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Over the years I have been a fan of Peter Matthiessen’s non-fiction, as the presence of these books before you, will attest. At no time have I ever read any of the author’s fiction, which to my understanding, consists of eight separate titles. As you’re aware, Bone by Bone is the third and last novel in a series, the former two efforts being Killing Mr. Watson and Lost Man’s River. Therefore, fellow members, I write this critical paper still without having read the two companion novels or, as stated above, any of tonight’s author’s other fiction.

 

Matthiessen, as has been reported in the just-given sketch of the author, has the keen eye of a naturalist. The popularity of his non-fiction attests to the public’s embracing his writing style. Therefore, when the Novel Club selected Bone by Bone, I was quick to volunteer to deliver the critical paper. How could I go wrong: an admired author, an interesting title, and an opportunity to present yet another paper to the members of the Novel Club?
This past summer I read Bone by Bone. Something must be wrong thought I. What I read, at least on the first go, was a novel in search of an editor. My next step was to consult book reviewers whose views I held in respect – and I must report, that despite some modest admonitions that the book could have been slimmed down, the reviews were by and large affirming. I didn’t check so as to ascertain the number of hard back copies sold, but given the author’s prestige and following, I assume the number was significant.  

 

Prior to writing this critical paper I decided that it would be best if I reread the novel, and so, over the course of the last month, I ploughed through it again. Regrettably, my re-read simply reaffirmed my earlier view.

 

The first point I’d like to make is that the book has a number of well developed themes. In reading the book, you, as an insightful reader, might conclude that the dominant theme was one of the following:

1)     A narrative on the life and adventures of E. J. Watson – the book’s protagonist, including the author’s attempt at describing schizophrenia – the “Ed” and “Jack” subset to the novel;

2)     First hand observations on the settlement of one of America’s last wilderness areas – the Everglades frontier and Southwest Florida;

3)     The impact of “Reconstruction Era” politics, following the American Civil War, on the South;

4)     A description of and an uncritical narrative on the despoilation of the land, flora and fauna of Southwest Florida;

5)     A disquisition on the hubris of American industrial and political expansionism as it manifested itself during the last two decades of the nineteenth century, and the first decade of the twentieth;

6)     A criminal’s assessment of the frontier criminal justice system;

7)     A sociologist’s insight into race relations post Civil War in the deep South;

8)     The reasons for, shall we say, “complications” in charting the genealogical charts of those hearty folks that settled the frontier. As a sidebar we express sympathy for those present day progeny who now have nothing better to do than to try to figure out, “How we, such nice people, devolve from such a rag tag bunch of Anglo-Saxons (augmented by a little Black and Indian blood”);
9)     A disquisition on the genesis of “Southern Pride;” and finally

10)  A primer on “How, in times of trouble, to effect sound, stable, value driven marital relations.”

 

In these ten tongue-in-cheek characterizations of the book’s theme(s), I posit that the author may have “over-reached” in his effort to effect time and geo-spatial authenticity. His over-reach resulted in the book simply having too many subsets to its acknowledged main theme – the life of E.J. Watson. The book’s main theme is therefore compromised by a myriad of characters that clog the plot, so many in fact, that this book puts to shame any 19th century Russian novelist I’ve read. Further, the novel's innumerable, seemingly endless digressions result in “slow-going” for all but the heartiest of readers.  

 

There must be something intrinsic in a farmer’s land, be it land in South Carolina, North Florida, Arkansas, Oklahoma, or the Everglades. E.J. Watson, the frontiersman, loves his land, and is always pained to have to pick up stakes and leave it. Here the author is simply too antiseptic. In this book the reader never feels the sweat pouring from pores of the farmer’s back as he toils beneath the relentless sun, fighting the elements, in order to tend his crop. While the life of a frontier farmer may not have been “easy,” it was, at least for Ed Watson, a fulfilling and satisfying lifestyle. From the land, families like the Watson’s of Edgefield Courthouse in the Cloud’s Creek region of South Carolina, sank a deep tap root that provided each succeeding generation with inexhaustible family pride.

 

And isn’t it pride, the subtleties of which were manifested in E.J. Watson, in his relations with both his friends and foes, that generally served as the “trigger” for yet another of his emotional explosions, and more often than not, a killing? Another subset, the hubris of whites, in their everyday dealings with neighboring blacks, sanctioning poor white folks to compel equally poor blacks to ape a pre-Civil War plantation type level of expression and servitude. The lives of blacks, as frequently characterized by the author, were clearly expendable – in the South during this time frame – without any fear of judicial retribution. Because of the extremes characterized, and without have done so myself, I wonder just how well the author researched this subject?

