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This dissertation presents a thematic study of the 

novels of John Nichols. Intended as an introduction to his 

major works of fiction, this study discusses the central 

themes and prominent characteristics of his seven novels and 

considers the impact of the Southwest on his work. 

Chapter One presents biographical information about 

Nichols, focusing on his political awakening and subsequent 

move to Taos, New Mexico. A visit to Guatemala, after the 

publication of The Sterile Cuckoo. his first novel, brought 

Nichols to a realization that America was not a benevolent 

world power. He began to consider capitalism a voracious, 

destructive economic system, a view which informed the 

subjects and themes of his five novels written after The 

Wizard of Loneliness. In 1969, Nichols left New York City, 

moving to Taos, New Mexico, an area with a history of 

physical and economic aggression against its predominantly 

Native American and Hispanic population. The five polemical 

novels, all set in northern New Mexico, were written after 

this move. 

Chapters Two through Four discuss Nichols's seven 

novels, analyzing theme and reviewing critical response. 



/ 

V 

Chapter Two discusses The Sterile Cuckoo (1965) and The 

Wizard of Loneliness (1966), novels written prior to 

Nichols's political awakening. Both of these books are 

rite-of-passage novels which focus on relationships. Chapter 

Three analyzes The New Mexico Trilogy: The Milagro Beanfield 

War (1974), The Magic Journey (1978), and The Nirvana Blues 

(1981). These three novels depict the exploitation of 

people, the displacement of cultures, and the despoliation of 

land in the name of progress. Chapter Four considers A Ghost 

in the Music (1979) and American Blood (1987). Although 

these two books differ greatly in tone and subject, they are 

similar in the general theme of waste--waste of human 

potential and human life. 

Chapter Five identifies the prominent characteristics 

and reviews the major themes of Nichols's novels. It 

concludes with a discussion of the impact of the Southwest on 

Nichols and his literature. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Literary critic John R. Milton states that "good 

literature is first regional and then universal." A serious 

writer must first capture the qualities of his region. Then 

if, in addition, his work transcends the regional boundaries, 

it "has simply done what it ought to do" ("Novel" 10). John 

Treadwell Nichols is an important contemporary American 

writer whose major works are examples of Southwestern 

literature which transcend the regional to the universal. 

Although Nichols does not consider himself a regional 

writer (Marquez 32), of the seven novels he has published 

since 1965, five of the book? have been set in the Southwest, 

specifically in northern New Mexico. Only his first two 

novels, The Sterile Cuckoo (1965) and The Wizard of 

Loneliness (1966), both written prior to his move to Taos, 

New Mexico, in the spring of 1969, have settings outside the 

Southwest. Moreover, it is in the Southwest that Nichols, a 

self-described "semi Marxist-Leninist" (If Mountains 13), has 

found his voice. Nichols, in an interview with Antonio 

Marquez, explains the "inspirational power" of the region: 

The clarity of what is happening in the Southwest 

leads to much expression. I mean, like physically, 
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there are only a few trees, so you can see the 

animals--the birds, hawks, lizards, antelope that 

abound. You can see society in the same way 

because there's so few people. Though the area is 

quite large, the interaction among human beings is 

quite personal. What's happening is all up front; 

the structures are exposed, which makes them easier 

to understand and comment upon. Everything is 

still open to observation. Left alone all these 

years, unco-opted by what's been going on out 

there. the feeling of the whole area is still 

pretty powerful and virginal. . . . [I]t has not 

been systematically stifled for as long as other 

areas have been stifled, artistically and 

culturally. This means that longtime local 

residents still have roots and a language and a 

unique history to draw from, and people like me, 

who arrive from outside, may be invigorated by this 

fact, suddenly, that there's space to move around 

in and not too much spiritual smog making it 

difficult to breathe. (32-33) 

It is this "clarity of what is happening in the 

Southwest" which has allowed Nichols his political focus in 

the five novels set in New Mexico. Seeing the "economic 

priorities" of capitalism as "anti-cultural, anti-land, 



anti-human" (D*Andrea 14), he has dedicated himself to 

exposing through his literature the voraciousness and 

violence of such a system. 

His first two novels, The Sterile Cuckoo and The Wizard 

of Loneliness, which were written prior to his political 

awakening, lack the polemical intensity of his subsequent 

books; however, they still exhibit qualities honed in the 

later work: perceptive humor, rollicking language, genuine 

concern for the outsider or underdog, and hope for the 

future. And even though the Southwest was of little 

importance in the first two novels (In The Sterile Cuckoo. 

Jerry Payne first meets Pookie Adams at a bus station on his 

return trip from a summer working in Red Brick, Arizona), the 

region was of great importance to Nichols himself. 

John Nichols was born in Berkeley, California, on July 

23, 1940. His father, David Nichols, "a scientist, a 

linguist, a zoologist, an ornithologist, an ethologist, a 

psychologist--in short, an intellectual with a deep curiosity 

about the world" (Nichols, Last Beautiful Davs 107), taught 

his son about the natural world. Nichols's mother, Monique 

Robert Le Brag, died when he was two. Although his family 

moved often--Nichols attended nearly a dozen schools--he 

describes his grandparents' summer house on Mastic, Long 

Island, as "the center of my history and my cultural roots 

for most of my early life" (If Mountains 16). His paternal 

grandfather, for whom he was named, was a well-known 



zoologist, biologist, and ornithologist, who strengthened 

Nichols's appreciation of nature. His maternal 

great-grandfather was "the Bard of Brittany," Anatole Le 

Brag. Given such a family background, Nichols's love of land 

and literature is predictable. 

Though he spent most of his first twenty-nine years as 

an Easterner, the West, as created for him by his father's 

tales and his mother's diary, was a land which promised 

beauty, adventure, and mystery. 

Nichols1s father worked during his late teens "alone on 

horseback" running "traplines in Nevada, building up a 

small-mammal collection for the American Museum of Natural 

History in New York" (Nichols, If Mountains 13). At 

approximately the same time, Nichols's mother sailed from 

France to America, then travelled to Santa Fe, New Mexico, 

spending some time at the San Ildefonso Pueblo visiting an 

Indian family she had met the previous year in New York at 

"some cultural ceremonies." Her description in her diary of 

the beauty of the land, the dignity of the people, and the 

wonder of the experience left a lasting impression on John. 

Nichols, in a romantic passage, says he likes to 

"pretend" that in 1933 his father suddenly spied a 

wide desert rain lake . . . pockmarked with a 

thousand ducks, or maybe a flock of long-legged 

avocets. A visual experience so breathtaking that 

he may have gulped in air, unable to catch his 



breath for a moment, imprinting on my future 

consciousness (just as my mother was recording 

that precious moment at San Ildefonso) whatever 

mysterious code it is that guides us all, 

inevitably, into our original and unforeseeable 

destinies. (If Mountains 16) 

At sixteen, Nichols won a trip to the national student 

council conference, which was to be conducted in Roswell, New 

Mexico, with an essay about "What Democracy Means to Me." 

However, the prize was rescinded when it was discovered that 

his school had not paid the required membership fee to the 

national organization. 

Nevertheless, with a loan of a hundred dollars and a 

letter of introduction to the director of the American Museum 

of Natural History's Southwest Research Station in Portal, 

Arizona, Nichols left to spend the summer out West. He 

states, "What happened out there changed my life" (If 

Mountains 20). He briefly visited Albuquerque and Santa Fe, 

then stayed a week in Taos before traveling to the American 

Museum of Natural History in the Chiricahua Mountains. That 

summer he worked fighting fires, collecting reptiles and 

insects, digging a cesspool, and building a roof. Nichols, 

realizing the importance of those two months, explains that 

"going out West that first time was the kind of adventure in 

which nothing could go wrong, and the gods were willing to 

grant me a gift that would shape my future, forging longings 



I could never suppress" (If Mountains 20). He states 

further, "And I never forgot the people, or the way they fit 

into that landscape . . . " (If Mountains 32). 

Describing his early years from youth through young 

manhood as a period when he reaped the bounties America 

offered, he suddenly came to a realization in his 

mid-twenties, after a visit to Guatemala, that America was 

not the "benevolent giant" he had been taught to believe it 

was. Moreover, deeply disturbed by the war in Vietnam, 

Nichols began reading books of American history, economics, 

and American involvement in Asia. He explains that his 

new-found knowledge changed his view of America: 

I ceased to have any belief in our nation as an 

altruistic, do-good presence on this globe. 

Instead I came to believe that our voracious 

capitalism was a real threat to the survival of 

all species. (D*Andrea 13) 

By 1968, Nichols's emotional state reached a low. The 

failure of the Tet Offensive, an offensive which he had hoped 

would force the U.S. out of Vietnam, the assassination of 

Martin Luther King and then Bobby Kennedy, and the insanity 

at the Chicago Democratic Convention left him "emotionally 

drained, politically unstable": 

I had so much rage against the U.S. Military, the 

U.S. Government, U.S. History, my own blindered 

upbringing, and all the sociology nobody had ever 



My novels had disintegrated into shrill, polemical, 

nihilistic tracts. (Nichols, If Mountains 32) 

In search of some mental and emotional solace, Nichols left 

New York City, turning to the Southwest for an alternative to 

life in the East. He drove furiously, revisiting haunts of 

eleven years earlier and visiting places he'd never been. 

After five days and three thousand miles, he returned to New 

York City. In May 1969, Nichols, his wife Ruby (from whom he 

is now divorced), and son Luke moved to Taos, New Mexico. 

They chose to live in the Southwest in part because of the 

tales of his parents and the memories of his sixteenth 

stammer. In addition, they chose Taos because they were aware 

of the poor economic status of many native New Mexicans whose 

"situation was becoming highly politicized and publicized" 

(Nichols, If Mountains 37). By moving, Nichols was not 

looking for an escape from political concern; instead, he 

wanted to remain politically involved. 

Using an $8,000 check from the Literary Guild as down 

payment, the Nicholses purchased a five room adobe house on 

1.7 acres of land. Concerned about the responsibilities of 

ownership and the guilt at his middle-class ability to 

purchase property, Nichols at first felt uneasy about the 

move. He was aware that his purchase of the land added to 

the dislocation of the poor taking place in much of northern 

New Mexico. But he explains that when he returned to Taos 



from New York that September, he was reassured that his 

decision to relocate had been a good one: 

With almost slavish gratitude for the magpies, and 

Taos Mountain, and tiny fields pocked with hay 

bales, I reached Taos. The aspens and cottonwoods 

were turning yellow. When I raised my hand in 

greeting to a car driven by a stranger and received 

a salutation in return, I knew I had arrived at a 

place worth trying to call home. (If Mountains 45) 

Nichols quickly began to take advantage of the outdoors, 

riding bikes, chopping wood, hiking in the mountains, ice 

skating along an acequia, and learning to fish for trout. 

But after a brief "rustic" interlude, he felt the need again 

to become politically active. He read books to gain an 

understanding of the history of Taos, joined an anti-Vietnam 

War moratorium committee, began writing articles for the New 

Mexico Review, "a muckraking liberal magazine" which was 

published in Santa Fe (Nichols, If Mountains 109), and 

quickly became involved with the politics of the region. He 

understood that "there is no escaping historical obligations, 

and that the beauty of mountains means nothing if there is no 

passionate commitment to the human society dwelling in their 

shadows" (Nichols, If Mountains 101). 

It was the move to Taos and his subsequent commitment to 

the people and land of northern New Mexico which ended 

Nichols's creative drought of seven years. Though he had 



written numerous novels after The Wizard of Loneliness, 

published in 1966, none had been accepted for publication. 

He states frankly that they were not published "because they 

were terrible books": 

Every novel read for two hundred or five hundred 

pages like the last 30 pages of Upton Sinclair's 

The Jungle. Worried that the reader might 

miss the point, I'd always have a guy jump on a 

soapbox and deliver a 20-page political diatribe. 

By the end of 1972 I was desperate, and Milagro was 

my last shot at trying to maintain a writing career 

that had fizzled. I sat down and said, "Why don't 

you just ease up a little bit, Nichols? See if you 

can't have a little fun. Try to entertain people 

and hold on to a political point of view as well." 

(D*Andrea 14) 

In November 1972 Nichols began writing The Milagro 

Beanfield War, the first book of what would be known as The 

New Mexico Trilogy. In this book he introduced themes which 

he would continue to develop in the fiction and nonfiction 

that followed. The despoliation of the land, and the 

cultural, as well as physical, displacement and destruction 

of people in the name of progress were the effects he saw of 

a conscienceless capitalism. The Southwest, specifically 

northern New Mexico, provided him the setting where these 

themes could best be displayed and developed. 
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John Nichols is a Western writer. However, this label 

is not to suggest the negative limitations which are 

sometimes attached to the term "regional writer." Instead, 

he is a writer of the type of quality Western literature 

which John R. Milton in The Novel of the American West 

describes as "regional in its setting (as all novels are, 

from whatever region)," though "in no way confined to a 

geographical area. Historically, spiritually, 

psychologically, symbolically, and archetypically, they 

[westerns 'of high literary quality'3 rise above the region 

of their roots" (XV). 

The Southwest is vitally important to Nichols's 

literature, not only because he is emotionally and creatively 

"invigorated" by the people and the land, but also because 

for him it is a microcosm of the U.S.A.: 

The structure of Taos is really no different from 

the structure of New York City, except that here 

the structure is visible, open, accessible, I can 

see how it w o r k s . . . . I learned more about how 

New York City and the entire U.S.A. functions by 

living in Taos than I ever did while living in New 

York City. (D'Andrea 15) 

He is able to see in miniature, thus in greater detail, how 

the U.S. functions politically, economically, and socially. 

