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Shadow of The Indian in the Fiction of John 
Steinbeck 

Carroll Britch and 

Cliff Lewis 

Steinbeck's major figures of Indian heritage, of whatever admixture, 
who live in Mexico and California share a common quality of suffering. 
Kino of The Pearl and Zapata of Viva Zapata!, Danny of Tortilla Flat, Pepe 
in "Flight," Gitano of "The Great Mountains," and Tularecito of The 
Pastures of Heaven either cannot or will not compromise their heritage, 
even if only a remnant remains, and so achieve a kind of tragic stature. 
Others such as Juanito of To a God Unknown, Joseph and Mary Rivas of 
Sweet Thursday, and Juan Chicoy of The Wayward Bus deny or repress the 
callings of their shadowy past and so merely survive. Steinbeck drew 
them all more from the image of Indians in popular legend than from the 
pages of history. They are conjured up from some other world, timeless 
as memory, and borne as in a dream. 

In drawing his more primordial images of Indians, Steinbeck was 
influenced, perhaps, by such fanciful sketches as Eriksson makes of the 
Skraelings in the Vinland Sagas or which Sir Gawain makes of the "forest 
trolls" on his errand to the green chapel. Steinbeck himself could hardly 
have witnessed first hand the "gnomes" which Tularecito claims as kin 
or the "dark watchers of the forest" which Pepe sees in "Flight." Stein- 
beck uses these primordial images to establish the idea - in terms of 
myth at least - that Indians as a people have ancient roots and that 
those roots are bound to shape in some measure a temperament consid- 
ered Indian, as distinct from one considered white or Black. Although 
anthropologically unsound, Steinbeck leans toward the idea that the 
Indianness of, say, Tularecito and Danny is more a product of blood 
lineage than of cultural upbringing. In short, Steinbeck characterizes his 
Indian figures as members of a particular race, who act as they do 
because of some subconscious predisposition, and who, in like manner, 
are so identified as Indians by members of Western culture. Whether or 
not scientifically demonstrable, these notions of race and predisposition 
play in Steinbeck's greater literary treatment of what makes humankind 
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tick, and we find them challenging. 
Implicit to Steinbeck's notions of race is a dilemma which puts anyone 

who would deny his past in the tragic position of forsaking his funda- 
mental identity. In the "dying-race" pattern which Steinbeck often uses 
to frame his stories of Indians, this dilemma is very apparent, and he 
could easily have sentimentalized it in terms of the "lo the poor Red- 
man" tradition. But he does not. Rather, he outlines his stories of 
Indians on the life model of the suffering which attends the threat and 
fact of cultural change. They are a graphic reminder that no culture, and 
no blood member of a culture, is granted permanence. He gives flesh to 
the individual figures of his stories by plotting in robust terms their 

predisposition to act in ways directed by Indian blood, quietly, without 
fanfare, or, conversely, to abandon those ways to dwell as whites. Most 
of his figures are of mixed blood. But it is the Indian strain in them, and 
the inner promptings in them to assert that strain, which Steinbeck 
shows to be their bane when asserted in the face of Western culture. The 

happy irony is, of course, that with the pain of assertion comes pride in 

being man and Indian. 
Steinbeck's Indians have received little critical attention. Though one 

critic acknowledges that latent Indian ways appear in how some of 
Steinbeck's Mexican-Americans act, unfortunately, he is more con- 
cerned with the idea that those ways have been modified by contact with 
Western ones. He writes of the paisanos in Tortilla Flat: 

They can sleep, as for centuries before them their Indian ancestors did, in 
the woods or on the beach. They gain their food, as did their Indian 
ancestors, by a latter-day version of hunting, fishing, gathering, and barter, 
with minimum recourse to so-called gainful employment and the use of 
money. They eat what has been traditionally consumed in the area for 
centuries - beans, tortillas, some vegetables and fruit, some chicken and 
fish... .1 

He does not mention to what end Steinbeck included these Indian 
traditions in the portrayal of the paisanos. In his concluding remarks he 
refers to the dropouts of Cannery Row to show that Steinbeck's "principal 
concern with such characters was social, moral, aesthetic, rather than 
ethnic."2 By contrast, our effort is to show that not only are some telling 
Indian ways featured in Steinbeck's fiction, but also that they persist in 
one form or another because of the cultural promptings of the Indian 
blood line. Steinbeck was careful to distinguish Indian from Spanish 
lines in The Pearl and Viva Zapata!, as well as Indian from Anglo lines in 
other works. Having done so, he went on to depict the Indian as a model 
of human dignity and tragic stature. 
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It should be noted that Steinbeck's attitude toward his Indian charac- 
ters and their struggles is literary, not sociological. As indicated earlier 
in the reference to gnomes, he as much as tells the reader so. There are 
further examples of his attitude: in the respective prologue, he calls The 
Pearl a parable and The Wayward Bus a modern day allegory; in the texts 
themselves he begins "Tularecito" as a myth and ends Viva Zapata! as a 

legend even though General Zapata played a very real part in Mexican 

history. We emphasize his literary attitude because, given the social 

injustices Indians have historically suffered, a reader might be quick to 
assume that Steinbeck, the Nobel Prize winner, would naturally have 

championed some social cause of Indians in his fiction. But that is not 
the case. What Steinbeck does is to celebrate the idea that Indian links to 
the past still continue, and still hold the power to ennoble those who can 

recognize and act upon them. He presents some social conflicts, certain- 

ly; but social conflicts are not the overriding issue. And what social 
conflicts he does present, he does not treat in the clinical way that, say, 
Oliver LaFarge treats the Americanization of Indians in Laughing Boy. In 
brief, Steinbeck's main concern with Indians is the broad one which 

many Americans and others3 share when moved to search the past for 

something not only tragic but also magnificent. 
Although acculturation is not Steinbeck's issue, most of the figures he 

presents have adopted for their own use some of the conveniences of 
Western culture. Yet they hold mainly to their old ways, living in an 

open if uneasy posture of coexistence. The only figures who abandon 
their Indian heritage are Rivas of Sweet Thursday and Chicoy of The 

Wayward Bus. Kino of The Pearl chants Hail Marys and seeks help from a 
medical doctor but neither ignores nor represses the inner stirrings 
which identify him as an Indian. Kino's shadow slides across the Mexi- 
can seashore and cave in the very image of his ancestors. And through 
the sea and from a cave he meets and lives out his destiny. 