 

Elijah Daniel Watson, better known a “Lige,” managed as a father, to emotionally cripple both his son and his daughter. All but a Civil War deserter, “Lige” instilled in his son Ed a generous dollop of family pride, and by way of contrast, a strong measure of paternal loathing. His parental loathing was the consequence of the incessant discipline, out of control drunkenness, and ill-considered and uncouth paternal behavior. Lige’s only supportive companions were a group of friends that called themselves “Regulators.” At an early age our protagonist felt the sting of harsh punishment, saw death through murder, felt constant deprivation – both physical and emotional in character, and essentially learned nothing from his most unlovable father. Nonetheless, throughout his early youth, Ed desperately tried to please his father, and thereby gain paternal respect, but to no avail. Repeated beatings and suffering were his only rewards. This father, who precipitated such a level of enmity, was threatened by Ed, under oath, with death. Ed swore he’d kill him, but alas, when given the opportunity, he didn’t.

 

Luck has a lot to do with Ed’s behavior. Generally his luck, throughout the novel, is bad.  His bad luck commences with the death of his wounded Uncle “Owl Man” Tilghman’s death during their struggle over Ed’s gun beneath the ruins of the burned out Deepwood Plantation. The bad luck continues unabated, to his death almost forty years later on a boat slip at Lost Man’s Key (a bit prophetic isn’t it?). In the first mentioned situation, the young E.J. Watson is thought within the community to be the Owl Man’s murderer, and our protagonist is compelled to make tracks for relatives living in North Florida – where his Mother and sister were then traveling in order to find safe refuge from the travail of life with husband & father, Ring Eyed Lige. Upon arrival in Florida, Ed hones his farmer’s skills, falls in loves, marries as a church-going Methodist, and then painfully loses his 16 year old young wife, “Charlie by name” during her first childbirth. Emotional despair, massive amounts of moonshine, whoring with blacks, serious fighting, and then ennui settle upon the young Edgar. In 1884 his quick temper, facilitated by drunkenness, gets him into more trouble. These new problems precipitate his having to take his second wife, a school teacher named Jane Dye and family, to the Indian Territories of Oklahoma, in order to “escape the consequences of the law.”  

 

In all of Oklahoma, in the 1880’s, there could be no more satisfactory neighborhood in which to settle than that selected by our protagonist. His neighbors were the queen of the outlaws, Belle Starr, and the notorious ruffians, the Younger Brothers. All went well initially; however, with Ed farming land he leased from Belle Starr. Unfortunately Ed neglected once too often the enticements of Ms. Belle. This 43 year old outlaw queen, outraged at his rejection of the opportunity to periodically plow her, summarily cancelled the land lease, and had Ed & family removed from the property. Shortly thereafter Queen Belle was shot in the saddle, very near the property then occupied by Ed. Pursuant to a citizen’s arrest, Ed was taken to Fort Smith, Arkansas, tried, and found innocent. Edgar Watson, notwithstanding his “not guilty” verdict, was forevermore thought by folks who knew him to be the bushwhacker who killed Belle Starr.

 

After the Fort Smith trial, he was forced to flee the wrath of Ms. Starr’s nasty kin in Oklahoma. Ed traveled on into Arkansas; however, he was late in planting his crops, and they all withered and died. As a consequence, his family was on course for starvation. In the cold of winter, riders with a string of ponies offered Ed and opportunity to make some money by feeding and caring for the them until the following spring. Not recognizing the “set-up,” he put the cash in his pocket and the horses in his barn. The next morning the law arrived at his farm and accused him of horse thieving – a crime at that time and place worse than murder.

 

The fact that Ed was “set-up” was of no consequence in fashioning a winning legal defense. Ed was therefore sentenced to prison in Arkansas. There he took the name of his half-brother (Lige fathered a son he named “Jack” by a black woman.) After a year or so at hard labor, a black convict named Frank Reese and he managed to escape the chain gang on which they were working by swimming across a river. In the case of Jack, he headed back to Clouds Creek in South Carolina. His trip’s goal – murder his father, an act, which as I noted earlier he could not perform. Advised by his Uncle Robert that it was “not yet” a satisfactory time to come back to the land of his forefathers, he again made his way to North Florida.

 

After a short visit with his sister he continued down the Florida peninsula to the Fort Ogden area, where he herded cattle, and became a hired gun for his boss – a cattleman. I might point out Jack became a hired gun, and in the process, collected both reward and blood money.  Thereafter, wherever Jack went he was openly associated with the murders of Belle Starr in Oklahoma, and Quinn Bass a bad fella from Lake City, Florida. Subsequently he was accused of many other murders. In time, Jack gained the reputation of a mass murderer and serial killer. 

