended from the woods, drawn by the tang in the air.  They plowed at the ground with their snouts and dug out arms and feet and heads, and soon Inman found himself uprooted, staring eye to eye, forlorn and hostile and baffled, into the long face of a great tushed boar.                                                              –Yaah, Inman said.                                                                                                                  The boar shied off a few feet and stopped and looked back at him dumbfounded. (228-29)
Head bloodied and having extricated himself from the dead Veasy, Inman, both executed and resurrected, can do no more than crawl to the roadside and wait for someone to pass; and soon the Yellow Slave hauling watermelons stops: “They Lord God amighty,” he says. “You look like a dirt man” (231).  Putting himself in danger, the Yellow Slave carries Inman to his shack, cleans and feeds him, and draws him a beautifully detailed map northward and then westward, a safe route to Cold Mountain to avoid Federal troops looking for Confederate stragglers.  It is significant that Inman must find his journey’s end through “indirection”—by traveling north first—rather than directly, as all great allegories teach.  When Inman at long last reaches the high mountains where he encounters Goat Woman, a wise granny woman who uses natural herbs and ointments to cure his wounds, she asks him if the war was worth it—all the battles fought for the “big man’s” slave?  She asks as well whether Inman or his kind owned slaves.  “No.  Not hardly anybody I knew did,” he answers.  “Then what stirred you up enough for fighting and dying?”  Inman admits, “Four years ago I maybe could have told you.  Now I don’t know.  I’ve had all of it I want, though.”  She makes Inman feel regretful for his part in the war, an understanding about the war that Ada has as well when she calls down Mrs. McKennet who cannot help glorifying such violence which to Ada is “degrading to all” (182).  The Goat Woman’s question causes Inman to articulate what he has felt increasingly as he has wended westward: “The shame he felt now to think of his zeal in sixty-one to go off and fight the downtrodden mill worker of the Federal army, men so ignorant it took many lessons to convince them to load their cartridges ball foremost.”  It is this understanding of the humanity of one’s foe equal to that of one’s friend that moves Inman furthest along his journey; and the selflessness he cultivates is what will make his salvation possible.

 When, after four years of separation, Ada and Inman meet again, each is unrecognizable.  Ruby and Ada have hiked up Cold Mountain to save Ruby’s father Stobrod, who has been shot along with his young musical apprentice Pangle.  They rescue Stobod, who is too weak to haul down the mountain, and bring him to a group of Cherokee cabins abandoned after the 1838 Removal.  There they wait for Stobod’s wounds to come to a crisis point, while Ada goes out to shoot wild turkeys for their meal.  When Inman and Ada encounter each other, there is no romantic falling into each other’s arms.  Inman sees a dark figure silhouetted against the snow.  Thinking the figure is a hunter, he calls out, “I’m lost.”  And at this point he recognizes “Ada’s face atop some strange trousered figure, like a mannish boy.  “Ada Monroe?” Inman calls out, “Ada.”  But Ada does not answer, nor does she know the person standing before her in the snow.  Inman is at the point of leaving and she shooting, when his calling her name slowly brings recognition.  They are both wary.  Inman thinks her “face firmer than he remembered, harder.”  At last he says to Ada, “I’ve been coming to you on a hard road and I’m not letting you go” (403-404).  When she confesses she does not recognize him, he tells her, “Entirely warranted and in some way expected. . . . I’m no better than a rank stranger here. A wandering pilgrim in my own place.  Such is the price I’ll pay for the past four years” (405).  With this, Ada tells him to come with her.  It is interesting that when Ruby sees Inman, she tells Ada, “You don’t need him.”  Ada answers, “I know I don’t need him. . . . But I think I want him.”  Ruby answers, “Well that’s a whole different thing” (410).