In the white man's town of La Paz, as Steinbeck shows us, the chil- 
dren of the Conquistadores live by the clock and cash profit rather than 

by the tides and gifts from the sea. They have forgotten the old thrill and 

despair of elemental hunger, the hunt, and the play of chance in the 

daily struggle to survive. Their pride comes from the clever deal and 

quick rollover, and not from the chance catch and patient hope of 
another. The Spanish brought the swagger of the vanquisher and the 

contemporary habit of the city with them to the New World, and, dulled 

by the certainty of their church, have lost sight of the old wisdom that 

Juana in The Pearl knows of her husband Kino, and which she assumes is 
true of "manness" in general. She knows that, when pressed, her man is 
"half insane and half god" and will "drive his strength against a moun- 
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tain and plunge his strength against the sea" until broken or drowned. 
But the sea will "surge on." And this is what "makes a man" and keeps 
him from ignoble defeat (p. 77). 

Living literally at the mercy of nature and vanquisher alike, and with 
little help from the village tribe and blood relatives, the posture of Kino 
and his proto-family proclaims a tragic, elemental sense of things. The 
felt knowledge that their position is incidental to the moods of external 

nature, and their acceptance of those moods for good fortune or bad, is 
what defines the fundamental Indianness of Kino and Juana and under- 

girds their brave acts of self-assertion and defense. Kino, as well as 

Juana, does not go about with any manifest awareness of being an 
Indian or with any self-conscious intention to behave as one. He simply 
acts, proceeds in silent accord with the wisdom passed to him through 
the "songs of his people" in general and his own "Song of the Family" in 

particular (p. 2). He is in no way an activist for Indian Power, but simply 
a latter-day example of the natural innocent found in romantic legend.5 

Whether other members of the tribal village share the basic spirit of 
Kino and Juana is uncertain, for they are drawn only in vague outline, 

existing as a backdrop against which Kino's family acts out its drama. By 
highlighting the family, Steinbeck signals to the reader that the tribe is 
no longer the center in the village near La Paz. The family is the center. 
And at the center of the family is Kino, the man. 

Prior to his flight to save family and self, Kino was set on buying 
Coyotito's passage into the culture of the Spanish vanquishers through 
the sale of the "Pearl of the World." Of course the sale might also buy 
him respect from the priest, the doctor, and the shopkeepers who have 
treated him like a dog. Until the flight, Kino trusted blindly that the 
world at large would praise his efforts to rise above the life of hunger 
and poverty which for centuries had so plagued his race. But although 
the pearl was in hand, Kino still lived the simple dream of his old world, 
where people seemed to be glad of another's good fortune, and he had 
not yet awakened to the terrible evils engendered by human greed. He 
still lived in a moral Eden, and had not yet "broken through the hori- 
zons into a cold and lonely outside" (p. 37). 

If the "horseman-hunter" had not killed his son, Coyotito, it is any- 
one's guess whether Kino would have continued in his effort to cast off 
the material poverty of the old life for the rich promise of the new. But 
that he throws the now "ugly" pearl back into the sea indicates the kind 
of life he claims and values most. The pearl is after all only an object, and 

belongs to the sea. Before the pearl, he lived in peace with his own 

people as well as those of La Paz. He sought the pearl in the simple hope 
of bettering his family's lot. Once found, the bloody struggle to keep it 
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elevated him to a conscious awareness that he could never again return 
to his morally idyllic state of having only to think of feeding his family, 
unmindful of the ways of the world around him. 

Given Kino's godlike entrance to the town and village at the tale's 
end, it is strange that reviewer Thomas Sugrue argues that Kino relapses 
into a subhuman state that can best be described as vegetable and not 
Indian. Sugrue writes, "Kino, refusing the adventure of the spirit and 

renouncing his opportunity for realization and understanding and iden- 

tity, returns to the rim of the unconscious, the primitive state wherein 
man nurses like a tree, at the breast of the earth."6 Yet, upon Kino's 
return to the Indian village, the narrator says, "In Kino's ears the Song 
of the Family was as fierce as a battle cry" (p. 116). Such anger and 
determination bespeak realization and mark the identity of Kino as one 
Indian who will not back off from human confrontation. That he now 

possesses the rifle of the horseman he killed to defend his family leaves 
no doubt as to his future intentions. He will stand his ground as a 
warrior for personal justice in the village of his birth. Earlier he would 
not let the shopkeepers cheat him out of his pearl, and now he will not 
let anyone cheat him out of his dignity. 

But Kino's glory will be fleeting. With the canoe wrecked and the 
dream for his boy broken, all Kino has left to sustain body and spirit is 
the rifle and song. If the vanquishers in town wish to extract satisfaction 
for the death of the horseman and loss of the pearl, the end of Kino will 
come with awful certainty. He has gone up against a mountain of men 
whose mass is immovable and historically intolerant of any open threat 
to the postures of racial supremacy. In harmony with place, but out of 
tune with the times, Kino's song will not soothe the ears of the Spanish 
merchants of La Paz, and will not inspire his self-involved tribal villagers 
to gather in his defense. It may for a while sustain the pride of his Juana, 
but his song of glory will finally be drowned out forever by the overrid- 

ing music of the uncaring sea. And that is as Juana, who now walks side 

by side with her husband, would expect, and Kino welcome. With quiet 
dignity they have accepted the death of their son, the censure of their 
tribe and their own loss of probable deliverance as things set down in 
the songs of destiny. They accept their suffering but not defeat. Doubt- 
ful from the outset of any "planned success" ending well, Kino makes 
"a hard skin for himself against the world" (p. 38). Now rid of the pearl 
and bereft of his son, he, while breath remains, will stand more steadfast 
than ever to face whatever the gods or men have in store for him. 