In addition, the Southwest, to a great extent, is a 

region which is still being settled. Compared to the East, 
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it is a sparsely settled land of vast open spaces. More 

important, it is an area with a continuing history of 

physical and economic aggression against the land and its 

long-time inhabitants, especially Indian and Hispanic, in the 

name of progress. Therefore, Nichols is able to view and to 

write a first-hand account of the kind of voracious 

capitalism--the policy of "growth-for-the-sake-of-growth, 

expand or expire" (Nichols, Last Beautiful Days 150)--which 

has already taken place in much of America, creating an 

environment which is "unstable and selfish . . . crowded and 

uninhabitable and frenzied . . . " (Nichols, If Mountains 

104). 

This study will analyze Nichols's seven novels published 

between 1965 and 1987. Chapter II will discuss his first two 

novels. The Sterile Cuckoo and The Wizard of Loneliness, both 

written prior to Nichols's political awakening and his move 

to Taos, New Mexico. Chapter III will look at The New Mexico 

Trilogy: The Milagro Beanfield War. The Magic Journey, and 

The Nirvana Blues. These three novels depict the 

exploitation of people, the displacement of cultures, and the 

despoliation of land in northern New Mexico in the name of 

progress. Chapter IV will consider A Ghost in the Musi p. and 

American Blood. Although these two books differ greatly in 

tone and subject, they are similar in setting and in the 

general theme of waste--the waste of human potential and 

human life. Finally, Chapter V, the conclusion, will 
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summarize the prominent characteristics and major themes of 

the novels and will consider again the impact of region on 

Nichols's work. 



Chapter II 

Nichols's Early Novels 

1. The Sterile Cuckoo 

On the surface, The Sterile Cuckoo (1965) is a 

rite-of-passage novel concerned with the birth, growth, and 

death of a college romance. The story is narrated by Jerry 

Payne, a young man who introduces his tale by stating that 

several years ago he signed a suicide pact "as an alternative 

to either deserting or marrying a girl" (1). However, the 

novel is more than just a story of the coming-of-age of two 

people caught in the throes of their first love affair. In 

his first book, Nichols contrasts, through the characters of 

Pookie Adams and Jerry Payne, the world of stasis, fantasy, 

and death with the world of growth, reality, and life. 

Jerry first meets Pookie Adams at a bus depot in 

Friarsburg, Oklahoma, on his return trip East from a summer 

working in a laboratory in Red Brick, Arizona. She is a 

loquacious seventeen-year-old who quickly begins relating to 

Jerry the highlights of her young life. Jerry, a shy loner, 

is overwhelmed by her aggressiveness, her verbal gymnastics, 

and her crazy tales: "Before I could catch my breath, she 

managed to say more mixed up things than, up until that time, 

I had heard collectively in my life" (2). Many of her 

13 
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stories are hilarious, many are pathetic, and many 

demonstrate her destructive, including self-destructive, 

tendencies. 

Jerry is both intimidated by and attracted to Pookie. 

The following morning they separate in St. Louis, with Pookie 

returning to her home in Indiana to complete her senior year 

in high school and Jerry headed for his freshman year at the 

"New-England-white-chapel-on-top-of-a-hill-type college" 

(15). 

During his first year in college, Jerry changes from a 

loner to a carousing, fraternity "roller," who learns to play 

hard and still pass his courses. At the beginning of his 

sophomore year, the changed Jerry discovers that Pookie is 

attending a woman's college just a few hours drive away. He 

and his roommates make the trip in a '49 Oldsmobile called 

The Screaming Bitch. The three young men pick up Pookie and 

two of her friends for a day of drinking and celebrating. It 

is on this day that Jerry, after listening to Pookie's 

stories of fantasy fish and her continuing saga of the "Life 

and Hard Times of Pookie Adams" (70), discovers that he loves 

her. 

Their romance develops, with Jerry spending almost every 

weekend with Pookie, arriving by bus on Friday night and 

staying through Sunday afternoon. For a few months Jerry 

continues his routine of missed classes and romantic 

weekends. Finally, just days before spring break, he 
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realizes the toll that his love life has taken on his 

academic life. He decides to make amends by spending spring 

vacation alone in the fraternity house frantically catching 

up on missed work. Pookie, however, quickly bends his will, 

and he agrees to let her stay with him. It is during this 

week that their love affair begins its inevitable decline. 

Their affair self-destructs because Pookie and Jerry are 

in complete contrast to one another. Pookie prefers stasis 

to change, fantasy to reality, and death to life. Jerry is 

her opposite. Although he was initially attracted to her 

child-like qualities, they begin to tire him. 

Pookie is a young woman who is afraid of change, 

especially the change from child to adult. Pookie, as her 

name suggests, is emotionally a child. When Jerry and she 

make love for the first time, as he clumsily undresses her, 

her thoughts are those of a child when she exclaims, "I can 

remember Grandpa Adams doing this . . . getting me into a 

snowsuit. . ." (94). After their lovemaking, she asks Jerry 

how many stomachs a cow has, referring to a fantasy she 

shared with her grandfather. When she is aware that their 

relationship has become shaky, she tries to strengthen it in 

ways which indicate her inability to react maturely. Jerry 

once bragged about his friend's speed drinking record, so 

Pookie spent the summer they were apart practicing chugging. 

She thinks he likes to carouse with his friends, so she tells 

him that she intends "to roll" this year. 
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Jerry comes to the full realization that Pookie is a 

child during their weekend in New York. Lying with his head 

resting on her chest, he listens to her heartbeat and 

recognizes it as "the child heart" (172). Later, when they 

happen upon a merry-go-round in the park, Pookie insists on 

their riding it, but Jerry refuses. She angrily chides him 

for being "Mr. Grownup." As she rides on the merry-go-round, 

the children gather around her, and Jerry thinks of Pookie as 

"Queen of the children" (177). 

Even when she considers their suicide, she sees their 

death with a child's imagination: 

I bet we'll get cramps, right in the old feed bag, 

and I'll bet it's pure agony. I'll bet we writhe 

all over the floor in agony. I'll bet we go 

screaming to our deaths. (191) 

Pookie remains a child even at the end of their affair. 

As Jerry and she say goodbye to one another at the train 

station, Pookie leaves, taunting, "Rotten egg . . . Jerry 

Payne's a rotten egg" (206). 

Afraid of change, Pookie is represented symbolically by 

the track athlete she has watched who "runs around in circles 

all day" (139) and by the merry-go-round, with its 

fantasy-like horses frozen in a stationary gallop, always 

moving in the same circle. Like the runner and the horses, 

Pookie gives the appearance of living life at a run, an 

appearance which stirred some critics to refer to her with 



17 

such descriptions as "a mobile, free-falling nut" (Stokvis 

1144) and "an exploding star" (Choice 299). But Pookie's 

"run" is restricted to a tight, never-changing circle. 

Since Pookie is afraid of change, she seeks to achieve 

stasis by preserving the things that she cares about: 

God, how I wish I'd taken some moments of my life, 

Jerry--the good moments--and pinned their wings 

flat under strips of paper on cedar mounting boards 

to dry. (183) 

Furthermore, she sees death as a means of preserving 

things which are dear to her. Richard A. Blessing accurately 

describes Pookie's obsessions: 

Pookie has believed in the possibility of triumph 

over time and change; and she has been obsessed 

with death . . . , with stasis, with her childhood. 

The obsessions are closely related and all are 

manifestations of the understandable (yet 

monstrously destructive) desire to preserve all 

things against flux, against mutability. (128) 

In her childhood, she kills a spider she befriends, then 

draws an "enchantment circle around the little yellow mess 

that used to be him" (4). Next, she begins killing frogs 

only to name them and erect little monuments to them. During 

the Spring Houseparty when she finally finds a period of 

harmony with Jerry and their friends, she exclaims, "Let's 

not move . . . not ever." Then she threatens, "If anybody 
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interrupts this, I'll kill him" (143). In a similar manner, 

she attempts to preserve her affair with Jerry by suggesting 

they commit suicide. 

Since the very essence of life is change, Pookie 

chooses the world of fantasy, a world which she can control, 

over the world of reality. One of her "most memorable, most 

meaningful moments in life" is when her grandfather tells her 

that cows have eleven stomachs (21). Though she knows that 

this information is incorrect, she prefers to share this 

make-believe with her grandfather. She again demonstrates 

her preference for fantasy when she considers death by 

drowning: "I'd probably float down the river . . . on my 

back, and above me I would be able to see the cow muzzles 

looking like harmonicas . . . and maybe I would even see the 

long starched stomachs of crocodiles sunning themselves..." 

(76). Jerry interrupts her daydream by mentioning the 

grappling hook that would be used to recover her body, and 

she quickly retorts, "What would happen doesn1t count" (76). 

Even when she considers having a child, it is a child of 

fantasy: "A green and gold Pookimum Jerriensis with one 

hundred lejgs" (175). Finally, in like manner, when she knows 

the affair has ended, rather than face Jerry, she shoves her 

head under a pillow, assumes the fetal position, and retreats 

into a fantasy world: 

Here I am in the deep dark Limpopo Jungle where the 

Enchantment Weed and the Dream Grass grow, and 
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stealthily over the spongy moss and Indian Vine and 

Spring Creepers steals the Prince of Love to catch 

me--the Moonchild who sleeps on a mattress of 

moonbeams and dew. . . . (185) 

Pookie Adams is the "sterile cuckoo." Though Jerry and 

she take no precautionary measures, she never conceives. To 

Pookie, Jerry is, as she childishly taunts him, the "rotten 

egg," who fails to develop into the lover of her dreams. In 

one of hex* poems, Pookie indicates that she is well-aware of 

the status of her life: 

Oh, Hi-ho in the Lavender Woods 

A Sterile Cuckoo is crying; 

Oh, Hi-ho in the Lavender Snow 

A Sterile Cuckoo is dying. (185-86) 

Hers is a world of stasis, fantasy, and death. And 

Jerry, as Blessing points out, "pays tribute to her power of 

remaining still in a world in flux" (130) with the last 

sentence of The Sterile Cuckoo when he states that he likes 

to think of her as "still and always Pookie; forever telling 

her stories to strangers" (210). 

Since Jerry's world is one of growth, reality, and life, 

he experiences the changes natural to the maturation process. 

When Pookie first meets Jerry, he is a shy, serious young 

man who prefers to be by himself. However, during his first 

year in college, he changes from a serious loner to a 

drinking, party-going, fraternity "roller," who learns to 
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play hard and still pass his courses with acceptable grades. 

During his sophomore year, after he discovers that he is in 

love with Pookie, Jerry again changes: "Overnight I 

became-~once again--a new man; a non-roller, a lover" (79). 

Months later, after Pookie and Jerry first consummate their 

love, he blossoms into the role of lover: 

Why I didn't flunk out of school between Winter 

Carnival and spring vacation of my sophomore year 

I'll never know. Because as a scholar during that 

time, I was dead. As a lover, however, I had just 

been born: my heart bloomed into a most rare and 

irrational flower. (101) 

Another change in Jerry becomes apparent during spring 

break when he spends a week alone in the fraternity house 

with Pookie. Although their first few days together are 

filled with sessions of study, sex, and play, their vacation 

turns sour when Jerry grows irritable. Though he will not 

admit it to himself, he is beginning to tire of Pookie's 

childishness. When they part, agreeing not to see each other 

for a month, Jerry believes that his love has matured rather 

than lessened. In reality, it is Jerry who is becoming 

mature. Though he does not recognize the type of change, 

believing it to be a growth in the quality of his love, Jerry 

does realize that he is different: "The all new, stupendously 

complete (this time the Real Thing) Jerry Payne at last" 

(127). It is ironic that Pookie, who is more child than 
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woman, should be the one who initiated "Jerry Payne into the 

world of sexual manhood" (Blessing 131), but Jerry outgrows 

her. He does not end the affair because he lacks maturity 

and sensitivity, as one critic (Stokvis 1144) accuses. 

Instead, the major reason for the failure of the affair is 

because he has matured and she has not: Jerry has become "Mr. 

Grownup," and Pookie remains "Queen of the children." 

Unlike Pookie, Jerry prefers reality to fantasy. When 

Pookie reads "The Lavender Grella," a nonsense poem she has 

written, Jerry reacts with disgust, informing her of his 

attitude: "I'm insensitive to absolutely hair-brained 

disjointed nonsense" (124). Jerry's aversion to "disjointed 

nonsense" is a key conflict in their relationship. He 

recognizes this conflict, and he tries to tell Pookie: 

"Pooks, this is ridiculous; we don't make any sense" (164). 

Another conflict in their relationship is that Jerry 

prefers life to death. He is aware of the destructiveness of 

Pookie's love. He experiences it first-hand when he meets 

her at the train station to pick her up for the Spring 

Houseparty, and she charges into his arms, knocking him 

backwards onto the concrete platform, splitting open his 

head. Later, during the party,, he discovers her outside in 

the flower bed, stomping the tulips, a Spring Houseparty 

tradition. He tries to get her out of the garden because she 

is a "mess." She, instead, insists that Jerry join her: "I 

like being a mess. Come on down and be a mess with 
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me" (137). Though he agrees to Pookie's suicide pact, he 

really does not intend to follow through with this act, as 

indicated by the means of death they select at first. After 

realizing the difficulty they would have swallowing one 

hundred aspirins each, Pookie suggests jumping out of the 

window, and Jerry quickly refuses, stating, "Let's forget the 

whole thing. . ." (191). Thus, Jerry sheds the destructive 

Pookie, in part, out of self-preservation: 

Pookie lay on the bed covered with white shiny 

strips, breathing stertorously, and I could have 

sworn she was dying, she was so loud and yet so 

still. . . . 

But dying or not, I was too sick to 

help her, that's for certain. (181) 

When he leaves her, he returns to "the sane world" (187), and 

he feels as if "a great burden had been lifted" (207). 