When Frazier’s book was published, he received some criticism from readers unhappy with its ending, and he admits in several interviews that he had pondered a good deal the ending.  He told Susan Ketchin: “I don’t feel like historical fiction should be constrained to what really happened, necessarily, but . . . I knew about the character from page one that . . . [he] was killed . . . shortly after he got home.”  To have ended the book any other way “would feel false.”  In terms of the organic quality of Cold Mountain, Frazier’s ending is perfectly in keeping with how he had constructed the story from the beginning and how he integrated the central ideas in the book thematically.  Throughout the novel, Frazier builds parallel scenes and characters, all to drive home the book’s concern with conflict and resolution, the journey of the hero, and the role that understanding the natural world plays in both Inman’s and Ada’s “reconstruction” as characters who achieve a sense of harmony with their physical environment.  This theme is more in tune with a Celtic or Native American understanding of a universal construct than with one emanating from Western philosophy or traditional theology.  The animal symbolism and tropes associated with Inman forecast this exquisite ending as well. In the novel, Inman is associated with the crow, the heron, the bear, things from the animate world that he comes to recognize he is part of.  In the poignant scene leading to his death, Frazier references a frozen pool on the mountain bald which prepares the reader for the violent ending of the book.  After Ada and Ruby find Stobrod wounded on the wintry mountain slope, they pass the pool where they see three black ducks floating “motionless in the pool’s center, their heads tucked against their breasts” (387).  Inman passes the same ice-rimmed pool on his way to find Ada and Ruby, but now “a lone drake rode the water at its center. . . . It seemed to look at nothing” (398).  Just before Inman is confronted by Teague as he and Stobrod are riding off the mountain toward Black Cove, he passes by the pond once more, “frozen over and the ice . . . unmarked by a drake or even the carcass of one.  It had drowned and sunk to the muddy bottom or flown away.  There was no telling which” (438).  Most important in this book about a man’s search for salvation and wholeness of self, Inman hesitates at the end, before killing the white-haired boy, who confronts him alone after he has finally killed the ruthless Teague.  Inman is loath to kill the boy—it jars his soul and counters all that he has become by this journey’s end.  “Damn it, Inman said.  I’m looking for a way not to kill you.  We can do this so that twenty years on, we might run into one another in town and take a drink together and remember this dark time and shake our heads over it” (443).  But the boy will have none of it, and his soul, like his blue eyes, is “empty” (444).  In Inman’s hesitation lies his salvation.  In this moment, he is complete and his journey is over.

The final scene in the book is an epilogue, some ten years later.  Ruby has married the Georgia Boy who had come to tell them of Stobrod’s being shot on that fateful day before they had headed up the mountain to rescue him.  Three little boys are gathered around a fire-pit as the domestic scene of a picnic unfolds.  Ada has a “tall slender girl of nine” by her side, Inman’s gift in the days they had waited together for Stobrod to mend and had made their plans for a life together—a life that Ada had insisted would need to include Ruby, the friend with whom she had bonded and who had helped her become a woman while Inman was gone to war.  Stobrod plays a tune from the Scottish ballad “Bonnie George Campbell,” which tells the story of a young man gone to war, whose horse returns without him.  The girl sings the ballad in a “voice clear and high and strong.  Bear me away on your snowy wings” (448).  The winter solstice is nearing and a crescent moon stands close to Venus.  Ada reads to the children from “Baucus and Philemon,” a tale by Ovid of two old lovers who find an eternity with each other, one of the transformations in the Metamorphosis.  The scene is a tranquil one, one that reveals a family living together in harmony, having come to terms with their place in the natural scheme of things and with each other.  The scene suggests that Inman is with them as well and Ada’s wounded heart has healed, just as the end of her right index finger has healed from an accidental severing of a few years before—“so neatly you would think that was the way the ends of people’s fingers were meant to look,” Frazier writes (449).  Gently elegiac in tone, the scene reveals a sense of peaceful resolution.  “Time to go inside and cover up the coals and pull in the latch string”—fitting closure for the story of a journey of heroic undertakings by people whose stories are also our own.