Once he leaves seaside for town, and scales the barren mountains in 

flight, he lets loose the breast of Mother Earth and settles matters on his 
own. He quite literally crawls from the cave of Mother Earth to attack his 
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enemy, using to advantage his very own "brown skin" to advance in the 

night "silently as a shadow" and "deadly as steel" (pp. 111, 114). And of 
this man and wife who "had gone through pain and come out the other 
side" the village will likely raise a song of wonder and praise, and call it 
the "Song of Awareness." The telling phrases in the song will be about 
the "unknown thing" with which Kino allied himself during his en- 
counter with death, and which now lends him the uncanny, terrible 

aspect of a god. 
As Steinbeck foretells in the prologue, he moves his protagonist 

through the events of tragedy as one illustrating the lesson of a parable. 
And here the lesson is as clear as it is broad: Indian tribal culture is in 

fragments and no one member of it can exist for long by acting on the 

impulses which, Steinbeck suggests, such a culture intact would have 
both informed and supported. Kino is informed by the old values of his 

people, and so cannot abide the rank greed and racial arrogance of the 
merchant town. But his people have no new songs to sing, no new 
wisdom to offer which might show him how to compete successfully 
with the whites of town. Yet, for the moment, he has survived the 
violence of a white man precisely because of his inherited skills in 
reconnaissance and combat- skills for which his life as fisherman and 

pearl diver do not account, and so which appear as natural to him as 
breath. The overall lesson of the parable is a sad one: on one side, it 
shows the innocent days of the family man surviving through what 
nature provides to be finished, and, on the other, shows the skills and 
tools of tribal man to be of little import when pitted against the force of 
Western culture. Knife in hand, allied with the night, and as at one with 
the landscape as a "lizard," Kino is at his competitive best (p. 110). But 
now he stands in broad daylight with a rifle over his arm. 

Kino, like Zapata in Viva Zapata! and Gitano of "The Mountains," has 
returned to his homeground to perish in a manner which will compro- 
mise neither the pride of his people nor the dignity of his person. Like 

Pepe in "Flight," he has risen above the panic of the hunted to the 

height of a warrior, and so can end less in surrender to the enemy and 
more in accord with his spiritual identity as an Indian. If by chance new 
hunters come to challenge him, he will, with the "terrible eyes" of 

Danny in Tortilla Flat, "find the Enemy who is worthy" and plunge 
drunk with the rage of calm which is beyond grief into an abyss every bit 
as primal as the gulch in which Danny by accident or design ends. 

Emilano Zapata triumphs over his enemy, for a time at least. His 

greater victory lies in his remaining true to himself and the dreams of his 

people. He undergoes a crisis of cultural identity when faced with the 
choice of aligning himself with the exploiting Mexican landlords or with 
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the Indian peasants of Morelos. But this descendant of Indian kings 
rejects the life of the profit-takers who farm the land for cash crops. He 
chooses instead to continue fighting to regain the stolen land the gov- 
ernment acknowledges to be theirs - land that will permit Indians to 
work for themselves and not for others, land that allows them to reach 

self-sufficiency while remaining in ecological balance with nature. 
Unlike his non-Indian secretary Pablo, General Zapata refuses to live 

in Mexico City or to accept the pearl of governing the nation. He prefers 
to live among his own villagers, and not with the strangers of an urban 
civilization he does not understand, and among visions he does not 
hold. In the heroic life of Zapata, Steinbeck discovered an actual figure 
with uncompromising cultural values. Because he would not bend, the 
Mexican military assassinated him. His villagers believe, however, that 

Zapata lives, for his famous white horse has been glimpsed roaming free 
in the mountains.7 

It is no accident, poetical or rhetorical, that Steinbeck leaves his var- 
ious Indian figures to vanish into such primordial vistas as the green of 
the sea, the black of the night, or the purple of the mountain ridge. The 
natural majesty and mystery of these vistas correspond perfectly in 
mood to the secret memories and yearnings of, for instance, Gitano of 
"The Great Mountains" and Pepe of "Flight" who are immersed in 
them. Places to which the hunted and weary animal literally flees to 

escape or to die, these natural realms serve as fitting metaphors for the 

destiny of anachronous members of "the Indian race" or their vanishing 
culture. 

Steinbeck uses the realm of night especially to suggest the mystery of 
transformation which occurs when, as happens, Juan in The Wayward 
Bus denies the stirrings of his blood line to acquire the cultural securities 
of middle-class Californians, or when Pepe sheds the trappings of West- 
ern culture to stand as the naked image of his blood ancestors. With 
conscious intent, Juan releases to the night his old drama of ridding 
himself of property and of roaming free in Mexico, as he remembers 
some blood brothers of his youth had roamed. He will emerge from his 
bus at dawn determined to forget the past so as to immerse himself in 
the mainstream of the American Dream. In a converse action, without 
conscious intent, Pepe loses in the night the Western artifacts of his 

family's acquired culture, then at dawn virtually merges with the moun- 
tain on which height he dies as nobly as any brave of New World legend. 
If the juxtaposition of Indian with natural majesty does not clearly reveal 
Steinbeck's design, then young Jody's mixed feelings of fear and fasci- 
nation for the "savage" great mountains do.8 

Jody is a white boy. Like many youths he views in awe the spiritual 
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way of the Indian and the marvels of all that is natural. In his innocent 
heart he carries the ancient, joyous awareness that something is in the 

great mountains, "something very wonderful because it isn't known, 

something secret and mysterious" (p. 38)- something of the "un- 
known thing" behind Gitano's Indian eyes, something which will brook 
no equivocation, and, although fascinating, something which can be "so 

impersonal and aloof that its very imperturbability is a threat" (p. 39). 
Steinbeck, of course, uses Jody's mythopoetic blending of the implaca- 
ble wild region with the character of "the" Indian to nudge us into an 
awareness of our own wild regions, and of forces quite beyond our 

scope to reason away - including, no doubt, the force which continues 
to inform the stereotype of "the" Indian as savage even if noble, tamed 

yet unknowable, brave even in defeat. This mythopoetic view of Indians 
Kenneth Rexroth shares with Steinbeck: 