As a first novel The Sterile Cuckoo, which sold well and 

was made into a successful movie, received critical 

attention. However, critics' responses to the book differed 

greatly. Charles Shapiro called The Sterile Cuckoo "possibly 

the feeblest pop college novel to date" (26). In complete 

contrast, another reviewer described the book as "a 

sophisticated satire of college life" (Choice 299). The New 

York Times Book Review stated that "Mr. Nichols set out to 

write a love story and nothing more; he succeeded, and 

nothing more" (Curley 46). But The Sterile Cuckoo is more 
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than a "pop" novel which depicts college life, and it is more 

than a simple love story describing the joy and agony of a 

failed love affair, because Pookie Adams is much more than an 

everyday, run-of-the-mill college woman. Instead, it is a 

book which depicts the suffocating effects of stasis and the 

saving qualities of growth. 

The Sterile Cuckoo is not a great book. Nichols's prose 

sometimes strays from colorful to downright purple, and 

Pookie at times becomes more caricature than character, but 

the novel is entertaining and Pookie Adams is an original. 

In this first novel, Nichols demonstrates that he is a 

promising writer who has the ability, as Peter Wild states, 

to make his "sheer love for language manifest on the page" 

(10), and who has an eye for the "absurdities of life" (11). 

In addition to the playful language and humorous insights, 

The Sterile Cuckoo also includes the sympathetic portrayal of 

a misfit, and an optimistic conclusion, qualities Nichols 

would continue to develop in subsequent works. 
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2. The Wizard of Loneliness 

Like The Sterile Cuckoo. Nichols's second novel, The. 

Wizard of Loneliness (1966), is a rite-of-passage novel. 

Wendall Oler, the main character, is a bookish, lonely, angry 

boy who grows emotionally through the course of the story to 

a youth who recognizes that he has a share in humanity. 

Though the main plot of the story is Wendall's 

transformation from a boy who is filled with hatred and 

distrust to one who is caring and accepting of love, Nichols 

also uses numerous subplots peopled with characters who 

mirror the young boy's emotional frailties. All of the 

characters suffer from loneliness, insecurity, and feelings 

of being misunderstood. Moreover, all of the characters feel 

that they are alone in their suffering. Nichols develops, 

through this layering of plot and subplot, the novel's main 

theme that the emotional isolation of the characters is 

created by their inability to truly communicate with one 

another. 

The setting of the story is Stebbinsville, a small 

Vermont town, during the last year of World War II. Wendall 

Oler is a ten-year-old boy, who, after his mother's death and 

his father's enlistment in the Marine Corps, is sent East to 

live with relatives for the duration of the war. He moves in 

with his father's family, determined from the start not to 

get along with them. He has an intense distrust of others 
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and has learned early in life to display a tough intellectual 

exterior, uneasily disturbed by petty emotions. 

The transformation of Wendall is gradual, sometimes 

seeming to be nonexistent to his relatives, but it starts 

soon after his arrival, beginning with his realization that 

he is admired by his young cousin Tom. Although Wendall's 

emotional maturing is advanced by his acquaintance with many 

of the novel's characters, his grandfather, Dr. Frederick 

Oler, has the greatest effect. He gently teaches and guides 

his young grandson, aware of what the boy most needs, as he 

attempts to explain to his exasperated wife: "What he needs, 

apparently, is for us to love him" (72). 

Wendall, however, is not the only character who feels 

isolated, lonely, and misunderstood. All of the characters 

suffer their own brand of misery. John T., Wendall's uncle, 

is an angry young man, frustrated by the lack of direction in 

his life. Sybil, John T.'s sister, struggles to retain her 

ability to love after both her husband and the father of her 

son become "casualties" of the war. Marty Haldenstein, the 

town librarian, lives a life void of friends and lovers. 

Even Doc Oler, the gentle, generous physician, lives his last 

year questioning the effectiveness of his life. The epitome 

of loneliness, however, is Duffy Kahler, once the town's 

youthful hero. Reported to have been killed in battle, 

Duffy's is the only name on the town's memorial to its war 

dead. He returns to Stebbinsville, however, a mental, 
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emotional, and physical cripple, who is running from the law 

and certain commitment to a state mental hospital. He lives 

in hiding in an abandoned train station and moves through the 

town unnoticed by many who once cheered his athletic prowess. 

Like thes theme of loneliness, the theme of death 

pervades the novel. Nichols develops this theme on three 

levels: death as the inevitable conclusion of every human 

life, death as a release from the pain and the frustration of 

life, and death as analogous to loneliness in life. 

Death, on a grand scale, is conducted by the war. News 

of battles and war dead informs the daily lives of the 

townspeople. Some characters are touched more personally by a 

telegram informing them that a loved one has been killed in 

battle. Prior to the main action of the novel, the Kahlers 

receive a telegram informing them incorrectly of the death of 

their son. During the course of the novel, Sybil learns that 

her husband has been killed, and Bernie Aja, the Olers1 

handyman, receives notice that his son is a casualty of the 

war. 

Death is also considered on a smaller, usually less 

dramatic scale. The action of the novel is begun by the 

death of Wendall's mother, Helen. Moreover, throughout the 

novel, the characters come "face to face" with death in 

various forms: Marie Svenson, a neighbor, dies of old age; 

Wendall's baby rabbits are killed by their parents; Duffy is 

accidentally killed by Doc Oler, and, finally, Doc Oler, 
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himself, dies in his sleep. Thus the characters are 

constantly reminded that life is temporary and inevitably 

ends in death. When Wendall discovers an attic full of broken 

clocks, he scrawls onto the face of each clock the names of 

people he once knew who had died, reserving the most ornate 

clock for the people he knows who have not yet died. So the 

characters are all too aware that life consists of a limited 

amount of time. This knowledge puts them "face to face with 

being a human being" (291). 

Standing "face to face" with death, many of the 

characters feel the futility of life. Doc Oler thinks of all 

the people "he had cared for and nurtured only to have them 

die in the end" (304), and he wonders about life: 

Watching his son, he wondered if that were all 

there was to life. A few expressions surviving 

out of all the things you'd done or hadn't 

done. . . . He'd seen so many old people die, but 

not once had a man told him why he had done all the 

living he'd done. (108) 

The characters, therefore, must fight to overcome their 

feelings that the struggle to live is futile. As Sybil 

explains to Wendall, who wishes for his own death after 

learning of the death of his rabbits, "You must have 

faith. . . . Don't be afraid to believe in people. Please 

believe in people" (291). 
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Death, however, is not always seen by the characters as 

an ominous force. At various times, many of them view death 

as a release from the pain and the frustration of life. The 

long-suffering librarian, Marty Haldenstein, explains to 

Wendall the attractiveness of a cemetery and, indeed, of 

death: 

The solitude of the dead carries a wonder in it. I 

think there is something clear and intrinsically 

immortal about these stone heads, the lives that in 

death have been simplified to the name on a tomb, 

some dates, a little grass-- None of the suffering 

is evident in this, the final, immobile facade. 

(119) 

Therefore, death not only simplifies life and ends suffering, 

it is also everlasting. Marty, a twenty-eight-year-old man 

who suffers from tuberculosis, seeks death by remaining in 

Vermont after doctors have advised him to move to a drier, 

warmer climate. Finally tiring of death's delay, he attempts 

to end his physical and emotional suffering by committing 

suicide. John T. also sees death as a release. When he 

learns that Duffy was killed in action, he wants to commit 

suicide because of the shame he feels because he is not 

fighting in the war. As he struggles with the lack of 

direction in his life, he again sees death as desirable: "I 

want to go back to school, or get married, or die, 

Sibs. . . . I'd do anything for a change" (218). John T. 
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comes to the conclusion that "no matter where you went, death 

in one form or another was the answer" (294). Ironically, 

Doc Oler, the healer and nurturer of life, also thinks of 

death as a pleasant solution. He has grown "tired of toil, 

sickness, and pain, . . . had enough of crises, tension, and 

broken hearts . . . " (221), and he often thinks of a day 

twenty years before, during the first week of May, when it 

suddenly snowed. He wishes he had died on that beautiful 

day. As previously mentioned, Wendall, too, seeks death as a 

reprieve from the pain he experiences. Distraught over the 

killing of the baby rabbits, an event which is the 

culminating point for his frustration and pain, Wendall wants 

to die, preferring the finality of death to the anguish of 

life. 

In a slightly different consideration of death as a 

release, Wendall, the Wizard of Loneliness, imagines himself 

rescuing those he identifies with, all of whom share in his 

loneliness, from their persecutors. With a wave of his 

dueling cane and the utterance of a magic word, he wipes out 

the horde of "others," thereby releasing himself and his 

comrades from those who cause them pain in life. 

Finally, Nichols views the stifling effects of 

loneliness as analogous to death. Such emotional isolation 

is, in essence, death in life. Contemplating the "aspects of 

annihilation," Wendall concludes that "loneliness at times 
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could not have been far from the absolute suffocation death 

suggested" (63). 

This fierce loneliness so many of the characters 

experience stems from their inability to communicate with one 

another. The characters can think and feel, but they cannot 

accurately convey their thoughts and feelings to each other. 

Sybil thinks about her husband, who was killed in the war, 

and realizes that she loved him "but never showed it much 

until he'd left, and then he was killed" (143). She is well 

aware of the gulf which separates her from those she loves. 

This recognition is indicated by a letter she writes to her 

brother, Freddy, Wendall's father: "We need you here 

desperately, though I fear you would only be another person 

to love and be helplessly far away from" (247). John T., 

also aware of this inability to communicate, directs his 

frustration and anger at his father, accusing him of never 

really talking with or getting to know his own children. Doc 

Oler feels the distance between his children and himself, 

too, and the sudden realization of this separation feels like 

death to him: 

The doctor drew himself up and his body became so 

cold that he could not imagine the sensation to be 

anything other than the final crippling 

manifestation of death, as fiercely he accused: 

"Well, John T., you sure don't know me either." 

(246) 
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Wendall's death-like isolation because of his inability 

to communicate is most fully developed by Nichols. Wendall 

moves to Stebbinsville an angry boy, prepared to hate and 

distrust everyone, but he changes. However, even though he 

grows emotionally) he still cannot communicate his feelings. 

In a dream, he is once again the Wizard of Loneliness, and he 

wishes to tell his family and friends that he loves them, but 

he cannot: 

although he wanted in the worst way to shout "I 

love you5" . . . the squeeze prevented him, it kept 

the words in his body where they seemed to grow 

and, like a fever, blister all his internal tissue, 

and he thought if he could not get the words out he 

would surely die, and he strained with all his 

might, but "I love you!" was trapped inside him, he 

could not push it out, he was suffocating, he could 

no longer move his arms, he no longer dared to open 

his mouth, he shut his eyes and felt they were 

forever closed. (243) 

Thus, he has learned to love, but not to express his love 

successfully. When he does make an attempt to show his 

feelings, his efforts are often misunderstood. He steals 

vegetables from the Oler family garden to take to a neighbor, 

Dorothy Svenson, to show his sympathy for her loss of her 

sister; however, she thinks he has come to harass her, and 

the episode concludes with his throwing tomatoes at her door. 



32 

In another attempt, he makes arrangements to buy back John 

T.'s motorcycle as an act of love, but the cycle gets wrecked 

on Wendall's way home with it, and John T. angrily doubts his 

nephew's motives. There is no wonder, then, that when 

Wendall imagines himself getting married to his current 

heartthrob, he sees both of them sitting on the church steps 

"mute, withdrawn, thinking, thinking, thinking, but unable, 

in the end, in all the ends, to speak . . (272). He has 

learned how to care, but not how to communicate his feelings. 

Since he is the Wizard of Loneliness, Wendall is in tune 

with the death and despair of others. He anticipates the 

death of his mother. In addition, he recognizes himself in 

the librarian, Marty, who suffers great loneliness. Wendall 

is also aware of the thoughts and movements of Duffy and 

feels the great despair Duffy suffers. 

The ultimate image of loneliness and death caused by the 

inability of humans to communicate is the war. Using World 

War II as a backdrop to the private struggles taking place in 

Stebbinsville, Nichols expands his themes from personal to 

universal. John T. recognizes the war as an outgrowth of 

these personal struggles when he states that the war will 

never end because "it fits this lousy world like a glove" 

(219). Furthermore, through the character of Duffy Kahler, a 

child of the war, Nichols personifies his themes of 

loneliness and death. 
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The Daffy of great promise was born of a loveless -union 

between his American mother and German father. Though 

Duffy's academic and athletic excellence made them proud, the 

Kahlers reared their son without the physical contact that 

communicates love. Years later, when Duffy returns from the 

war, he sees his father through a plate glass window and 

thinks of the glass as representative of "years of a silence 

as solid and polished as an unmarked tombstone" (193). The 

Duffy without hope was also created by a joint American and 

German effort. Sent to war by America, Duffy was shot down 

in an air invasion over Morocco. He carries two German 

bullets: one in the back of his head and one in his back. 

The disabled Duffy is returned to the States and placed in a 

mental institution. He escapes from the asylum and, in an 

attempt to steal a purse to get money for food, is shot in 

the back by a policeman. Duffy, reported to have been killed 

in action, returns, seemingly from the dead, to haunt the 

people of Stebbinsville. Though physically alive, he is 

mentally and emotionally dead. He feels he can trust no one, 

not even himself: 

Whatever he did, he always had to remember that his 

brain was laying for him. . . . It was like having 

an opposing football player dressed in the uniform 

of your own team always ready to tackle you 

unsuspectingly when you thought you were in the 

clear. (27) 
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As a personification of loneliness and death, Duffy is 

both hunted and feared. After his feeble attempt to kill the 

son he had by Sybil, he is pursued by the townspeople. They 

want to lock him up in part because he is a dangerous man, 

but even more because he is their "guilt," a representative 

of the worst that man creates: "He was a thing that all 

people had made and misused, sent off, and ignored, and come 

back again the way he wasn't supposed to do" (300). Duffy is 

the despair that man creates for himself. When he touches 

Sybil, she shudders, feeling that she has been touched by 

"the hand of the world" (238). 