Thirteen Moons

If Cold Mountain is a gentle elegy for a way of life and understanding of the natural world perhaps longed for but, by and large, forgotten, Frazier’s next book Thirteen Moons is a far darker elegy—for a people whose very way of life in Appalachia was virtually upended and dissolved by the Indian Removal of 1838.  Frazier’s narrator posits: “Survive long enough and you get to a far point in life where nothing else of particular interest is going to happen.  After that, if you don’t watch out, you can spend all your time tallying your losses and gains in endless narrative.  All you love has fled or been taken away.  Everything fallen from you except the possibility of . . . heartbreak” (6). The specific story with which Frazier chose to dramatize this event was discovered during his research of Cold Mountain—the story of a “White Chief” of the Cherokee Indians of Western North Carolina, William Holland Thomas (1805-1893), Will Cooper in Frazier’s book.  This was a story that immediately caught Frazier’s attention because he grew up near the Cherokee community of Snowbird, which still had a Cherokee-speaking population when he was a boy.  The novel is a bildungsroman or coming-of-age tale, which in many ways is an historical overview of the whole of 19th-century Appalachia; and like Cold Mountain it evinces many of the same themes important to Frazier: a reverence for the land, the signs, and the older ways of negotiating with a harsh physical landscape—all concepts that contrasts with the white European idea of “manifest destiny” and estimating the value of Nature in dollars and ownership.  Frazier continues to utilize the “journey,” beginning this 2006 book with the dramatic lines: “There is no scatheless rapture.  Love and time put me in this condition.  I am leaving soon for the Nightland . . . . But, on the other hand, I’ve always enjoyed a journey” (1).  Throughout the book, the narrator and protagonist Will Cooper references the “journey”; and his story begins at the end of a long life, with a somewhat jaded and weary ninety-year-old man’s perspective on a life of ambition, unrequited love, and regret: “Each journey has two possible motions, two directions,” Will says. “Toward life. Toward death” (28).   It is between these two conditions that Frazier portrays a vanishing culture and one individual life of longing.

It is fascinating to read the reviews of Thirteen Moons.  Frazier was well aware that the unwxpected success of Cold Mountain would be a hard act to follow, but it is likely that he was unprepared for some of the vitriol that came with the publication of his second book, although there were half as many positive comments as negative and the book still made the best-seller list.  One of the most curious criticisms was that the book brought Frazier an eight million dollar advance (Minzesheimer).  His standard answer to this odd reproach was that he was not in a position to tell a major publishing firm (Random House) how to run its business.  Another criticism was that some reviewers didn’t understand the character Claire, Will’s love interest, finding her cold and incomprehensible, or as Erik Spanberg writes: “[Claire is] a cold, baffling character whose motivation seems forever suspect.  She exists to disappear for lengthy stretches before reappearing, engaging in sulky sex, and vanishing again.”  Will meets Claire while he is a twelve-year-old boy who has been bonded out to service by an aunt and uncle who no longer wish to care for him.  He “wins” Claire in a poker game with the Scottish/Cherokee Featherstone, one of the two father figures in Will’s life.  From the moment he sees Claire, he believes she is his soul-mate but finds her also to be, as it happens, forbidden fruit.  However, Claire falls into a literary tradition that is perhaps most brilliantly portrayed in Dickens’ Great Expectations, where that classic femme fatale Estella Havisham becomes a symbol for Pip’s longings in life.  Claire follows the same function: in a book about longing and failed dreams, Claire, who becomes the driving force of Will’s life, is a living symbol and reminder of all that he tried but could not achieve, along with the loss of the Cherokee lands.  Thus Claire, portrayed as she is, is essential.

An idea that Frazier stresses particularly in Thirteen Moons is the importance of storytelling—that is, telling one’s own story before others tell it for you and thus create a “reality” for you.  The title of Frazier’s book signals that this story will be in a tradition that is unique among American traditions, as “thirteen moons” is the number of cycles in the Cherokee calendar, which indicates the various ceremonies necessary for social cohesion.  Will suggests the importance of storytelling, and specifically writing one’s story, when he says: “Everything that happens is fluid, changeable. After they’ve passed, events are only as your memory makes them, and they shift shapes over time.  Writing a thing down fixes it in place” (21).  The Cherokees were the only Native Americans with a written syllabary, though all the trappings of a white culture still didn’t save them from the Trail of Tears.  Nonetheless, history is always written by the victors, and both Will and his other Cherokee father figure Bear are aware of this fact.  Because Will is the narrator of this tale, he is likewise cognizant of the capriciousness of storytelling.  At one point, he tells the reader: “. . . none of the accounts summarized above is accurate and none is entirely lacking in fact.  So readers may feel free to choose the story of their liking and consider it true history.  After all, the exact nature of the incident is now unknowable.  Everyone is dead but me” (167).  