The Indian connects us with the soil and the waters and the nonhuman life 
about us .... They are our ecological link with our biota - the organic 
environment which we strive to repudiate and destroy . . . the flooding 
tide, full of turmoil and whirlpools, of the unconscious . . . the actual 

savage environment that reason and order and humane relationships can 

penetrate but cannot control.9 

It is not surprising that Rexroth concentrates here on the effect Indians 
have on white culture, or, more exactly, on the memory and in the 

imaginings of what Indians represent. With the pre-conquest cultures of 
Indians now in remnants, and those remnants but rarely glimpsed, 
what is there left beyond the trace of memory and the force of nature to 
know "the" Indian by? 

Jody is one of the few characters in Steinbeck's fiction through whose 

eyes the reader can glimpse Indians and share in the magic of their 

presence, as well as the mystery of their past. Reared on a ranch, Jody 
lives with things natural. He experiences the impersonal mood of nature 

through the death of his red pony and the mother of his colt - not to 
mention through "the red fearless eyes" of the buzzard which gazed at 
him "impersonal and unafraid and detached" (p. 35) even as he beat it to 
death. Beyond denial, Jody knows first hand the majesty and threat of 

savagery which lies deep behind the black eyes of Gitano, the majesty 
and threat of savagery which rides in the Indian carriage of this dignified 
"old paisano man" who has come home to his sacred mountains to die. 
Carl Tiflin, Jody's father, regards the great mountains as "just rocks." 
He is too afraid of losing control of things to admit any play of the 
natural and spiritual into his conscious life, and so cares nothing for 
Gitano's claim of birthright. But Jody cares, and when Gitano disap- 
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pears a "black speck" into the mountains, Jody is filled with a "nameless 
sorrow" (p. 52). Having seen the "lovely" sword Gitano polishes in 
reverence to the glory of his distant past, Jody awakens to the sad 
knowledge that "the impossible world of Indians" which contained a 
"race of giants and great phantoms [who] have marched off the earth 
and are gone - has disappeared" (pp. 86-87). This sympathy for the 
warrior spirit in Gitano, and for the "phantoms" already gone, some- 
how endows Jody with a sweet reverence for what is left on earth, and 
Steinbeck shows him the healthier for it. 

Through Jody the reader is reminded that in the contest for claim to 
the New World whites did indeed consider Indians as a warrior race, 
and, whatever the truth of the matter, that is how Indians are often 
characterized in legend and are still imagined to be. With few excep- 
tions, Steinbeck's Indians are so presented. He does not use the term 
warrior-race, but the action of his Indians who most heed the inward 
callings of their blood line reveals that they are either in spirit or in 
deed warriors - are virtual or actual force-of-arms defenders of their 
property, honor, and ways. With the possible exception of Pepe in 

"Flight," none start out as warriors: they are simply people who in 
one way or another make a subsistence living from land or sea. But 
when faced with violence by whites, they fight. And they fight when 
feeling insulted or personally threatened by the very ways and seeming 
ubiquity of white culture. 

The only formal warrior amongst them is Zapata, who leads his native 
countrymen in the mutual cause to hold ancestral land. Like Indians in 

history and in legend, he specializes in guerilla warfare. Danny in 
Tortilla Flat is a veteran of World War I, but his assignment there was to 
tend mules, not to fire weapons. Discharged, and living on the Flat, his 
weapon is the leg of a chair. His "enemy" exists on all fronts. On one 
front the enemy seems to be white culture itself, a foreign presence 
which crowds his physical and spiritual space, leaving him no room to 
exist as an Indian. On another, his friends seem to be the enemy, for 
they act like whites. And on the front closest to home, he seems to be his 
own enemy, captive to the Indian strain in himself and incapable of 
escaping to the other side. Because his enemy seems to be everywhere 
and everything - including the very house he inherited - he can find 
no "worthy" target to attack. So in despair he attacks his friends during 
a party thrown by them in his honor, does mock battle with them in a 
token war. His friends are too drunk, too respectful, or too tired to fight. 
He is fierce. In desperation he attacks the night itself, merges with it as 
the only worthy target, and so dies in action a warrior. In Rexroth's 
sense, Danny truly aligns himself with "the actual savage environ- 
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ment," and through the process shows who he is as well as what he 
cares not to be. 

Excepting Zapata, all of Steinbeck's warrior figures suffer the identity 
problems which constantly plague and finally destroy Danny. All the 
informal warriors suffer with Danny and Kino the contradictions of 
mixed blood and mixed culture. So, too, do the non-warriors suffer these 
contradictions. In times of crisis, all discover who they are as marked by 
blood, and what they would be as indicated by culture. If in crisis they 
act the warrior, i.e., remain Indian, then it almost certainly means their 

impending death. If, like Juan in The Wayward Bus, they act neutral or 

play the businessman, then it means the absolute death of their cultural 

identity as Indians, and, by extension, an outward denial that they are 

by blood Indian at all. But through that denial comes their chance to live 
as whites live. 

In real life there are, of course, businessmen who are Indian, who are 
as proud of their racial heritage as of their particular business, living 
comfortably within and astride two different cultures. And Steinbeck 

presents this happy circumstance through the character of Juanito in To 
A God Unknown, who finds solace in the collective wisdom of Indian and 
white alike, and is not pressed, even though he kills a white man, to 

deny his Indian heritage or die. But then Juanito is a lucky one, so we, 
like his creator, leave him in peace to tackle the identity issues of race 
and culture suffered by characters less fortunate. 