As a personification of loneliness and death, Duffy must 

die to free the other characters. Furthermore, it is only 

natural that he is killed by Doc Oler. True to his role as 

physician and healer, Doc Oler removes Duffy from the lives 

of the others as a surgeon would remove a cancerous growth to 

save the life of a patient. The fact that Duffy is struck by 

Doc Oler's car at the time when the sirens and horns and 

bells of Stebbinsville are announcing the end of the war is a 

clear indication that the other characters of the novel have 

been given a second chance at life. 

Viewing the death of Duffy and the subsequent reaction 

of the townspeople, Wendall experiences an epiphany. He 

suddenly realizes that rather than being separate from the 

rest of mankind, he is a part. As he sees the pain in the 
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other characters' faces, he realizes that they share similar 

experiences and similar emotions: 

in every face the boy saw reflected his own agony, 

in every still-clutched hand he saw his own hand--

so much so that he felt if he cried every eye 

present would match him tear for tear. . . . (310) 

With the exception of Doc Oler, who dies soon after, the 

death of Duffy allows the characters to experience a type of 

rebirth. They are now able to rid themselves of their 

self-imposed isolation: Marty Haldenstein intends to move to 

Arizona to save his life; John T. marries his girlfriend and 

plans to re-enroll at Boston University; and Sybil moves with 

her son and mother to Boston. Wendall, however, gains the 

most. He not only recognizes that he is a part of humanity, 

he also learns to communicate his feelings; thus, he is able 

to renew his relationship with his father and, most 

important, regain his childhood. 

The Wizard of Loneliness received little critical 

attention, and much of what it did receive was negative. 

Granville Hicks, in his review of the book, suggests that 

Nichols might have been "trying to fabricate a best-seller" 

(Hicks 30), while Peter Wild believes that the book's 

"essential problem is that, though he [Nichols] changes the 

time and setting of the story, he is writing another Sterile 

Cuckoo, though one not as aptly presented" (12), in an 
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attempt to quickly satisfy the demands of the fans he had won 

with his first novel. 

The suggestion that Nichols was attempting another 

Sterile Cuckoo stems, in part, from the fact that, like 

Pookie, Wendall is a misfit portrayed with sympathetic humor. 

However, the misfit, or antihero, and the sympathetic 

portrayal of his struggle are traits of all Nichols's novels. 

Moreover, it is with The Wizard of Loneliness that Nichols 

begins to increase his cast of characters, layering plot with 

subplots, a structure he uses with increased success in later 

works. Because of this complexity of plot, The Wizard of 

Loneliness is a far more ambitious book than The Sterile 

Cuckoo. 

Nichols's second novel, however, is not the 

"flawless . . . work of art" that James F. Cotter proclaims 

it to be (306). Perhaps the major weakness in the book is 

the fact that Nichols feels that he needs to explain the 

symbolic quality of Duffy. Rather than allowing his 

portrayal of the character to .inform the reader, Nichols 

interrupts the novel to explain that "Duffy was a guilt 

running through the state," and that the wounded veteran must 

return to Stebbinsville "because people can't not go on" 

(300). Thomas J. Fleming, in his review of the book, 

criticizes Nichols for starting "to tell us what he is 

driving at," and states that this "telling" is a "certain 

sign of lost control" (52). This "telling" rather than 
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"showing" is certainly a slip in artistic judgment, but it 

does not demonstrate a loss of control. The editorializing 

ended, Nichols quickly returns to the proper development of 

the story. 

The Wizard of Loneliness, to a much greater extent than 

The Sterile Cuckoo, demonstrates qualities seen in Nichols's 

later, more successful novels. The concern with the misfit, 

"the introduction of a large cast of characters, the layering 

of plot and subplot, the perceptive humor, the playful 

language, and the optimistic conclusion are all features of 

Nichols's subsequent novels. In addition, though this book 

does not contain the polemical intensity of later works, it 

does introduce a concern, developed through the character of 

Duffy, with the effects of government and war on the 

individual. Finally, there is a hint of the magical 

reality--Wendall's spiritual awareness of Duffy's movements, 

and Duffy's coincidental death at the exact moment the war's 

end is announced--which Nichols uses with great effect in The 

New Mexico Trilogy. 

Though The Wizard of Loneliness did not earn Nichols the 

critical attention and financial success that The Sterile 

Cuckoo did, it is, nevertheless, a more ambitious novel. 

Moreover, it serves as a transitional work from which Nichols 

gains the mature style seen in The Milaero Beanfield War. 



Chapter III 

The New Mexico Trilogy 

1. The Milaero Beanfield War 

After the publication of The Wizard of Loneliness. 

Nichols experienced a long period of creative 

stagnation. His political and social awakening in the 

mid-sixties supplied him with new reason for writing, but he 

had great difficulty successfully meshing his political 

activism with his art. After "writing very polemical novels 

for eight or nine years," novels which were never published, 

"basically because they were terrible books" (D'Andrea 14), 

Nichols managed a successful merging of politics and art with 

The Milaero Beanfield War (1974). The first book of The New 

Mexico Trilogy, The Milaero Beanfield War demonstrates 

Nichols's concern for content with "a conscience, a position, 

an ethical consideration" (Marquez 30). 

Set in northern New Mexico in the small, predominantly 

Hispanic community of Milagro, the novel focuses on a class 

struggle taking place between poor landowners and wealthy 

land developers. In a broader sense, however, Nichols is 

demonstrating the voraciousness of capitalism, an economic 

system in which growth is considered progress, and progress 

is considered good at almost any cost. By depicting the 
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escalation of a single act of defiance--Joe Mondragon's 

illegal irrigation of a small beanfield--into a war for 

control of the valley's fate, which involves even the state's 

governor, Nichols develops the novel's central theme that 

change can be wrought through action, action which is often 

begun by one person. 

For over one hundred fifty years, the Hispanics of 

Milagro have been losing control of their land and their 

lives. Beginning almost from the moment the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hildago was signed in 1848, ending the war between 

the United States and Mexico, the Hispanics of the area have 

been losing their traditional way of life. Originally sheep 

ranchers, they have lost their communal grazing land--first 

to large ranching enterprises and then to the U.S. 

government, which designated much of it National Forest. 

Ladd Devine, Senior purchased large portions of the land in 

the area, creating an American fiefdom: 

In Milagro, . . . since the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century most sheep ranchers had been 

serfs of the Devine Company, which, during 

the seventies and eighties, in one of those 

democratic and manifestly destined sleights of 

Horatio Alger's hand (involving a genteel and 

self-righteous sort of grand larceny, bribery, 

nepotism, murder, mayhem, and general all-around 

and ail-American nefarious skulduggery), had 
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managed to own outright, or secure the grazing 

rights to, all the property on the Jorge Sandoval 

Land Grant in Chamisa County. (22) 

Many of the small plots of land the people had managed to 

hold onto became worthless when the 193 5 Interstate Water 

Compact reallocated most of Milagro's Indian Creek water to 

southeastern New Mexico and Texas. Therefore, the people 

sold much of their remaining land to the Ladd Devine Company, 

which then announced plans to create a conservancy district 

to pay for a dam across the creek, which would return water 

to the area and allow Ladd Devine the Third to establish the 

Miracle Valley Recreation Area. 

After one hundred fifty years of being steamrolled by 

the government and by the Devines, scions of capitalism, the 

poor people of Milagro "organize," albeit loosely and often 

with a great degree of reluctance, in support of Joe 

Mondragon's simple act of resistance, the illegal irrigation 

of his family's tiny field. 

A major symbol developed in the novel is the fake 

cattleguard, which consists of white stripes painted across a 

road. Cattle's inability to cross over a real cattleguard 

conditions them so that they do not even attempt to cross the 

painted stripes which create the illusion of a barrier. 

Nichols demonstrates that people are as easily fooled by such 

illusions when he describes Bernabe Montoya, the town's 

sheriff, shuddering as he drives across the painted 
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cattleguard. In a similar fashion, for the past one hundred 

fifty years the poor people of Milagro have accepted their 

fate at the hands of "progress" because they have been fooled 

into believing that there is nothing they can do against the 

"barrier" presented by the Devine empire and the state and 

federal governments. 

The people of Milagro have not acted to save their land 

and their water rights because they have been so "completely 

baffled by the complexity of a conservancy district" that 

they do not know what to do to fight it (24). Though they 

are aware that the district is another way for Devine to make 

money and steal their land when they are unable to pay their 

conservancy assessments, they have been at a loss about what 

action to take: 

Should they hire a lawyer and fight the vulture? 

Or should they just sit tight and let this terrible 

thing happen the way terrible things had been 

happening now ever since the 1848 war, trusting 

that . . . they could somehow, miraculously, 

survive? (24) 

Moreover, not only do the people fail to act on their 

own, but also the majority of them do not immediately support 

Joe and his act of defiance. Instead, when they learn about 

Joe's beanfield, they respond in three ways: 

The first: "Ai, Chihuahua!" 

The second: "What does that obnoxious little runt 
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want to cause trouble for?" 

And the third: "I'm not saying it's good or bad, 

smart or stupid, I'm not saying I'm for or against. 

Let's just wait and see what develops." (27) 

Their first reaction to the news of Joe's irrigation of 

the field is one of shock. Although they have all privately 

protested the Devine empire by making obscene gestures at the 

Miracle Valley sign, and many have vented their anger at the 

government by mutilating Smokey the Bear statues, no one has 

ever publicly defied the two powers. Therefore, the people 

are justifiably surprised when one of their own does make a 

stand. 

Their second response to the news of Joe's beanfield 

demonstrates their recognition of the importance of his 

action. The sheriff, who is Hispanic and one of the 

townspeople, explains the significance of Joe's act to the 

state police: 

irrigating that field is symbolic. . . . People 

are bitter over how they lost their land and their 

water rights. And this sort of act, small as it 

may seem, could touch off something bigger. (31) 

The poor citizens of Milagro are afraid of the consequences 

of Joe1s irrigation of his beanfield and the subsequent 

"something bigger" because they are "scared stiff of 

authority" and "don't want trouble" (48). 
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The third response, which is one of "wait and see what 

develops," is the position the poor people have chosen for 

generations. Joe points out this problem his people have 

with taking action: 

I never talked to anybody about it [irrigating the 

field], I just went and did it. If I'd talked 

about it with somebody, we'd still be talking about 

it and arguing and fighting about was it good or 

bad or smart or stupid or whatever. If nobody 

around here had talked about what we were all gonna 

to do the past two hundred years we wouldn't all be 

hanging by our fingernails like we are today. 

(110) 

Ruby Archuleta, the Body Shop and Pipe Queen who attempts to 

organize the community behind Joe's resistance, understands 

the people's reluctance to act or to support anyone who does 

challenge the Devine empire and the state government: 

To fight this thing takes money and we have no 

money and people are afraid of anything that 

calls for money. But they understand what's 

happening. . . . Still, they don't trust me, they 

don't trust y o u . . . . They don't even trust 

themselves. Many think it's hopeless to oppose the 

Zopilote [vulture]. (211) 

Unlike the others in the community, Joe Mondragon, an 

arrogant thirty-six-year-old hustler and handyman who can fix 
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anything from a frozen pump to a sick cow, chooses to defy 

Devine and the government. Although both those who are for 

him and those who are against him believe he has challenged 

the powers that be because he is crazy, there are several 

reasons why Joe acts while others "wait to see." First, he 

has the example of his father to follow. When the Devines 

were buying land from the poor farmers after the 1935 

Interstate Water Compact made their property almost 

worthless, the elder Mondragon refused to sell and told 

others not to sell as well. Though the old man died working 

someone else's field in Colorado, he never gave in to the 

Devines. The second reason Joe acts wt\en others do not is 

that he is not afraid of authority. Nichols describes this 

character as one "who didn't take no shit from no body" (20). 

He is compared to Cleofes Apodaca, "the Patron Saint Crazy 

of Milagro," who as a child punched a bishop for gently 

slapping him during the rite of Confirmation (4). Finally, 

Joe acts because it is not his nature to think things 

through: 

Joe never had a firm grasp on anything, he had 

never really understood his own motivations, he had 

never had an idea where he was going. . . . 

However he operated, he had operated instinctively. 

(69) 

Because his action temporarily halts the machinery of 

capitalism in Miracle Valley, Joe's act of defiance, minimal 
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as it is, establishes the central theme of the book that "one 

person can make history" (Aydt 61). News of his illegal 

irrigation not only rushes through the community, it is also 

quickly passed through the channels of state government up to 

the governor. Though Joe has plainly broken the law, he is 

not arrested because officials fear the adverse publicity and 

its effect on the Miracle Valley development. Therefore, 

with a single act, Joe is able to halt what a century and a 

half of talk has allowed to happen. 

The fake cattleguard continues as an important symbol in 

the novel. Just as the illusion of an impassable barrier 

fooled the poor people of Milagro into complacency, the 

appearance of organized resistance fools Devine and the state 

government into proceeding cautiously. Nelson Bookman, the 

state engineer, warns the governor that "the Miracle Valley 

project is going to have to tiptoe into Milagro like a drunk 

husband with his shoes off" because they "don't want to 

misjudge his [Joe's] capacity for drawing those people 

together and causing trouble" (48). 