Will and Bear are particularly anxious that the story of Charley and his clan, a Cherokee group up around Nantayale Creek who were marked for removal, be accurate or at least be told by them rather than by Whites.  Lieutenant Smith, in charge of the removal in the Wayah area, tells Will what happened to Charlie and his family: “. . . Charley’s wife, Nancy, had grown tired.  She fell back to the end of the group and then stopped.  One of the soldier boys dismounted and went to see what was the matter.  There was some kind of altercation, and the other boys dismounted as well.  From that point, the bloody little moment unfolded in less time than drawing five breaths” (254).  As the hatchets come out and the soldiers fall, the fate of Charley’s family is sealed.  They are labeled fugitives and killers and ultimately caught and executed.  Bear and Will are concerned as to how their story will be told: “I heard five separate stories that did not entirely correspond, but I believe I understand something fairly close to what actually happened, at least a few fragments, and that is better than most of what we know of history,” Will says (262).  Bear understands that this is a serious issue, not only for posterity’s view of the removal but also for the delicate negotiations that he and Will are attempting as they buy land and scheme to keep a band of Cherokees in the Appalachian Mountains.  Will says, “So Bear and I spent a long night figuring out how best to tell Charley to the future.  Not his history, [but] his story.  For that is what it would become, a narrative with our help or without it” (290).  Will is aware that stories become myths and those myths shape reality: “I’d learned something in that regard from my time with Crockett—the way he became a barely recognizable character in print, either for the better or the worse.  Similarly, somebody would give Charley’s final days a created shape and meaning” (290).  The story of how the Cherokees were removed from their mountain homes would have a profound influence on the survival of their culture, so Will thinks: “So Bear and I figured that if the story was going to be told by somebody, we might as well go ahead and do it ourselves.  Bear had learned enough about the way written history works . . . to know that it’s generally the victors who get to make up the stories and furthermore that they have a great deal of leeway in regard to adherence to facts . . . not to mention outright lies” (290).  

Will Cooper himself may be a living legend, the White Chief of a Cherokee tribe, a Civil War Hero, a land baron, renown lawyer, and a North Carolina legislator; but his life is overburdened with regret.  At the same time, that life is immensely colorful as narrated by Cooper.  An indentured servant sent to run a trading post, far away in the hinterlands of the mountain border near the Cherokee settlement of Wayah, Will at age twelve comes under the watchful eye of the grizzled Cherokee chief Bear.  When Bear offers to “stand as [Will’s] father,” Will’s circumstances and views about life change: “Belonging to a clan was everything.  If you were born or adopted into a clan, you were Cherokee” (94).  Will learns first hand, how The People, as the Cherokee call themselves, evolved from a proud nation to “dirt farmers” (74): “With every succeeding retreat of the Nation and every incursion of America, the old ways withdrew a step farther into the mountains, deeper up the dark coves and tree-tunneled creeks. . . . They were damaged people, and they lived in a broken world like everybody else” (71).  As Europeans pushed them ever deeper into the mountains, the white stratified and patriarchal culture chipped away at the Cherokee way of living: “With most of the wild game gone and war an impossibility, the whipped and embittered men took up farming, which had for all time been the province of women.  The women, with their main jobs gone, became about as powerless as white women.  Previously, the women had run the clans, but now the clans were failing and falling away.  Clan law had itself become illegal” (72).  Even Cherokee names translated into the white man’s English were demeaned and seemed ludicrous, so names like Onion-in-the-Pot were given up for Sam Johnson (72).