Steinbeck does not discuss these issues. Rather, he articulates them 

quietly in the context of metaphor, traces the process of self-identity as it 
occurs in, for instance, the quest-like journeys of Kino, Juan, Pepe and 
Gitano - journeys replete with the appearance of primal vistas on the 
one hand and the artifacts of industrial culture on the other. In meta- 

phor, as likely in fact, many of Steinbeck's Indians attempt to live in two 
worlds but seem unable to find any secure comfort in either. Neither 
earth nor sea yields enough. And towns repluse them. Pepe in 

"Flight"10 lives by the sea. On his first and only visit to town, he meets 
disaster. 

Pepe Torres, nineteen, is a warrior with "black hair, sharp cheek 
bones and an eagle nose" (p. 46). Unlike Zapata, Pepe does not really 
know why he fights, nor in any particular sense whom. His "enemy" is 
the insult to his race and the threatening gesture to his person. He kills 
in automatic reflex, cuts the insult with the knife he inherited from his 
father. That he kills in reflex is no surprise, for Mamma Torres watched 
him grow up doing little else but practice with the knife. It is not a 
utilitarian knife which Kino uses to kill his tracker or Juanito uses in To A 
God Unknown to kill his love rival. Pepe's knife is a black switchblade, the 
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weapon of a latter-day warrior. Within a day of his coming to "man- 
hood" by killing the one who insulted him in Monterey, Mamma Torres 
and his little brother and sister send Pepe off to escape in the mountains 
with the death cry" 'Our beautiful - our brave, our protector, our son is 
gone"' (p. 54). He disappears at dawn as "a grey, indefinite shadow." 

In terms of the race-culture contradictions Pepe represents, his char- 
acterization as an "indefinite shadow" is as telling as what happens to 
him during his journey of manhood and flight. The two-part journey 
shows the reader, if not Pepe, that Pepe grew up living the same cultural 
contradictions which helped to destroy Kino's life. A bitter irony is that 
the Mamma Torres who is obviously proud of her son's warrior-like skill 
with a knife is the same who sends him to Monterey on an errand to buy 
a white man's medicine, something for a toothache or "the sadness of 
the stomach" (p. 49). Compounding the irony is the fact that the West- 
ern world which Pepe enters to buy relief for his mother is the same one 
which insults him. Further, and worse, the skills and attitudes he dis- 

plays in proud homage to his blood legacy are the very ones which get 
him killed. Worse yet, the rifle and other artifacts of Western, industrial 
culture which he inherited from his father, and which he carries to 
survive on his journey of escape, he loses en route. Finally, and perhaps 
the worst twist of all, the very wilderness that did at one time offer 

refuge to his blood ancestors is to him hostile - is in fact his tomb. 
Who is Pepe Torres? Who is this figure of Indian visage who on the 

one hand rides out as the costumed shadow of his father, and, on the 
other, dies as the naked shadow of some imagined ancestor? His father 
was a subsistence farmer who ran afoul of things natural, dying of a 
rattlesnake bite to the chest (p. 45). What, then, in the closed life on the 
farm by the sea cued Pepe to act the part of warrior? Steinbeck does not 

say. Instead, in the manner of an allegory, he shows that whereas Pepe 
is a very poor warrior in retreat he is a grand one in the showdown, 
shows that although Pepe crosses himself in the manner of a Christian 
he stands erect against the sky in the manner of an Indian, shows that 
even if Pepe flees in panic he is far more brave than the "fat man with 
red cheeks and white stubble beard" (p. 57) who rides with the posse 
which kills him. 

In the allegory, the wilderness strips Pepe of the inherited costume 
and props of industrial culture. This process of cultural disinheritance is 
rude but revealing. The first article lost is the switchblade, next the hat; 
following that his horse is shot out from under him, and with it goes the 
blanket, jerky and water bag; then he casts away the black coat for it hurt 
his wounded palm; finally, in the panic of night, he mislays the rifle. 
Quite obviously the things of Western culture do not help Pepe. Nor will 
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things natural, for the mountain is without water. Nor will the relatives 
of his own mythic origins help, for those "dark watchers" of the wild are 
hostile to everyone, and Pepe is afraid of them. Thirst strips him of 

speech, and he is reduced to crawling on his belly like a snake. Having 
shed everything but his own skin, he summons his pride as man and 
crushes with a stone a "grey lizard," for it glanced at him "sideways," 
gestured as if to spurn Pepe, a creature of some indeterminate species 
and of lesser stature (p. 65). His voice now a "thick hiss," he rises just 
after a new dawn, draws "a shaky cross on his breast," hears the shot 
that kills him, and, in his final fall, starts an avalanche which slowly 
covers his head (p. 70). 

Unlike Gitano's sacred high ground, this mountain is just a rock; 
unlike Kino's ridge-cave of death and refuge, this ridge serves Pepe as a 

permanent tomb. Now "headless," Pepe's identity is in fact indefinite. 
Absorbed by the mountain and unmarked, who other than his obscure 
and splintered family will mourn his spirit or know his loss? Time, time 
which rots even the "granite teeth" of a mountain, has leveled the 
culture of the warrior, has outstripped the race as a material power, and 
left it as a shadow to haunt all who would look on and believe that such 
as Pepe is man and Indian. The posse which struck him down will 

proclaim that Pepe died as bravely as any man could, will hint that 

although they defeated him as a warrior he stood victor over them as a 
man of courage. The picture of his standing straight up to the sky in a 
last testament to the splendor of life and the glory of his race will make 

legend. In legend there will be no mention of his having crossed himself 
as a Christian, for the gesture was not observed. What will define Pepe 
in legend is the idea that as "he braced his feet and stood there, black 

against the morning sky" (p. 70), he aligned himself with the Great 

Spirits, and so died an Indian - died a man, yes, but also something 
greater. 