But the beanfield does eventually pull the people of the 

community together. As the state engineer describes it, the 

beanfield becomes the people's "rallying point" and the 

government and Devine's "Waterloo" (433). Thus, "the painted 

cattleguard . . . [has] a lot in common with Joe Mondragon's 

beanfield" because the irrigation of the field is an 

insignificant act made significant through its symbolic 
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quality (165). Like the painted barrier, the beanfield 

worked because of what it represents. 

Through the use of "miracles," which show that the 

forces of the cosmos support the rightness of Joe's, and 

later the community's, resistance, Nichols further develops 

the novel's theme that action begun by one person can bring 

about change. Nichols prepares the reader for the use of the 

supernatural in the novel by establishing in the prologue the 

community's talent for miracles. The town of Milagro, whose 

name comes from the Spanish word for miracle, and the valley 

earned their names because their inhabitants "had a penchant 

. . . for precipitating miracles" {&). Indeed, many of the 

key players who champion Joe's rebellion are known for their 

miraculous feats. Amarante Cordova, once town sheriff and 

now guardian of Joe's beanfield, has "played seven-card stud 

poker with Death ever since 1880" and has won "every hand" 

(8). Onofre Martinez, who is a member of the Senile Brigade, 

early supporters of Joe, became literate overnight, but only 

in his right arm. When he lost his arm to a swarm of 

butterflies, he lost his literacy. However, the absence of 

his arm does not prevent him from using that missing limb to 

tip his hat or to punch his opponent. El Brazo Onofre (the 

arm of Onofre) is also thought to perform all kinds of 

mischievous deeds in the town because it did not receive a 

"proper Christian burial" (130). Another character, Ruby 

Archuleta, who is the driving force behind the Milagro Land 
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and Water Protection Association, is also surrounded by myth. 

Many of the townspeople think she is a witch; a few even 

believe that her son is "the product of a virgin birth" (63). 

In addition, the small woman was seen killing a deer "with 

her bare hands" (8), a feat which proves she is 

extraordinary. 

The miraculous deeds, however, are not limited to a few 

of the citizens. Nichols makes it clear that the poor 

people's ability to survive after one hundred and fifty years 

of governmental abuse is no less of a miracle than the 

legendary feats of the other characters. 

Once Joe attempts to make history by wresting Milagro's 

fate from Ladd Devine the Third, who held it "in his hand 

like a fragile egg" (3), the forces of the cosmos begin to 

respond to the revolt with support for the poor people. When 

news of Joe's act first circulates through the town, the 

people say that "only a miracle [can] save Joe from his 

foolhardy suicidal gesture" (4). Soon thereafter the 

miracles begin to occur. The first appears to Amarante 

Cordova when he falls asleep while guarding the beanfield. A 

"queer rainbow" forms "in the hot dry air muffling Milagro" 

(56). The rainbow is soon followed by an angel: 

a half-toothless, one-eyed bum sort of coyote 

dressed in tattered blue jeans and sandals, and 

sporting a pair of drab moth-eaten wings that 

looked as if they had come off the remainder 
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shelves of a disreputable cut-rate discount store 

during a fire-damage sale. . . . (56-57) 

The angel explains that the rainbow has appeared because "for 

once in your lives you people are trying to do something 

right" (57). The angel and the rainbow continue to appear 

throughout the story, offering encouragement. As the angel 

later explains, the rainbow is a reward, the equivalent of 

the gold or silver star that the teachers in the Headstart 

program paste "on the forehead of any kid who did good that 

day" (293). 

The next miracle occurs when the government attempts to 

stifle news of Joe's act by buying and destroying all copies 

of The Voice of the People, a newspaper which contains a 

sympathetic article written by Charley Bloom, Joe's lawyer. 

Just as the government agent is about to set fire to the 

papers, a dust devil snatches and distributes the copies 

throughout the town. 

The forces of the cosmos again intervene on behalf of 

the poor of Milagro when Joe confronts one of his own people. 

Joe's shooting of Seferino Pacheco in self-defense would 

have been a terminating point of the people's resistance 

against Devine's exploitation if the old man had died. 

However, Death "winked in a joking, comradely fashion at 

Pacheco, and jitterbugged quietly on into the resplendent and 

remarkably spangled horizon" (440). Therefore, the shooting 
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serves instead to solidify community support for Joe, leading 

to a victory for the people of the valley. 

The cosmos not only supplies miracles, it also provides 

omens when necessary. Joe complains of his people's 

unwillingness to support his action: 

despite the building tensions, hardly anybody had 

even admitted to Joe they knew the beanfield 

existed. Most people still did not want to get 

involved. They wanted to lie back and see what 

might happen before they committed themselves 

either to the right or to the left. They wanted to 

see if Joe could get away with it. They were 

waiting for a sign from God that it was all right. 

(116) 

In addition, even those who are committed to the resistance 

require a sign to renew their enthusiasm. When Joe and Ruby 

are tempted by Devine's offer of work, a "tiny sparkling 

light . . . floated through the troubled air between them 

like a miniature star. . . . It was a sign, an omen, an 

incredible, mystical thing" (177). In reality, it is a 

firefly, but its sudden appearance manages to strengthen 

Ruby's and Joe's resolve to fight Devine rather than to give 

in and accept his offer. 

Another instance of an omen occurs when Joe and a small 

group of backers go to the Forest Service headquarters to 

rescue Joe's cow, which has been impounded for grazing on 
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government land. A battle almost erupts between Joe's 

backers and the two forest service agents. However, Bernabe, 

the sheriff, arrives and is able to defuse the situation and 

to gain the cow's release. Shocked by the people's disregard 

for governmental authority, one agent says, "Nothing like 

this ever happened before" (192). As he is speaking, a bird 

smashes into his ear. The bird rights itself and flies first 

into a corral post and then into the ground, breaking its 

neck. The astonished sheriff recognizes the omen and states, 

"Nothing like that ever happened before either" (192). Thus 

nature reflects the changes taking place in Milagro. As the 

state police officer Bill Koontz says later, after one town 

visitor attacks a store clerk with an axe and another visitor 

buys staurolites, cross-shaped crystals, and commits suicide 

by swallowing them, "There's something in the air" (311). 

Another omen occurs when the ancient Amarante Cordova, 

who is now wearing a huge Colt Peacemaker strapped to his 

hip, attempts to shoot a bird: "By some sort of miracle the 

bullet . . . drilled the bird squarely amidships" (221). The 

shocked Amarante sees this feat as "a message, an omen—maybe 

even from God himself" that the old sheriff is "to defend the 

beanfield, to save Milagro, to conquer the forces of evil and 

Ladd Devine--" (221). 

Nichols makes it clear, however, that the cosmos does 

not assist until the people begin helping themselves. The 
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angel even berates Amarante for the little the people have 

done to aid their own situation: 

Three hundred years, and just about all you old 

farts got to show for it is seven-tenths of an acre 

of frijoles. . . . You people don't deserve a gold 

star, let alone a rainbow. (293) 

However, once the people attempt to help themselves, the 

supernatural not only supplies miracles and omens, but it 

also intervenes to prevent them from making serious errors. 

After Amarante has shown the townspeople his new-found 

marksmanship by shooting innumerable bottles, he returns to 

Joe's beanfield and spies Devine's plane, which is also 

carrying others, including the state engineer and the 

governor. The old man takes aim with his pistol and waits 

"so that God could pull the trigger" (224), but when Amarante 

fires the gun, nothing happens because the bullet is a dud. 

The victory of the poor people must be earned the right way. 

After the community demonstrates its support for Joe by 

showing up in force outside the state police headquarters to 

secure his release, and after the people sign the Milagro 

Land and Water Protection Association petition against the 

dam and the conservancy district, another omen occurs. 

Finally, it is apparent that the power is shifting from the 

Devines to the poor people of Milagro. The forces of the 

cosmos demonstrate this shift when Charley Bloom throws an 

egg that he has just gathered straight up into the air. It 
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hits the earth hard, but it does not break. When he picks up 

the egg, he discovers that it is not even cracked. He stands 

for a long time holding the egg and stares at the moon, "both 

frightened and astonished and unable to move" (409). In the 

very first paragraph of the novel Nichols explains that Ladd 

Devine the Third "held Milagro's fate in his hand like a 

fragile egg" (3). Bloom's experience with the egg indicates 

that Milagro's fate, which has become anything but fragile, 

is now in the hands of the people because they have 

organized, gaining the necessary political clout. 

Now that the people of Milagro have shown that they are 

organized to fight the conservancy district, the governor 

must contend with them as a political force: 

Milagro itself did not have enough votes to tickle 

a heifer's balls, but if some publicity worked its 

way into this and the thing developed into a 

scandal or a truly delicate political issue, he and 

those with him might find themselves in hot water 

come next election. (433) 

Therefore, the politically astute governor must decide to 

delay the valley's development until he can either "better 

assess the situation or the situation changes" (434). 

A drunk Onofre Martinez, who has been celebrating the 

triumph of his people, is aware that their success must be 

attributed to two factions. The first faction consists of 

the forces of the cosmos: 
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Why, I bet there ain't another town on earth with 

so many sweaty angels hanging around on top of 

it. . . . what we got is every kind of deformed, 

outcast, feathered ghoul from heaven looking after 

our people and their earthly affairs. Lame, half-

blind, one-armed like me, retarded--you name it. 

This place just reeks of crippled glory! (425) 

However, he is also aware that the people themselves are the 

most important factor in the victory. Without action by the 

people, the supernatural forces would not have offered aid. 

Thus, when Onofre sings a corrido to honor the victory of his 

people, he refers to his fellow townspeople as "Angels of 

Milagro" who "arrived in their jalopy cars" to force Joe's 

release from the state police headquarters (423). Like the 

supernatural forces, the people suddenly appear on the scene 

to save Joe and, as a result, to save themselves and their 

traditions by taking action. 

However, Nichols is not naive enough to suggest that 

this single triumph of the people of Milagro is enough to end 

their struggle to prevent government and big business's 

exploitation of the poor people of their valley. It is a 

battle which they will have to continue fighting, but their 

victory gives them the time needed "to launch a fight, to 

forge out-of-town allies" (408). Therefore, the novel ends 

on a note of hope, with the people savoring their victory and 

their leaders preparing for the next battle. 
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The Milagro Beanfield War, considered by many to be 

Nichols's best novel to date, is "certifiably a cult book" 

(Pfeil 857). Its popularity has continued to grow, aided by 

the 1988 release of the movie based on the novel. 

Nevertheless, at the time of its publication, The 

Milagro Beanfield War received mixed reviews. Dayle Manges 

praised Nichols as a "wise man who writes about human nature 

with a sense of humor and with delicate feeling" (2091), 

while other reviewers made laudatory comparisons between 

Nichols and Steinbeck (Choice 1634; Hepburn 254). In 

contrast, Larry L. King described the novel as a "big, gassy, 

convoluted book that adds up to a disappointment" (27). 

Frederick Busch, in The New York Time Book Review, criticized 

Nichols's lack of a central protagonist, rambling plotting, 

stereotypical characters, and prose style. 

The Milagro Beanfield War is a book which lacks a 

central character. Nichols defends this lack by explaining 

that to him "the most important thing--the main character, so 

to speak--is the interaction, the class struggles between the 

individuals at various levels in this little town" (Sullivan 

15). Indeed this switching from character to character in 

the novel does focus the reader's attention on the situation 

because it shows how each character responds to the struggle; 

therefore, Nichols successfully achieves what he sets out to 

do. 
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The loosely structured plot, which is characteristic of 

Nichols's books, serves two purposes. First, it provides 

readers a better understanding of the situation because it 

allows them to learn something about the characters' lives 

and how they, as individuals, fit into the community. 

Second, the plot, as critic Fred Pfeil explains, graphically 

represents the events of the novel: "Nichols's diffuse 

narration and rambling plotting beautifully convey the feel 

of a war that in one sense is always going on yet in another 

never really begins" (857). 

Several critics have complained that the characters are 

stereotypical. Peter Wild agrees: "Ignoring complexities, 

the world of the novel divides easily into stereotypical 

'good guys and bad guys 1" (14 ). Though it is true that 

characters of the novel can be categorized as good guys and 

bad guys, they are not all flat characters who are 

unfailingly sure of their positions. Flossie Devine, who is 

Ladd Devine the Third's wife, and Horsethief Shorty, who is 

one of Devine's foremen and who owns a large share of the 

Devine empire, are two characters on the side of evil. 

However, they both question their choice of sides. When 

Flossie asks Horsethief Shorty if it is wrong for her to be 

rooting for her husband's opponents, Shorty responds by 

stating, "I dunno. I feel kind of funny about things, too" 

(415). On the side of the good guys, Charley Bloom, who is 

Joe's lawyer, and even Joe Mondragon himself question the 
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roles that they are playing in the revolt. Every time Ruby 

Archuleta and Joe ask Charley for help, he says "yes" while 

in his mind he is shouting "no." Charley does not want to be 

a part of the "revolution": 

When Joe Mondragon shot Seferino Pacheco, Charley 

Bloom practically jumped for joy. Savedi he 

cried to himself when nobody was around. He would 

defend Joe on an assault or a manslaughter charge, 

and in the process the beanfield would be 

forgotten. It was what everybody wanted--que no? 

He almost wished he had the guts to tell Bernabe 

Montoya, or the Dona Luz state cops, or the county 

sheriff, Ernie Maestas, to set an excessively high 

bail so that Joe would cool his heels out of action 

while the beanfield went to hell. (339) 

Even Joe questions his own actions in planting and irrigating 

the beanfield, thereby, starting the "war": "maybe (Joe 

thought for the ten-thousandth time) I shouldn't have cut 

that water into that fucking beanfield after all" (321). 

Therefore, many of Nichols's characters are more complex than 

stereotypical. 