Will is industrious and learns the Indian language and ways, and they serve him well in his work in the hinterlands.  He is also a voracious reader, teaches himself law, and becomes a leader of the  White community and the clan under the guidance of Bear.  When he is seventeen, he meets Claire again, at a party that Bear has.  Featherstone, who has moved on from horse thief to land barren and who enjoys his French wine along with good books, becomes like a father as well, and when Will sees Claire again at sixteen, on vacation from finishing school in Savannah, she has blossomed from a waifish child to a beautiful young lady.  The two begin to see each other often as Will rides on his pony Waverley to Featherstone’s Cranshaw plantation.  The books that Featherstone lends Will are his excuse to see Claire, but nothing pleases Featherstone more than seeing the two young people together reading and talking.  Will’s industriousness makes him a prosperous young man, and while he has little interest in money itself, he was interested in the fact that it “set you free and [made] a place for you in the world” (120).  When Claire and Will consummate their love, Will is unaware that she is not Featherstone’s daughter but his wife, and the pattern is set for the forces that will separate them: from Claire’s sense of Cherokee propriety to white laws that make it illegal for them to wed.  Featherstone’s discovery of their relationship prompts a break between the two men and a duel, and Will must learn to be content with only occasional views of Claire, who in 1838 is one of the initial re-settlers traveling to Oklahoma by water.  The rest of Will’s life revolves around a glimpse now and again of Claire, fighting the Federal Government to allow Bear and his clan to keep their land, and the larger conflicts that consume him, including the Civil War, which had a great impact on Cherokees remaining in Appalachia as well as those in Oklahoma.  “Ripe for battle” when the war breaks out, the Indians fight for the Confederate side.  Will reports: “They saw the War as a rare opportunity to collect on old debts against the Government, felonies and misdemeanors stretching back to General Rutherford’s fire-and-blood trek through the mountains in the previous century” (353).  But they, like Will Cooper, fight on the losing side, and when Frazier leaves Will’s story, we find him, though a legend that he has carefully created through cultivating the right journalists, a sad and bitter man, sitting on his porch which he had specifically aligned for the view, waiting for the 10:55 train each morning with his twelve gauge Parker “propped against the rail of the porch” (417).  The railroad was something that Will had lobbied for as a legislator, but now it spoils his view and has brought “the ravages of tourists and logging” (418).  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).  However, mood and memory are the tools of storytelling, and though Will Cooper’s life has been “full of sound and fury, signifying . . . [at least in his own mind] nothing,” he has harnessed the power of his “will” to tell his own story; and in the “telling,” there is worth.
Nightwoods
Frazier told Bob Minzesheimer in a 2011 USA Today interview that when he set about writing his third book Nightwoods, he was “looking for a different challenge”:  “I wanted to write a book that was shorter and moved more quickly.”  He had been struggling with another historical novel, set at a mountain lodge, in which he had planned to contrast the “working conditions of millworkers  down in the valleys” with the lives of the rich who flocked to the 19th-century resort to escape the summer heat.  As that story failed to materialize, the image of the lodge remained in his mind, along with a “minor character named Luce.”  As he began to imagine two children connected to Luce and why they were so “violent and strange, . . . Luce grew in importance.”  Frazier told Minzesheimer that the opening lines of the book came to him in 2006, almost verbatim as they appear in the published book: “Luce’s new stranger children were small and beautiful and violent” (3).  He also said that there was very little research that he had to do for this book, only the references to music, one of the ways he moves the plot forward and places the story in time—the early 1960s: Luce falls asleep each night, as did Frazier growing up, “listening to WLAC out of Nashville, Willie John, Howlin’ Wolf, Maurice Williams, James Brown.  Magic singers proclaiming hope and despair into the dark.”  Frazier added in the interview: “If I had to give up reading or give up listening to music, I suspect I’d stick with the music.”