It seems that the fancies of legend always accompany the white man's 
idea of "the" Indian. In "The Great Mountains" Billy Buck muses that 
Indians "can work older than white men," for he "saw one of them a 
hundred and five years old, and he could still ride a horse" (p. 48). 
Gitano lends truth to the matter by riding to his burial ground astride old 
Easter, a worn-out horse he steals from Tiflin. Neither Billy nor Gitano 
seems aware of the symbolic contradiction in an Indian's going through 
the resurrection ceremony of his own culture astride a horse named 
Easter. The weapon he carries, a rapier, also goes unnoticed for its 
contradictions. Gitano inherited the "lovely rapier with a golden basket 
hilt" (p. 49) from his father, but does not know how or where his father 

got it. No matter. He goes to his death on a mount and with a weapon, 

50 



SHADOW OF THE INDIAN 

and that seems enough to reassure him and to remind us that he departs 
in the manner of a warrior and an Indian, however mixed his heritage. 
As if to show the world who he was, Gitano, like Pepe, leaves behind 
things not belonging to primal people. He leaves his underwear, jeans 
and socks. Unlike Pepe, Gitano strips himself of these cultural tags. 
Perhaps the last of his kind, he, as did Pepe, comes to terms with his 
mixed lineage and rides out alone in triumph over himself as man and 
Indian. Gitano finally knows who he really is. He understands his 

position in the way that Pepe, Danny, and Kino understand. He knows 
his rapier is not a lance just as Kino knows his rifle is not a knife. The 

telling sign of the warrior is not the weapon or its origin. It is the gesture. 
Zapata does not struggle with the issue of identity because he knows 

who he is from the start. He is a pure-blooded Indian. His conflict is 
cultural, not racial. Though painful, his struggle is limited to choosing to 
live by Western standards or by those of his own people. He chooses his 
own. In consequence the Mexican military assassinates him. In brief, the 
surface story of Viva Zapata! expresses directly the personal conflict of 
Zapata the Indian as mirrored in the public conflict between Indian 
culture and that of the industrial world. No need for allegory here. The 
point is clear on face. If the Indian-as-warrior asserts his power he 
cannot choose to live in peace. 

Tularecito cannot live at peace with the white folk of the Pastures of 
Heaven because he constitutes a real danger to their life and limb. The 

ways of Western culture are absolutely foreign to this "troglodytic" 
Indian. He knows he does not belong in the white world. But the world 
he feels he does belong to he cannot find. He draws pictures of forest 
animals as a monument to his origins and as a sign to his "hidden 

people" to claim him so that he can live with them under the earth. He is 
so war-like in his passion to preserve his drawings that he ends up in an 

"asylum for the criminal insane," where he will remain a hidden curios- 

ity of a mythic past, denatured and devitalized." And as he drew most 
of his images in chalk, they will likely be erased forever. Of all Stein- 
beck's warriors, Tularecito stands out as the most extreme example of 
the suffering which issues from the contradictions of blood line and 
mixed culture. He lives a figure of legend, and is as Rexroth reminds us a 
vivid exponent of the "turmoil ... of the unconscious." 

In Tortilla Flat, Danny is dislocated from the start. But he manages to 
co-exist with the ways of white culture, for a time at any rate. Yet, like 
Tularecito, he cannot find his home. Kino at least belonged to a place, 
and lived in a house of brush he knew as home. From its ashes could rise 
another. But Danny's place was only a shelter, and made from boards at 
that. He held deed to property which denied him a home, and so lived 
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culturally adrift. He identified himself in battle, and he was buried as a 
warrior. But in mute mockery of his heritage, the pallbearers are not his 
paisanos. They are United States Cavalrymen. In inspired imitation of 
Danny's defiant plunge into the night, his paisanos burn down his house 
in "one last glorious assault on the gods," and then disappear - each on 
a separate path.12 

From the stories covered so far it is clear that Steinbeck's Indians are 
doomed when they attempt to fulfill the inner callings of their racial 
blood. Living in half-forms of their own ancient culture as well as in the 
shadow of Western culture, they appear both out of time and out of 

place. With the exception of Zapata, all those who assert themselves as 
warriors end tribeless and alone, cast adrift from the bosom of either 
world, and sustained in their purpose only by the raw force of individual 
will. But as the fate of Zapata reveals, force of will cannot sustain the 
survival of his culture. Nor can force of arms. Indians are simply too 
outnumbered to hold sway in the Western world. And, as the destinies 
of Kino, Danny, and Gitano indicate, the collective will of a tribe to help 
its own either does not exist or is too weak to matter. Exertion of 
individual will lends a Pepe or a Kino tragic stature as men because they 
dare to act, and as Indians because they dare to be. But in acting and 

being, they forfeit whatever place they might have gained or held in 
either culture. The very circumstance is a tragic one. To be Indian is to 
act alone. To stress the point, we repeat that when Kino rids himself of 
the pearl, and so renounces the dream of capitalism of which the pearl is 
one emblem, he, in the same moment, renews the dream of cultural self- 
sufficiency of which the sea is his source. But his means of continuing in 
the natural mode of his culture is wrecked: the canoe cannot be replaced. 
The rifle, an emblem of a violent industrial culture, is his only material 
tool of survival. But he lives by the sea, and there is no game to hunt. His 
whole world has changed, and he has no chance of revitalizing the 
unthought habits of peace with men which marked his old way of living. 
In violence his "horizons were kicked out" (p. 33), and the only gesture 
left to proclaim his Song of the Family and the Whole is one last suicidal 
stand with a gun - his back to the sea, and, but for his wife, alone. 

Juan Chicoy of The Wayward Bus is no warrior. As evidenced by the 
"deep scar" on his lip and an amputated finger, he at one time may have 
acted the warrior,'3 but now aged fifty, he lives in peace, tribeless and 
spiritually alone. Steinbeck places Juan amidst allegorical highways run- 
ning between the old life of Mexico and the new life of Hollywood. He 
casts this would-be Indian protagonist as the owner-operator of an old 
bus which shuttles Greyhound passengers in a potpourri of hopes and 
dreams to and from a coastal highway which runs down to Mexico and 
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which parallels the highway where he operates a combination store- 

restaurant-garage-service and bus station. Juan, whose mother was 
Irish and father Mexican-Indian, is married to Alice who is white. His 

place was owned long ago by a family "who disappeared from the face 
of the earth," and it is marked by two "great white oaks" of uncertain 
age and origin. Dividing his inland road from the coastal one is a river, 
usually dry, but now in flood. The bridges are unsafe. And Juan, not to 
mention each passenger, is in a life crisis. 