The style in The Milagro Beanfield War is pure Nichols. 

Though it is true that his prose can sometimes be "slack," as 

Busch accuses (54), including such cliches as "a 

less-than-peanuts remuneration," "as certain as death and 

taxes," and "jumped for joy," it is always lively and 
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amusing. Moreover, Nichols fully demonstrates his "sheer 

love for language" (Wild 10) through his wordplay, with 

descriptions such as "manifestly destined sleights of Horatio 

Alger's hand," and "motley conglomeration of joyful, 

tanked-up ruffians. . . . [who] plunged, sashayed, tiptoed, 

or soft-shoe-shuffled." 

Though Nichols's theme is serious, he chooses 

humor--"humor of antics and wordplay stretched to the outer 

limits of hilarity" (Wild 15)--as the vehicle for conveying 

it. Nichols explains that he is satisfied with The Milagro 

Beanfield War because "it reinforces the idea that no matter 

what the struggle, there must be joy and humor and 

affirmation in life" (D'Andrea 15). 

The Milagro Beanfield War is the work of a writer who 

has reached maturity. It includes the qualities seen in 

Nichols's earlier works and characteristics continued in his 

later: perceptive humor, rollicking language, genuine concern 

for the outsider or underdog, strong sense of place, 

polemical intensity, and hope for the future. It is the book 

with which Nichols found his voice, and it is the book which 

freed him from his creative stagnation. Though lighter in 

tone than the other two novels which make up The New Mexico 

Trilogy, The Milagro Beanfield War introduces a successful 

model upon which the rest of the trilogy builds. 
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2. The Maeic Journey 

Though written after The Milagro Beanfield War. The 

Maeic Journey (1978) is chronologically the first book of The 

New Mexico Trilogy. Journey covers the forty years of 

exploitation of Hispanic and Indian residents of northern New 

Mexico prior to the time of the "Beanfield Revolt." Like 

Milagro. The Magic Journey depicts the destructive powers of 

capitalism; however, the books differ in tone. The Magic 

Journey is bleaker than Milagro: as Nichols explains: 

Milagro is a book with a lot of flaws. One of them 

[is] that it was impossible, having set the tone 

for it, to also really get into how heavy it can be 

to be impoverished, or to be a victim, to be a 

minority in this country. Which is why I wanted 

to write Journey--to make sure there were no bones 

about understanding what the darker side can be 

like. (Sullivan 17) 

Set in Chamisaville, a small rural community in northern 

New Mexico with a predominantly Hispanic population, The 

Magic Journey chronicles the forced displacement of an 

agrarian economy by a conscienceless capitalism. Through his 

depiction of what he calls "Progress, American-style11 

(Journey 159), Nichols demonstrates the novel's central theme 

that capitalism is a voracious economic system whose 

destructive powers must be actively resisted. 
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In 1930,, when Dale Rodey McQueen, "a sometime 

prizefighter, medicine-oil hustler, cowpuncher, flesh 

peddler, and general all-around energetic ne'er-do-well" 

first arrived in Chamisaville, it was a small community in 

which "sheep and cattle outnumbered human beings by a hundred 

to one , . (3). The Hispanic and Indian inhabitants, 

having survived centuries of exploitation by 

"absentee-landlord sheep companies" and the United States 

government, had developed "subsistence survival to a fine 

art" (12). Even though the United States government had 

usurped much of what had once been communal land and Indian 

territory, "there remained still, in 1930, land and water 

enough to go around" (12): 

the valley yet remained a place where human beings 

with roots into land and the indigenous cultures 

could survive with some dignity. A rhythm existed 

here; the people were relatively self-reliant; and, 

if it offered no less than a truly difficult life, 

the valley also, truly, was home. (13) 

Chamisaville's economic transformation was ushered in by 

the explosion of a busload of pirated dynamite McQueen was 

transporting to sell on the black market. When the smoke 

from the explosion cleared, Cipi Garcia, a local blacksmith, 

stood denuded but otherwise unscathed beside a newly 

uncovered hot springs. Quick to recognize the commercial 

possibilities of the "miracle," McQueen, with the aid of 
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Garcia and Icarus Suazo, a local Indian, created the Holy 

Chapel of the Dynamite Virgin. With the proper publicity and 

the financial, backing and visionary expertise of Philpot 

Eggington, a Denver tycoon, McQueen made the shrine a 

world--renowned tourist attraction. 

With profits from the shrine, McQueen and company 

invested in additional enterprises and expanded their 

management team to include lawyers. After a violent power 

struggle which ended with the deaths of three of the original 

partners, McQueen's team solidified into what became known as 

the "Anglo Axis" (23), a group intent on the development of 

the valley for their own personal gain. 

The dynamite explosion is a leitmotif in the novel. At 

first the blast was viewed by most of the people of the 

valley as something good, like fireworks heralding a new 

prosperity in Chamisaville: 

as the Great Depression worsened, Chamisaville was 

ensnared in a magic time. For a moment, the daily 

doldrums and implacable toiling of subsistence 

survival were suspended. The valley skidded into a 

whacky celebration, a vacation, a fiesta. People 

accustomed to a slow pace reared back and frankly 

embraced the sudden good fortune flooding their 

valley. First a Cipi Garcia miracle, then a 

Dynamite Shrine that enticed exotic tourists and 

pilgrims from as far away as Xanadu and Never-Never 
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Land. There was construction everywhere, a brand-

new highway on the boards, an automobile dealership 

slated for town. . . . 

The valley was perched on the brink of a magic 

journey. Cash appeared everywhere, easy pickings: 

it could be gathered up as effortlessly as people 

collected sheep turds or ancient Pueblo pottery 

shards down on the Mota Llano mesa. (37) 

It was during this "magical" time that Claude Parker, a 

young mortician who was a member of the Anglo Axis, embalmed 

a whale and had it transported by rail from San Diego to 

Chamisaville. The whale was placed in a meadow, and the 

locals paid to have their pictures taken standing in its 

mouth. The whale is symbolic of the fate of the valley. 

Parker destroyed what was alive and beautiful in order to 

meet a challenge and make a profit. In like manner, McQueen 

destroyed what was vital and beautiful in the valley in order 

to meet a challenge and make a profit. Moreover, the locals 

celebrated the spectacle of the giant mammal in the same way 

they initially embraced the activity and seeming prosperity 

the development of their valley would bring, realizing too 

late the inherent danger of standing in the mouth of a whale. 

Before long, the natives realized that rather than 

fireworks, the explosion of McQueen's dynamite was actually 

the first salvo in a war for control of the valley's fate. 

Out of the explosion, the Betterment of Chamisaville was 
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born, a movement far more destructive to the valley than any 

dynamite blast. The explosion is repeated throughout the 

novel with the development of the valley, the war between the 

factions for the valley, the accidental maiming of 
N 

sheepherders, and finally the murder of April Delaney. 

Moreover, the dynamite is symbolic of the way capitalism 

worked in the valley--always violently destructive. 

Nichols makes it clear to the reader that life was not 

easy in the agrarian society which existed before McQueen. 

However, regardless of the hardships, the people lived in a 

community which functioned as a community. The people owned 

their own land, houses, and animals, and rather than 

exchanging cash, they exchanged goods and services. There 

existed an "infrastructure" in which the people depended on 

"each other's skills and labor and goods and resources" (89). 

In contrast, the capitalistic economy functioned by 

dividing the community into individuals: 

The key was to create a carefully manipulated 

anarchy, throwing the valley into an apparently 

chaotic turmoil of "progress, American-style," 

disarming the natives with muddle, confusion, 

complexity, always moving faster than they could 

handle, keeping them off-balance, giving no 

respite, breaking down the solidarity of their old 

ways by creating a town that didn't know its ass 

from a hole in the ground, . . . separating society 
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into individuals so perplexed they lost their 

communal instincts and wound up divided, every 

person competing against his neighbor, every man 

looking out for himself. Then the tightly knit 

Anglo Axis, a small group acting together like a 

well-oiled and synchronized machine, could rake in 

the profits with ease. (96) 

Therefore, capitalism functioned for the good of certain 

individuals rather than for the good of the community. 

True to the tenets of capitalism, the Anglo Axis, 

without regard for the people of the valley, looked at 

Chamisaville and the surrounding communities and decided how 

best to exploit the land for their own personal gain: 

You know what I [McQueen] see here? I see a 

middle-class retirement city of twenty thousand 

people. Give me twenty years and I'll have all 

land out of agricultural production and onto the 

market, onto our kind of market--it'11 be like 

shooting ducks on a pond. (28) 

The Anglo Axis, having decided to make Chamisaville the 

"playground of the heart of the Land of Enchantment" (33), 

had to infiltrate all sources of power. After the 

development of the shrine, they purchased the Chamisaville 

News and gained control of what information was published. 

Next they had a puppet elected to the state senate so they 

could organize a conservancy district, even though the people 
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of northern New Mexico could not financially "support such 

powerful taxation districts" (49). A week after the law was 

changed, members of the Anglo Axis were placed on the 

district's board of directors. With control of the 

conservancy district, they now had control of water and 

taxation rights. With the development of the valley 

successfully underway, the Axis turned their attention to 

education. "Floating" enough money to get members of the 

Axis elected to the school board, they were able to insist 

upon "the American Way of Education" (67), with Anglos 

teaching most of the classes. The history they taught 

stereotyped Hispanics and Indians. In addition to "sucking" 

Hispanics into the cash economy, the Axis sought to pull in 

the Indians by getting electricity into the Pueblo. After 

they infiltrated the Pueblo, the Axis sought to use Indian 

land for a race track complex. Their schemes grew to include 

the backing of the Mafia and the Federal Government. 

In the novel, Nichols demonstrates the true nature of 

such a self-serving economic system: 

Call it "assimilation," call it "termination," call 

it "the melting-pot theory" of Progress, American-

style- -what it amounted to was cultural genocide. 

What it amounted to was the displacement of a 

people who had nowhere else to go. What it 

amounted to was the gratuitous economic and 

spiritual destruction of a race--or more 
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importantly, a class (a lower class, a working 

class, a peasant class) of people—who demanded 

nothing greater than the simple right to survive on 

land they had owned free and clear for centuries. 

(159) 

By depicting the voraciousness of capitalism, Nichols is 

advocating active resistance to such an economic system. He 

develops this theme of resistance by focusing on three groups 

of characters: those who support capitalism, those who 

support, or pretend support, of capitalism in hopes of one 

day turning the tables on McQueen and company, and those who 

actively fight the destructive power of such an economy. By 

focusing on these groups of characters, Nichols demonstrates 

how capitalism is destructive, even to those who worship at 

its altar. 

Of the characters who believe strongly in the tenets of 

capitalism,, McQueen is the most fully developed. He arrives 

in Chamisaville as the ultimate con-man. He has spent a 

great part of his young life moving from scheme to scheme in 

search of quick financial gain. His greatest scheme is the 

Betterment of Chamisaville. He is always aware of the great 

financial rewards he will reap from his development of the 

valley, and he is always aware of how his plans will destroy 

the lives of the poor whose land he seeks: 

This county's due for a land reassessment anyway, 

and with the industry and people we've already 
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brought in around the shrine and the baths, 

property taxes are going to zoom. And when folks 

don't have enough cash to pay those taxes, they'll 

have to sell pieces of what they do own in order to 

meet the debt on the rest. . . . That's all it 

takes, just an initial boost, and once you've got 

it moving, once you create that little bit of 

instability, once you get these people out of 

subsistence farming into a cash economy, land will 

start changing hands like bad news at a church 

social. This will be a new ballgame overnight. 

(28) 

After several decades of controlling the fate of the valley 

and its residents, McQueen brags that he has "dominated the 

big old crap game of life" (205); however, he fails to find 

lasting satisfaction from his financial endeavors. Instead 

he discovers that the nature of capitalism is always to 

"expand, grow, accumulate": 

McQueen had an honest longing for rest and 

retirement. He had a longing to cast his arms 

around a complete experience--his life's work--and 

be able to judge it and enjoy it and inspect it 

much as he might judge and enjoy and inspect a 

fabulous painting. But he had chosen a metier 

which allowed no summing up. Capitalism had no 
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limitations: Progress, American-style would sit 

still for no photographs. . . . (258) 

When McQueen's daughter, April, is murdered by FBI 

agents, acting upon orders given by others, to protect 

schemes that he is involved with and will gain financially 

from, McQueen, himself, becomes a victim of capitalism. 

Losing the one thing he truly loves, McQueen also loses his 

drive to acquire: 

Dollar bills in his hand were textured like little 

green corpses. Money had always pulsed in 

McQueen's grip, alive and exciting . . . but no 

m o r e . . . . 

Mesmerized by that last dynamite blast 

in his life, ending his vital connection to the Old 

Crap Game even as the first dynamite blast had 

liberated his undisciplined imagination, 

accumulating for him immense power and wealth, at 

this moment the former Muleshoe conman found it 

impossible to recall with even a little fondness 

any details of his past four decades. (523) 

Therefore, McQueen is destroyed by the god he worshiped. 

A second key character destroyed by his involvement with 

the Betterment of Chamisaville is Moe Stryzpk. Described by 

Nichols as a "dour young Dracula" (16), Stryzpk is the 

quintessential capitalist. He is a lawyer who masterminds 

the maneuvers of the Anglo Axis. Paralyzed from the waist 
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down by a bullet he received during the meeting that 

facilitated his co-partnership in McQueen's enterprises, 

Stryzpk lives as an embittered man who guides "the darkest 

aspects of [the valley's] destiny," making "his fanatical 

lust to control a substitute for more earthly skills he 

lacked" (97). However, Stryzpk gains no satisfaction from 

his life of manipulating Chamisaville's economic fate. 