 

The balance of the book takes place primarily in the southwest section of the state of Florida known as the Thousand Islands – an area that essentially was the western edge of the Everglades. The book’s author contends that this area was truly America’s last frontier. Pirates, bird plume hunters, Indians, thieves, and primarily folks of bad character inhabited the Thousand Islands, wreaking havoc on the environment, while eking out a livelihood. Most readers in the 21st century are pained as we read how the egrets, clams, alligators, panthers, and bears were simply slaughtered. The residents of this frontier felt it was their God-given right to live off the land. It was on a farm in an area called Chatham Bend, deep within this last frontier, that most of the residual of the book takes place. 

 

The principal exceptions to the Everglade’s venue were the protagonist’s periodic trips back to the family plantation near Lake City, Florida, a farm which had fallen under the control of the Tolen family. With each visit back to Northern Florida it seemed as if another Tolen died, compliments of a bushwhacker. In each instance, Edgar (Jack) Watson was accused of the murder, and then compelled to defend himself, always escaping by the skin of his teeth. The incessant associations with murder & mayhem added to the mystique of Ed Watson. Ed became known in the Islands as the “Emperor.” 

 

Within Chatham Bend confines, Ed Watson ostensibly built the “finest” home on the west coast, and commenced growing sugar cane – making the finest cane syrup anywhere. To numerous State of Florida public officials, Ed was a frontiersman with the grit and gumption necessary to garner wealth and influence. Backers thought him to be an enlightened if not visionary farmer and developer. On the farm he gained the reputation of not paying help, and folks along the West Coast of Florida coined the term “Watson Payday.” A Watson Payday meant that Ed killed those who protested working for free too much. Bodies of farm workers, neighbors, plume hunters, and others were routinely discovered. The causality of their deaths was often unascertained; however, more often than not, the deaths were attributed to Ed Watson, leading the folks in Fort Meyers and Key West to fear Ed as a veritable wild man.

 

At this point in the novel, twice over a widower, the 50 year old Ed married a third time (to a 16 year old) to a young lady named Kate. She took up residence on Chatham Bend giving birth within five years to three children. It should be noted that during his stay at Chatham Bend, Ed managed to have two additional common law wives by whom he had three additional children.

 

Any number of odd characters make their way to Watson’s place, to work as farm hands. Matthiessen fleshes out in Bone by Bone the characteristics and abundant idiosyncrasies of each. It’s clear though that the attractant for many of these “rough around the edges” types is to be associated with: “The man that killed Belle Starr.” The tempo of the book accelerates as two murderers, Les and Duchy, both decide to call Chatham Bend their home at the same time. As one might expect there’s room enough for one of these two killers, and with a generous measure of suspense, the book builds up to its conclusions – “Which of the murderers will survive?” and “What, given his Emperor’s role, will happen after all these pages to Ed?” This tableau of a home devastated by a hurricane, several violent murders, silent stalking Indians, sets the stage for the book’s final story – the violent death of Edgar “Jack” Watson.

 

It was a long pull, reading Bone by Bone. Narrated in the first person, by Ed himself, this reader had difficulty in relating to, let alone sympathizing with the protagonist – Ed Watson. I didn’t really care what happened to him – I never really enjoyed our becoming acquainted during the course of over 400 pages. Ed’s frontier which was the setting for most of the book was: 1) lubricated by massive quantities of moonshine; 2) peopled by folks with short tempers and hidden agendas; 3) complicated by concepts of personal and family honor, that in their totality, are difficult – given our time and place – to relate to; and 4) trampled by one and all in an effort to extract all that the land, sea, and air offered. This was in many ways an ugly book, in that it linked a succession of deaths, virtually all by murder to a cast of characters that one couldn’t really either like or care about. The folks who peopled this book wallowed in the mire of their choosing…and I felt dirty having followed in their path.
Questions
1. It seems as if the author tried to develop a rationale for Edgar’s behavior by introducing his half brother Jack into the story. Therefore, when anger transitioned into virtual madness – Edgar became Jack. Was this Matthiessen’s attempt at description of pre-Freudian schizophrenia?  
2. Why do you suppose that Ed, after compelling his father Lige, to crawl down into the newly dug grave – didn’t finish the act and shoot him, as he’d planned? 
3. Why was Ed Watson so attractive to women? 
4. Was it family honor or fear that motivated Minnie to lie under oath and give testimony in Ed’s trial that was patently false?
5. Does this book have any sort of compelling message or deeper meaning or is it simply a period tale based in the Everglades?
6. Killing blacks, particularly young black men, was characterized as a virtual sport, with little to no adverse consequence to white perpetrators. Do you believe that the author was trying to accurately reflect the mores of the time or was he simply using the license afforded to an author?