Juan can "smell Mexico in his nose" and is tired of "living a silly kind 
of life, worrying about getting pies from one town to the next" (p. 234). 
Alice, an anxiety-ridden, closet drunk, is the "only woman he had ever 
found outside of Mexico who could cook beans as good as any Indian" 
(p. 136), and she loves him; nevertheless, he is homesick for the "smell 
of toasting tortillas" and the sight of "modest dark girls in blue rebozos" 
(p. 235). On the old mountain road where he drives his bus to avoid the 
unsafe bridges, Juan considers his dream and makes his decision to live 
or not to live as an Indian. 

Hoping to blame the circumstances on his personal goddess, the 
Virgin of Guadalupe, who rides in metallic splendor atop his dashboard, 
Juan buries the bus up to its axles in a mudhole, and walks away leaving 
the passengers to fend for themselves. The surroundings are dotted 
with caves and abandoned farms. The rain still falls. Some of the passen- 
gers rediscover their primal needs in a cave. One passenger, Mildred, 
fulfills hers with Juan in a horse stall. He allows her to seduce him, and is 
kind to her - even likes her - and that as much as anything decides his 
future course. 

Earlier, back at the bus station, where Juan saw in Mildred all the 

signs of heat, "an imp of hatred" stirred in him: 

Not strongly because there wasn't much of it in him, but the Indian blood 
was there, and in the dark past lay the hatred for the ojos claros, the light 
eyes, the blonds ... the people who had for centuries taken the best land, 
the best horses, the best women . .. He could disturb her and seduce her 

mentally, and physically too, and then throw her away. (pp. 83-84) 

After their honest lovemaking, he wishes her a gentle good-by. The rain 
has stopped and the evening sun is out. Juan will not take Mildred to 
Mexico as she pleads. And he will not go himself. Juan does not know 
why. Perhaps he stays to enjoy the women, land, and things of the 
American dream in which he has invested. He still holds fond boyhood 
memories of Mexico, especially of an Indian he knew who gave away all 
his property to be near a merry-go-round simply because he loved it. But 
Juan will not abandon his wayside business nor toss aside Alice for some 
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wayward desire. Perhaps, as Mildred muses, he is "held in line by fears 
and by habit" (p. 264). Then, too, as he himself thinks, he cannot leave 
the "thing" of Alice's love for him, even if he may dislike staying, for it 
would be like "tearing off a piece of himself" (p. 137). Juan, at fifty, has 

finally emerged from his old life of Mexico, and his hope of success in a 
small business is what makes him seem whole and at home in the life of 
California. The hope keeps him gentle, passive, and subdued. 

Beyond nostalgia, there is little of anything Indian left in Juan. His 

badge of position is not a knife but a Smith & Wesson .45 and his 
"Sweetheart" of a bus. His good-luck charms are fun shop baby shoes, 

boxing gloves, and virgins, not springs or rocks in a sacred grove. And 
he displays no consciousness of the old magic which attends the oaks 
that shade his property. When he feels his race or manhood insulted, "a 
dark red light" seems to glow in his "black eyes" (p. 80), but he holds his 

temper. A similar light for the same reason appears in the eyes of Joseph 
and Mary Rivas of Sweet Thursday: "Joseph and Mary dropped his eyes, 
and an Indian looked out for a second. Then he smiled again."14 Rivas 
also owns a small business, and so holds his temper. Juan celebrates 

religion "as memory and feeling" of his childhood, when the spirit of 
the Virgin ascended to Heaven in an exploding skyrocket (p. 20). Juan 
never heard the songs of Kino nor the Indian tales in To A God Unknown 
which Juanito remembers from his mother about "the great misty Spirit, 
and the jokes he played on man and on other gods."15 

Translocated, Juan will likely end up as "lost and lonely in the night" 
as the town looks where he is to deliver the pies and passengers. The 

joke on this man is that he will not be alone. Just lonesome. He will 

belong to his transient customers; his life will be peopled. But he will not 

belong to Alice, for she has not taken his journey, and he cannot share in 
her manner of escape from the anxiety of whether she is needed enough 
to belong to anything or to anyone. Kino and his wife do belong to one 
another and feel a mutual harmony in their suffering and its cause, and 
so can make a united and heroic stand and not despair, whatever the 

consequences. They will stand alone but not in loneliness; they belong 
to a natural order - heartless or not - which will in its everlastingness 
sustain their spirits. Juan has turned his back to things natural, tunnels 

through the night with the lights of his bus, and leaves behind him the 
wild regions where creatures such as rabbits, with "eyes glowing red," 
make their run for survival (p. 310). 

Juan has chosen to settle for a world which operates via the laws and 
whims of commerce, and he is its dispensible servant, and what he 
serves, though as heartless as a mountain, is in any spiritual sense 

godless. And he pays only token heed to his personal goddess. Surely 
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he is his own man and lives a self-determined life, but what will sustain 
him? What force can lend him at least the aura of self-sufficiency which 
Kino and Juana display? And where in his relatively secure life of 
commerce is there the chance of heroism? Natural or Christian, the gods 
of chance are dead to Juan. He settles for the security in knowledge that 
he is loved by Alice, and that she belongs to him, with him her master. 
The fear of belonging neither to the old life of Mexico nor to the new life 
of Hollywood which might pass him by is the force which determines 
the overall structure of his spiritual self-hood, and through that fear he 
forfeits any substantial claim to the integrity of spiritual being which 
characterizes Kino, Zapata, Pepe, Tularecito, Danny, and Gitano. Like 
so many trying to live out the American Dream, Juan's sense of whole- 
ness and self-sufficiency is illusory, for to live it is contingent upon those 
who will pay him to live out part of theirs. If Steinbeck's forbidding 
conclusion to the allegorical journey of Juan is to hold sway, the dream is 
indeed a lonely one, reasoned, calculated, and without passion. Juan 
has journeyed down from the mountain and so survives -but as a man, 
not an Indian. 