Instead, his maneuvering serves simply "to keep him occupied 

until he died" (429). 

Though he has amassed a fortune during his life, he has 

"never found a key making the adventure worthwhile" (429). 

The only satisfaction he gains is in rewriting his will just 

before he commits "suicide," leaving all of his assets to the 

Anti-Electricity Coalition and the Albino Pine Defense Fund 

as a way to avenge himself for his wife's and McQueen's 

regularly scheduled indiscretions. 

The second group of characters consists of those who 

attempt to play capitalism and the development of the valley 

in order to turn the tables on McQueen and company. The most 

enigmatic character of this group is the Pueblo Indian, 

Icarus Suazo One of the original partners of McQueen's 

enterprise, Icarus uses his profits to support a legal battle 

to gain for his tribe the sacred Albino Pine Land, including 

the land on which the hot springs and the shrine are located: 

It was a hole card the sly native had used to 

advantage over the years; it was a power that he 
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had played off against the Powers-That-Be, buying 

and selling time, and retarding the Betterment of 

Chamisaville just enough so that he could still 

deal for Pueblo land and spiritual survival 

against a structure that might have gobbled up the 

native population years ago had it not been for the 

careful conniving of this quiet, ascetic little 

man. (172) 

However, like his mythical namesake, Icarus does not 

heed the warnings. But it is his people who will suffer the 

fall. Although the average yearly income for a family of 

four in the Pueblo is $836, Icarus arranges to allow the 

electrification of the Pueblo, thereby permitting the Indians 

to be sucked into a cash economy. In addition to the 

electrification of the Pueblo, Icarus provides for the 

development of a race track complex on Indian land, 

attempting to play the capitalists' game in order to win the 

sacred land for his people: 

I made compromises which seemed necessary to our 

survival as a people. Perhaps you could argue 

today that they were not necessary, I don't 

know. . . . You do not rub elbows with sharks and 

bastards all your life without becoming a shark and 

a bastard yourself. Fair enough. There is nothing 

inviolate, and I have violated everything in my 

time, believing only that if I became a bigger 
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shark and a bigger bastard I might someday be able 

to beat them at their own game without totally 

befouling my nest. (443) 

Although he} does succeed in regaining the sacred tribal land 

for his people, he has placed them in a precarious position, 

with the vultures at their door. 

When Icarus dies, he passes away believing that he has 

secured his tribe1s future existence because he has regained 

for them the "source of their spiritual well-being," their 

sacred tribal land (517). However, the fact that both the 

Mafia and McQueen are involved with the development of the 

Indian land, the fact that the Federal Government supports 

the planned development, and the fact that Anthony Martinez, 

an Indian who learned accidentally of the plans to develop 

the land, is in hiding to avoid being murdered because of his 

knowledge do not bode well for the fate of the Indians. 

Another character who attempts to beat McQueen and 

company by joining forces with them is J.B. LeDoux, one of 

the townspeople. J.B.'s father, Rudy LeDoux, was the pawn 

the Anglo Axis had elected to the state senate to promote the 

change of the law prohibiting conservancy districts in poorer 

areas of the state. As a kickback for his overturning the 

previous law, Rudy received jobs constructing cabins for 

wealthy Easterners. When Rudy sustained a debilitating wound 

while protecting McQueen's fishing ponds against angry 
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farmers whose water the ponds siphoned, he was dumped by 

McQueen and died after losing everything. 

Not learning from his father's mistakes, J.B. goes to 

work for McQueen, becoming "the Hispano front man for many 

Axis enterprises" (109). Remembering his father's shameful 

downfall, he seeks to ensure his own position by catering to 

McQueen's every whim, including humiliating himself by 

crawling on his knees for half a mile to the Dynamite Shrine 

in order to publicize the "hoped for" annual pilgrimage by 

Bataan veterans. J.B. believes he is "feathering his own 

nest," just waiting for the time when he can spring his 

revenge on the Anglo Axis: 

J.B. obeyed his bosses and dreamed of somehow 

caching enough power so that one day he might kick 

their asses. He lived with the illusion of 

revenge, every hour, every day. He might be a 

solid-gold patsy and supervendido today, but they 

had better watch out tomorrow. He would 

shamelessly brown-nose, feathering his own nest and 

co-opting his people right and left, building a 

position from which he could deal a fatal blow. 

(110) 

Attempting to play at being a capitalist, J.B. is 

brought to his knees by the system. First his only son, 

Benny, rebels, disgusted by his father's treachery to his own 

people. Then Benny is murdered by the state police in a trap 
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set to catch Anthony Martinez, the Indian who accidentally 

learned of the race track deal, one of McQueen's enterprises. 

Finally, J.B. realizes that revenge will never be his, and 

he wishes for the life of one of the poor Hispanics whom he 

and his father had helped McQueen displace: 

J.B. LeDoux wished he could be Celestino Lucero, 

trapped in a trailer park, still farming in a 

fifteen-foot-square plot, shoveling manure from a 

tiny corral every day, . . . nothing--except his 

dignity--left intact. Instead, growing 

progressively richer, more unstable, and 

spiritually ineffectual, J.B. seemed even to be 

losing a grip on his rage, so enfeebled from 

hate-filled inactivity that he was finally petering 

out, accepting what he had not the strength or 

courage to reject, a pitiable puppet with a fat 

bank account, caught in all the hackneyed 

contradictions, rendered impotent. Demoralized, 

friendless, increasingly docile--a fucking doormat 

he had become. (280) 

Though J.B. gains financially, his attempting to play 

the captialists' game costs him everything he cares about. 

A third character who chooses to participate in the 

capitalists' ventures to gain profit and revenge is Junior 

Leyba. Embittered as a young child by his father's constant 

attention to the legal struggles of the poor in the valley, 
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Junior aligns himself with his father's foes. He seeks first 

to avenge himself for his father's neglect and then to avenge 

himself for the rejection he suffered at the hands of April 

Delaney, McQueen's daughter, who aborted their child. Even 

though he realizes that the Anglo Axis wants to use him 

because of whose son he is and what race he is, he chooses to 

become an active participant in their endeavors because their 

enterprises are in opposition to the endeavors of Virgil 

Leyba and April Delaney. He becomes a sullen, heartless man: 

„ . Junior joined all the lawyers, real estate 

dealers, and hustlers effectuating the Betterment 

of Chamisaville. Right away he proved himself good 

at it, playing the game grimly, with no sense of 

humor--and no holds barred. It became immediately 

evident that Junior Leyba gave no quarter. 

Rodey McQueen whistled as they all watched him 

go to it. Even Moe Stryzpk raised an eyebrow. 

Randolph Bonney said, "Look at that frigging 

greaser go after his own kind." (135) 

Junior is a man driven by hatred. He is involved in all 

facets and schemes of the plan for the Betterment of 

Chamisaville, including the electrification of the Pueblo, 

the development of the race track, the murder of Benny 

LeDoux, and the assassination of April Delaney. And all the 

time he is profiting from the capitalistic ventures, he is 
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planning the destruction of those involved with the 

Betterment of Chamisaville: 

When Junior had achieved the necessary power, he 

would also rub out the Anglo Axis. Having helped 

create, for them, a valley in bondage to their 

selfish interests, he would collapse the governing 

structure. . . . In every case he built and 

concluded, in every organization incorporated 

through, and guided by, his brilliance, there had 

to be a carefully disguised fatal weakness. He 

stockpiled positive evidence of blackmail, 

extortion, and all other financial and political 

skullduggery firing the corruption and fueling the 

power plays directing Betterment. So that when 

Junior decided to knock down the cards, blowing the 

whistle to federal or state investigators, he 

could place reams of evidence in their hands, 

leaving nothing to chance. (296) 

After April's murder and the arrest of his father, when 

Junior decides that it is time for him to make his play and 

collapse the Betterment of Chamisaville, he is captured by a 

band of supernatural revolutionaries, including Benny LeDoux. 

The murdered Benny holds a gun on Junior and makes him jump 

to his death from a bridge into the Rio Grande Gorge; 

therefore, Junior's revenge on the Anglo Axis is never 

enacted. 
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By depicting the emotional and sometimes physical 

destruction of those characters who attempt to play the 

capitalists' game, even for revenge, Nichols is demonstrating 

his belief that capitalism is a voracious economic system. 

Furthermore, he is demonstrating his belief that the 

destructive powers of capitalism must be actively opposed, as 

he states in an interview: 

Fighting back always works, even if you lose, 

because if you fight back, that means that the 

energy to fight back is always there. And even if 

yo\i lose, a whole lot of education goes down in the 

process. As long as you're fighting back there's 

always hope. (Salmon 12) 

In The Magic Journey. Nichols demonstrates this position 

through the two central characters of the novel--April 

Delaney and Virgil Leyba. 

April Delaney is McQueen's beautiful, sexy daughter, 

who, even as a child, has sympathy for her Hispanic and 

Indian neighbors whom her father and his cohorts exploit. 

April learns to speak Spanish from the family housekeeper 

with whom she shares her allowance, which is triple the 

woman's paiy. When April is still a child, she is kidnapped 

by a few desperate locals about to lose everything because of 

McQueen's manipulations. Instead of being afraid, she 

coaches her captors about what conditions to insist upon for 
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her safe release. When her kidnappers are arrested, April 

refuses to "squeal" on them. 

Always at odds with her father, she fights with him 

about his "American Way of Education": "All my friends are 

being destroyed by their classes, made to feel ashamed of 

their heritage, their culture, their language" (86-87). She 

also recognizes the hypocrisy she sees among the members of 

the Anglo Axis, who are ruthless in their exploitation but 

concerned about appearances: 

All this asinine hypocrisy from you and your kind. 

You can sit around destroying the little people in 

this valley, driving them to suicide, pulling every 

legal illegal trick in the book to steal their 

land, but if somebody dares to use a cuss word--oh 

lordy, lordy, you'd like to burn them at the stake! 

(87) 

Though she leaves the valley for years, living in New 

York and in Europe and going through a series of lovers and 

husbands, she eventually returns to begin her fight in 

earnest against the unchecked exploitation and destruction 

caused by capitalism. As she explains to her latest lover, 

"I came home to make a stand against the careless destruction 

of precious human values" (244). 

Acquiring a major weapon for her battle, she founds anew 

the El Clarin. "as vituperative a rag as ever enraged a power 

structure, a newspaper that specialized in lambasting the 
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shenanigans" of the Anglo Axis (198). In the paper, she 

publishes articles informing the people of the Anglo Axis's 

misuse of city funds to seed clouds to create snow for their 

ski resort, misuse of tax exempt municipal bonds to build 

motels, plans for the electrification of the Pueblo and other 

such issues never revealed in the city paper published by 

McQueen. 

Even though her activities bring her death threats and 

even though she is investigated by the FBI, she continues to 

fight for the people of the valley because she believes that 

"struggle is worth it, with guts you can overcome any 

adversity, and the underdog can win" (291). April is all too 

aware that her life is endangered because of her activism and 

her knowledge of the plans for the race track complex on 

Indian land and of Benny LeDoux's murder in a trap set to 

kill Anthony Martinez for similar knowledge about the race 

track. Still she feels at peace and is able to maintain hope 

for the future: 

There was a peace and beauty afoot to set even the 

most hardened heart at ease. The sensation of 

well-being felt universal. A pause had occurred in 

the hectic affairs of human beings; a vacuum had 

settled onto the cacophony, gentling troubled 

waiters. . . . April suddenly felt infused with a 

sense of security: she felt strong. . . . If the 

universe was willing to bestow the gift of a moment 
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like this, there could be no irrevocable plunder 

afoot. (494) 

Therefore, though April is murdered by FBI agents, there is 

not the feeling of irrevocable despair because she dies 

fighting and her battle is continued by others in the valley. 

Virgil Leyba is the character who best demonstrates the 

battle that must be waged against the destructiveness of 

capitalism. From a peasant family in Mexico, Virgil became a 

Zapatista when he was thirteen. During the revolution, he 

was a courier, a soldier, and then a lawyer. After the 

revolution, he returned to his village to help his people 

regain their land. In the battle which ensued, Virgil was 

shot five times and left for dead. Though he left Mexico and 

moved to Chamisaville, he did not leave behind his idealism 

or his revolutionary fervor. 

When McQueen and company begin their take over maneuvers 

in the valley, they are opposed by Virgil, who represents the 

poor locals. He fights McQueen on every front, representing 

the anti-conservancy coalition as well as the poor farmers 

who are arrested for fighting to save their own land. 

Working tirelessly for the poor people of the valley, Virgil 

not only provides legal support, he is also one of the 

original founders of the El Clarin. Though he uses legal 

means to fight the Anglo Axis, he recognizes the paradox of 

his struggle: 
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[I am] attempting to elicit redress for the mighty 

sins of a completely haywire political system by 

means of persuading the handpicked judiciary of 

that system that it is in their best interest to 

act against their own best interest by allowing 

their downtrodden masses to live like human 

beings. . . . (318) 

Though he loses most of his cases, he continues to fight 

McQueen and company because he feels he has "a stake in all 

outcomes, big or small" (319). Moreover, he is aware that 

"one person can make history" (Aydt 61), so he maintains his 

hope for change. When April teasingly tells him he is 

insignificant, he responds angrily: 

"Don't try to tell be I'm insignificant. . . . 

Don't try to tell me I'm powerless to change 

things. Don't ever say to me 'What can you do?' or 

'What's the use?'" (319) 

Even after April's murder, Junior's "suicide," his own 

incarceration, and the diagnosis that he has terminal cancer, 

Virgil continues his fight for the people, feeling hopeful 

"because he knew he was on the correct historical side" 

(529). 