Though he was seeking a composing experience that would offer something different—and indeed Nightwoods has been relegated to the genre of “southern gothic” (Kirkus Reviews) and Frazier accomplished something distinctive for himself in terms of the historical period he selected—there is much in Nightwoods that continues what he began in Cold Mountain and Thirteen Moons, even in terms of its elegiac tone and the natural setting (the lodge goes by the Cherokee named Wayah).  However, most striking is his reverence for the landscape and his creation of characters who seek refuge together in a harmonious and corresponding relationship with the natural world, a theme fundamentally Romantic and important in the two previous books.  In the case of Nightwoods, both his protagonist Luce and her sister’s two emotionally damaged children seek the solitude of the forest as a welcomed balm from the traumas of their urban, patriarchal-constructed lives.  Likewise, though Frazier accomplished his goal of a shorter, tighter book, he also achieved some of the loveliest descriptive passages and evocations of nature in his career as a writer.  George Hovis, who calls Frazier “one of the ‘greenest’ writers from North Carolina,” refers to the “rich, Wolfean language” in the book, and Terry Gifford in “Nature’s Eloquent Speech in Charles Frazier’s Nightwoods,”  calls Frazier’s villain Bud a representation of “a violent urban capitalism that simply takes nature for granted” (576). The exquisite lyricism of Nightwoods signifies both Frazier’s growth as an author and his use of the sublime in nature to portray his eco-environmental themes.  For example, in scenes where Luce introduces the children to their natural surroundings or where Luce as a child herself reveals remarkable insight into the workings of her natural surroundings, the language is particularly lyric: 
Luce went back to doing what she did before school burst into unwelcome existence. . . . in the afternoon, solo walks in the woods to watch the change of plants and their colors as the season drove forward toward fall.  Study odd bugs and flowers. Throw rocks in the creek. Look at whatever birds and animals and reptiles presented themselves to her, and also the way weather goes always different from moment to moment and day-to-day, and the bigger circle-shaped repeated patterns of seasons and year (46).  

Nature is very much a character in Nightwoods.  It helps Luce reclaim her sister’s two children, Delores and Frank, who have been deeply scarred from witnessing their mother’s murder at the hands of their disengaged and self-absorbed father Bud.  The children are slowly lured back into a social world of a human community through contact with the Welsh pony that belongs to Luce’s neighbor; the little pit pony has been bred to weather the vicissitudes of working in the mines and to get on resolutely even in the harshest of environment—something the children and Luce must learn to do as well.  The pony, Sally, is itself a trope for nature.  Riding on the pony brings language back to the children, as the first words that Luce hears from them is their repeating the pony’s name, “Sally, Sally, Sally” (117).  Sally’s owner Maddy is a true mountain woman, who lives harmoniously with her natural environment, and both Maddy and Luce live far across the lake, at the edge of the wilderness, the town only a rude speck of light in the distance.  
On one of Luce’s forays into the mountains with the children, they come across “a place in the river where a Cherokee fish weir still showed its downstream V” (68).  Luce and the children walk on, and the narrator says through Luce’s consciousness: “As long as she could remember, back to the freedom of childhood, [she] had believed that if you walk in the deep woods long enough, you’ll inevitably come to places of mystery or spirit or ritual” (69).  The children and Luce come across a rock cairn that connects them to others who have passed this way perhaps eons before.  Then they see “a stout old oak partly screened by younger trees,” a forest inhabitant whose gnarled torso had become misshaped into an unnatural angle, as if an ancient arm pointing.  Following the arm of the tree, they come across a great, deep sink hole. “It was a perfect round hole down through the earth.  A deep cylinder of still air encompassed by dark rock. . . . Far down inside, black liquid lay still as the face of a mirror” (70).  The image of the Black Hole stays in Luce’s mind—a magical place of Celtic inspiration, a place associated with death and the meeting of the spiritual and physical: “The black hole was before life and beyond life. . . . A darkness left over from before Creation.  A remainder of a time before light.  Before these woods and these mountains and the earth and even the sun, there was a black hole filled with black water” (71).