Juan's transformation begs the question of why some of Steinbeck's 
figures act the Indian of legend while others do not. At the same time, in 
an oblique way, Juan's transformation illustrates that neither race-blood 
nor cultural upbringing, alone or in combination, determines necessar- 
ily whether one is or is not endowed with the mystique of the warrior, or 
the typical disposition of the Indian of legend. Juan spent his boyhood in 
the cultural environment of the Mexican-Indian and is by blood part 
Indian; yet, his feelings, needs, and behavior are typical of almost any 
white reared in Western culture. There are other examples: Little Emilio, 
Pepe's brother, behaves like a farm boy; Gitano's blood kin live as 
townspeople. Gitano worked most of his long life as a ranch hand for 
white owners, but yearns to die in the sacred realms and in the manner 
of his ancestors. 

Yet, putting the above negative relationships of blood, culture, and 
behavior aside, Steinbeck cites some sort of race-memory, as carried by 
blood, for the "imp of hatred" which stirs in Juan at the sight of the ojos 
claros and for the "music of evil" (p. 48) which pulses in Kino at the 
sound of the enemy. Beyond cultural upbringing, an answer to why 
Kino's memory of primal experience is strong lies as much in his individ- 
ual character as a man as in his temperament as a blood Indian. It just 
happens that Kino's memory is more animate than Juan's, and he is 
powerless to repress it. From Steinbeck's pen there is no true accounting 
for such happenings, cultural or genetic. With the folk of Pastures of 
Heaven, we, too, wonder what other than the deep memory of a primal 
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past can account for Tularecito's "great gift" in pictorial art or for his 
extreme passion to preserve what he has made. In sympathy with the 

general human need to accept as a mystery things which escape scientif- 
ic solution, we are comforted by what common legend offers - even 
when legend is subtended with things mythic. Accordingly, we accept 
as one version of "the" truth that Tularecito just happens to have been 
born with a "blood" knowledge of "gnomes" and the like, and knows 
he belongs to such without having seen or been told about them (p. 58). 

We should not forget that Kino, Tularecito, and others here are in 

every sense of the phrase characters of fiction, figures conjured up by 
folk as much as set down by Steinbeck. Fiction aside, we should also 
note that these figures exhibit a general way of being characteristic of 

present-generation, "traditional" Indians. Regardless of tribal differ- 

ences, many real-life Indians share with Steinbeck's fictional counter- 

parts a biotic time sense; a spiritual connection with earth itself; a sense 
of continuity with generations past; a knowledge of being different from 

whites; and, especially when alone, shock on entrance to the world of 
Western culture. The grand thing to remember is that Steinbeck en- 
dowed most of his Indian figures with the capacity to act, and so to rise 
above circumstances which would otherwise render them mere victims, 
and easily overlooked - by us, at least, if not by others. 

Whether glimpsed in the solemn postures of Kino, Pepe, Zapata, and 
Gitano or in the posture of the picaro which Danny displays, Steinbeck 
drew his strongest Indian figures from the dreams of Jody, and of course 
from all those of romantic disposition who yearn for something mysteri- 
ous and magnificent to think upon and dream about. It is a passionate 
dream of personal integrity, of courage, and of spiritual purity. Its 

typical setting is the seaside, forest, and mountain ridge - the awesome 
realms of nature which mark the measure of man and stand, it would 
seem, unconquerable, and so deserving of respect, if not worship. What 
clouds the dream is the knowledge that mountains and forests, like 
Indians, have been beaten down, and that the "race of giants" is no 
more. 

But Steinbeck leaves his readers with a vivid image of what the Indian- 
as-warrior means to those who look back, especially so in Chapter 
Twenty-three of The Grapes of Wrath, where a migrant retells the story of 

Pepe in silhouette at flight's end: 

"naked as morning ... arms spread out; like a cross he looked ... an' ever' 
man hoped somebody'd shoot first . .. An' I laid my sights on his belly, 
'cause you can't stop a Injun no other place - and - then. Well, he jest 
plunked down an' rolled. An' he wasn't big - he'd looked so grand - up 
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there. All tore to pieces an' you can't never fix it up.... Against the sun, 
with his arms out. An' he looked big as God."'16 

The New World is still in its youth. Yet we are far removed from the 

ground where a race of giants might have struggled. Only in the artist's 
world is time close enough and space wide enough to frame their 

majesty and thrust them into view. Then too, art somehow softens the 

memory of the bloody encounters, the wholesale slaughters, and makes 
it possible for us - for the authors of this essay at least - to look back 

upon Indians with reverence and pride, and without the guilt of blood 
on our own hands, claim them as our oldest and very own cultural prize. 

As illustrated by the migrant's attitude in the above passage, Stein- 
beck has managed to reveal Indian suffering without indicting the white 

majority as in any willful way the cause of it. After all, no one tries to 
drive Danny to despair. Kino is hounded out of simple human greed, 
and some of his own kind help to hunt him down. Pepe is hunted to 
death because he killed a man, Zapata because he is a military rival, and 
Tularecito is put away because he acts the madman. Gitano is too quick 
to be caught, the only one of Steinbeck's warriors to win on all fronts- 
but then his threat is spiritual, not material. 

Given the near certainty of awful consequence, it is a marvel that the 

figures viewed here dared to assert themselves at all. Perhaps they were 

compelled to act without thought of consequence. More likely, they did 
what they had to do because of who they are, and consequence be 
damned. But whether from temperament or the force of "blood mem- 

ory," the important thing is that they acted. And the beautiful thing is 
that Steinbeck was sensitive enough both to the nobility of their actions 
and to our need to admire to present his stories of the warriors with all 
the passion of New World legend. Further, and finally, it is to the 
author's credit that he was aware enough of cross-cultural realities to 
color his story of warrior and non-warrior alike with all the contradic- 
tions of modern times. 

Springfield College 
University of Lowell 
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