In the years before the events of the narrative, Luce had come to the Wayah Lodge, hired by old man Stubblefield as caretaker, after being raped by a man who had been her chemistry teacher in high school, Mr. Stewart.  She had retreated from life because “[a]ll her life, the main lesson Luce had learned was that you couldn’t count on anybody” (6).  She had gotten her first job after high school at the phone company, on the graveyard shift as an operator.  Working late one night, Mr. Stewart came in to pay his bill.  He was married, he had been her teacher, and there was little reason to mistrust the light banter as he flirted, and then with no warning grabbed her, “pushing her across the room to the narrow cot, where it was all yanking at her clothes and groping” (74).  Her shouts “Quit” and “No,” rang out again and again:  “And she tried to shove him off her, but he was so urgent” (74-75).  When it was over, he stood up, zipped his pants, “apologized” and left (75).  Luce was addled, stunned: “Her mind felt distant form her body, and her body felt distant from everything in the world” (75).  She left her job that night, the same night the high school caught fire and burned down.  Luce was blamed for the loss of the school and for leaving her job.  Two days later, she walked to Sheriff Lit’s office.  She kept saying to herself that “if Mr. Stewart had been a stranger instead of her teacher, she might have reacted differently.  Maybe in the moment of shock, she hadn’t fought hard enough” (76).  As often happens when women are raped by someone they know or by a friend, there is a residue of guilt; they feel twice betrayed, by the person they know and by themselves.  When Luce tells her story to Lit, his response is predictable.  It’s Mr. Stewart’s word against hers, he says.  Lit runs through a litany of factors that will make this, as he says, “a hard case” (77).  The girl who had that job before Luce was an “amateur whore.  Mainly, when her rent was coming due” (77).  Lit continues, “Might help some if this was the first time.”  Luce is astounded and responds, “First time I got raped?”  She asks Lit whether there is “anybody in Central Prison serving time for rape?”  And Lit responds, “White ones? . . . A damn few” (77).  Lit repeats that it will be a hard conviction and that “Stewart’s got a place in this town.  He wears a coat and tie to work.” Luce has had enough, and as she shows herself out, she says, “You go straight to hell” (78).  So Luce settles for living alone far across the lake where the town is only a feint spec of light on a cold and starless night.
As Frazier brings together the wounded Luce and the two traumatized children, he is connecting their stories with the sense of entitlement and brutality that are commiserate with capitalist patriarchy, where the power of women and children are diluted.  Bud looks at his wife Lily, Luce’s sister, as an albatross around his neck, the flush of sexual appeal having diminished with time and children.  The children to him are both troublesome and inconvenient.  He thinks he has a right to extricate himself from these burdens however he can.  And after being charged with the murder of Lily and released by the justice system on a technicality, Bud heads straight to Luce and the children, intent upon eliminating irrefutable evidence that the children pose if they should start to speak again.  When Bud reaches the mountain town where Luce had lived, he runs a moonshine business and kills Lit when the sheriff begins to ask untoward questions about his personal life.  He shows up at the lodge on a wintery evening, and the children see him and bolt for the mountain wilderness with the pony Sally.  Bud joins the search party looking for the missing children, and when he finally catches up with them, they are at the Black Hole.  There Luce finds Bud and the two children in a stand-off circling the sink hole.  Bud’s arrogance, his ignorance, his sense of entitlement, and his incompatibility with the mountain landscape bring about his downfall, as much as the razor Luce uses to cut his throat.  In the final scene of the book, Frazier leaves the reader with a domestic scene similar to the epilogue in Cold Mountain: “[E]very day that passes, Bud’s presence fades. . . . fled into the distance or absorbed into the landscape, which does not punish or reward but cleanses all bones equally” (259).
The dirge-like quality of Nightwoods, and indeed all of Charles Frazier’s books, is a reflection of his impatience with the post-industrial and disconnected world that we have created, where the value of nature and all things is measured in dollars and production yield, where people are appreciated by where they fall on the ethnic, social, and gender scale, and by their material wealth.  Charles Frazier is a writer interested in exploring human values from an older world—particularly Native American and Celtic—where the duality of spirit and matter are effaced, where there is an easier harmony between the human and natural worlds.  Frazier is deeply interested in the craft of novel writing, in utilizing those metafictional structures that enhance the meaning and depth of his storytelling.  He is likewise a careful craftsman who employs parallel structures, characters, and scenes, who creates the symbols and trops that add meaning to his work, and who draws deeply from the literary traditions that his academic background has made him privy to.  He is a writer whose works are organically constructed, the often exquisite stories that his pen from time to time puts before our eyes to enjoy and ponder make us the better for the pondering.
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