As in The Milaaro Beanfield War. Nichols again uses the 

supernatural to demonstrate a kind of cosmic support for the 

people who fight those who would exploit and destroy. A key 

supernatural figure is Jesus Dolores Martinez, "once the 
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leader of an 1880s revolutionary outlaw group. . . , a 

contingent which had waged a guerilla war against the cattle 

barons and government sharpies illegally taking over locally 

owned land grants" (19). Known as Jesus Etcetera, the 

supernatural revolutionary leads his band, which consists of 

men as well as spirits, against McQueen and company. He is 

involved in the battle for water in which Rudy LeDoux is 

injured, and he is the leader in the kidnapping of April. In 

addition, he appears on various occasions to offer his 

support tO' the poor people of the valley. He arrives at the 

funeral of Juan Godoy y Godoy, a local who dies after having 

his legs blown off by previously unexploded dynamite used in 

avalanche control for the ski resort. Jesus reminds the 

people who are gathered at the cemetery that he is prepared 

to lead them when ever they are ready to revolt: "keep in 

mind always that I'm ready whenever you are" (239). 

He and his gang also appear to Benny LeDoux, a young man 

who is trying to blot out his father's and grandfather's 

treachery by killing himself with drugs. Jesus Etcetera 

encourages Benny to save himself by joining the band of 

revolutionaries in order to break "what has become a family 

tradition" of "giving up, laying down between the shameless 

thighs of their civilization" (268 ) . 

Jesus Etcetera and his army not only fight for the 

natives of the valley, but they also bring some of the 

wrongdoers to justice. Jesus Etcetera, Rudy LeDoux and "the 
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burnished golden skeleton--with enormous white wings--of Cipi 

Garcia" appear to Moe Stryzpk and inform him that it is time 

for him to revise his will (429)• Moe then commits 

"suicide." Standing for the first time in forty years, he 

hangs himself. Jesus and his band also kidnap Junior Leyba 

and force him at gun point to jump to his death into the 

gorge. Therefore, the supernatural army acts as avenging 

angels. 

At the end of the novel, after Virgil and the other 

mourners finish their service for April and vow to continue 

the fight,, Nichols clearly demonstrates his belief that the 

forces of the cosmos support the rightness of the people's 

struggle against exploitation and destruction: 

And as Virgil and the living people turned to 

leave, there was a gentle sigh in the air, a 

strange hot breath of wind that came from an 

antique place, and the misshapen, gritty ghosts of 

all the dead gathered on that hilltop seemed at 

once to dissolve together, becoming a rich 

spiritual smoke that merged and swirled for a 

second. And then, suddenly, poignant streams of 

ethereal filaments seemed to flow directly into the 

wan bodies of Virgil and Juan Ortega and Pat Gee 

Gee, and the others gathered in April' s name. For 

a second, a wonderful foamy glow hovered at their 

stooped shoulders. Then only stray wisps of a 
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mysterious mist played lightly against their necks 

and thinned-out hair. And the air around the 

summit sparkled invisibly with sensational clarity: 

Jesus Etcetera and his army had been absorbed. 

(529) 

Though much bleaker in tone than The Milagro Beanfield 

War, The Magic Journey still ends on a note of hope. After 

remembering the dramatic changes revolutionaries such as Mao 

Tse-tung and Fidel Castro were able to bring about with just 

a handful of supporters, Virgil descends the mountain with 

his small band of supporters to begin their battle anew. 

The Magic Journey has not received as much positive 

critical attention as has The Milagro Beanfield War. The 

similarity of focus in the two books, however, has allowed 

for comparisons by the critics. 

One critic, Fred Pfeil, comments that "the road from 

Milagro leads steadily downhill" (858). Pfeil notes that 

Nichols has spent so much energy developing the exploitation 

of Chamisaville and April's personal escapades that "there is 

not much juice to spare for stories of Chamisaville's 

oppressed" (858). Even when April returns to the valley a 

politically mature woman ready to lead the revolution, "the 

war we expect to heat up never quite takes center stage": 

Instead, having subordinated the community to 

April, Nichols now lets the story of her part in 

the struggle be upstaged--first by a subplot about 
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her psychic and sexual healing of a childhood 

friend, whose romantic aspirations lie stifled 

under a life of married middle-class respectability 

until they are unleashed by April1s larger-than-

life example, earnest sermonizing and obligingly 

male-pleasing sexual appetite . . . , then by 

the story of her struggle against cancer. (858) 

Pfeil suggests that although The Milagro Beanfield War also 

has "several inert stretches and a smattering of 

big-boobed-buckaroo sex fantasy," these weaknesses occur less 

frequently in the earlier book; moreover, its humorous tone 

makes them "seem forgivable" (858). 

The focus of The Magic Journey is indeed on the Anglo 

Axis rather than on the oppressed. In an interview with 

Patricia D'Andrea, Nichols explains a key reason for this 

focus: 

Then, in The Magic Journey. I took the 

next step, which is to try and define how the 

system works--that's the first necessary step in 

learning how to change the system. . . . And I 

wanted to write a book about the nature of 

capitalism or the technical logistics of what's 

called progress, American style. (15) 

Indeed, Nichols does succeed in showing how the system works, 

as critic Peter Wild describes: "through subterfuge, payoffs, 
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and backstabbing, all of which bear out the redefinition of 

the Golden Rule: those with the gold make the rules" (35). 

However, Pfeil is justified in his criticism of April's 

"upstaging" the struggle. Though April is a well-developed 

and interesting character, she is also, as critic L.W. 

Griffin notes, drawn "a little larger than life" (1197). For 

almost two hundred pages, the reader follows April's progress 

from a precocious child to a woman with a seemingly 

unquenchable thirst for adventure, experience, and men. When 

April finally becomes a politically mature woman ready to 

fight for the oppressed of the valley, she returns to 

Chamisaville. Although April does become involved in the 

struggle, resurrecting El Clarin and doing some investigative 

reporting, most of her attention in the next two hundred 

pages of the book is consumed by her new lover. Wild 

comments on April's misplaced energy: "Determinedly, she runs 

through men and childishly makes scenes at the dinner table 

when visiting her parents. All this seems a great waste of 

revolutionary energy" (36). 

In another comparison between The Milagro Beanfield War 

and The Magic Journey. Wild notes the difference in the 

effectiveness of tone: 

Though the book [The Magic Journey] contains 

humorous and satirical passages, the often 

slapstick tone does not wear well with the book's 
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serious events, in contrast to the more successful 

lighthearted tenor of The Milagro Beanfield War. 

(17) 

In an interview with John Sullivan, Nichols stated that 

since the tone of The Milagro Beanfield War did not allow him 

to "really get into how heavy it can be to be impoverished, 

or to be a victim, to be a minority in this country," he 

wrote The Magic Journey "to make sure there were no bones 

about . . . the darker side" (17). Indeed the overall tone 

of the second novel is far bleaker than the that of the 

first. However, there is an inconsistency in the tone of The 

Magic Journey. For example, when Junior Leyba is forced by 

Benny LeDoux to jump to his death, the final action is 

described as though it were a conclusion to a cartoon: 

For an instant, curious swallows engulfed him, then 

he was gone, planing slightly in the air . . . his 

jacket and then his shirt tearing and releasing 

shreds that popped off like feathers and left a wake 

behind, graceful tatters of lovely cloth flowing off 

his body in pretty Victorian loops, almost like a 

curiously ornate, and also comic calligraphy saying 

That's All Folks. (522) 

Even though The Magic Journey does have inconsistencies 

in its focus and tone, it is nevertheless a very readable and 

a very disturbing book. Nichols successfully demonstrates 

the book's theme that capitalism is a destructive economic 
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system which must be actively resisted; moreover, he succeeds 

in presenting his views in an entertaining fashion. As 

reviewer Griffin states, it is a book that has "much to say 

about values, and about the indomitability of the human 

spirit" (1197). With The Magic Journey. Nichols demonstrates 

that he has found his voice as a writer who successfully 

merges his political concerns with his art. 
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3• The Nirvana Blues 

The Nirvana Blues (1981), the third book of The New 

Mexico Trilogy, is set in Chamisaville approximately ten 

years after the end of The Magic Journey. Though Nichols had 

not originally intended to write a trilogy, he discovered, 

after completing The Milaero Beanfield War, that "there were 

a lot of aspects of that particular struggle that weren't 

over," so he wrote The Magic Journey (Aydt 58). After 

completing the second book about Chamisa County, he soon 

realized that he would write a third: "I just felt I had to 

complete some kind of futuristic vision I had about Taos 

[Chamisa] County" (Aydt 58). 

The Nirvana Blues presents a bleak vision of 

Chamisaville, a town in which the Hispanic inhabitants have 

been effectively displaced through capitalism and replaced by 

"the privileged, ersatz revolutionary darlings of the Great 

White Wounded Middle Class" (6). The new inhabitants are a 

me-oriented people whose main concern is finding "meaning for 

their comfortable, meaningless lives" (6). The result of 

their narcissistic focus is a dangerous, self-destructive 

society which lacks commitment to the community, the 

environment, their relationships, and the law. 

The central character of The Nirvana Blues is Joe 

Miniver, a "former ad copywriter" who is currently an 

"independent sanitation engineer" (24). Joe hopes to buy 

Eloy Irribarren's 1.7 acres of land, the last parcel of land 
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in Chamisaville still owned by a Hispanic farmer. However, 

others also hope to buy the land, including the Hanumans, a 

religious sect which worships monkeys. In order to purchase 

the "little piece of earthen nirvana" (27) for his family, 

Joe spends his life savings of thirteen thousand dollars on 

five pounds of uncut cocaine. Joe's naive foray into the 

criminal world loosens his moral fiber and leads him through 

a series of sexual misadventures, which costs him his family, 

and through a series of social misadventures, which costs him 

his life. 

Before capitalism became the economic system of the 

valley, the inhabitants of the Chamisa County were Indians 

and Hispanics whose families had farmed the land for 

centuries. They formed a community whose members depended 

upon one another for survival, as Eloy Irribarren explains: 

In the old days, nobody had cash--we helped each 

other. It was a community thing. We traded labor 

and knowhow with our neighbors. (123) 

But during the time of the Great Depression, Eloy explains 

further, after the hot springs were discovered and the valley 

was developed for tourism, suddenly "the survival rules 

changed": 

Overnight. Everything, including the souls of the 

plebe. were up for sale. Most of us couldn't adapt 

fast enough, and were rubbed out in the hurricane. 

The new rules made no sense. Traditional loyalties 
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meant nothing. A people accustomed to counting on 

each other were suddenly pitted against each other. 

Most of us never had a chance. And now, finally, I 

guess it's over. The character? of my home is 

different. (202) 

From the thirties through the sixties the valley 

burgeoned with tourist trade. The seventies brought an 

influx of middle-class "pilgrims," seeking to leave "the 

stink and tension of wherever they were" in search of a 

"spiritual (a psychic), an actual (a beautiful, unpolluted, 

laissez-faire) home" (4-5). However, as they arrived, they 

accelerated the displacement of the Hispanics. Being more 

concerned with their own individuality than with the welfare 

of the community, "the newcomers have few true loyalties to 

Chamisa Valley" (203). Eloy recognizes the current mood when 

he suggests that "a selfish and self-indulgent God rules the 

present" (203). 

Joe Miniver reflects this narcissistic trend of the new 

inhabitants. He is a well-educated newcomer to the valley, 

but he abandons his middle-class existence to assume a blue 

collar job, further displacing the valley's original 

inhabitants, whose minority status and lack of formal 

education prevent them from holding more lucrative positions. 

Moreover, he wants to own land in order to establish roots. 

Though he frequently feels remorse for his middle-class 

ability to purchase Eloy's land, thereby becoming "another 
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little gear in the machine steam-rollering the valley" (124), 

he nevertheless vacillates from concern about Eloy's fate to 

callous impatience with the old man's presence: 

I'll kick out him and his feeble dog and his one-

eyed rabbit and his antique horse. . . . The 

second I own this place I'll strangle his turkeys, 

drown his chickens, and execute his goddam senile 

wolf! (275) 

Joe's fantasies about his dream home also reflect the 

"architectural carnival" taking place in Chamisaville (87). 

For centuries, the Hispanic inhabitants of the valley have 

lived in simple one-story adobe homes, whose "unpretentious 

sameness had added to the valley's feeling of community" 

(85). In contrast, the newcomers want to express their 

individuality through the style of their houses. Though Joe 

is often forced back to the reality of a traditional 

one-story L-shaped house, he nevertheless dreams of "doing 

his own house in some elaborate, farfetched style that was a 

•uniquely viable habitat' to go with the 'aesthetic living' 

demands" (87). 

The feeling of community is further undermined by the 

varying religious beliefs and practices of the newcomers. 

Before the influx of the white middle-class, the valley's 

inhabitants were religious, with the Hispanics predominantly 

Catholic. "Now," as Eloy explains, "it's like a spiritual 

circus" (121). Again, Joe mirrors this lack of religious 
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uniformity. Raised Episcopalian, Joe does not attend church 

and believes that God is "a metaphor . . . for the 

personality of humanity" (256). Though he scoffs at the 

monkey-worshiping beliefs of the Hanumans, he is temporarily 

attracted to the kind of mindless community it offers: 

no more, never again, would he knock it 

CHanumanism]. An innocent passion at play here he 

found positively beguiling. A person could do 

worse than spend the rest of their life noshing 

these eats and laying around in the spring 

sunshine, glistening with unguents. . . . Saint 

Francis, blissfully chatting with warblers and 

hedgehogs, had nothing on these cats. While his 

intellect snoozed, and his high blood pressure 

dissipated, Joe would entertain dozens of cosmic 

teenyboppers and kundalini freaks lined up outside 

his tipi prepared to offer themselves up as human 

Prasad. (478-79) 

Joe recognizes that the valley's current inhabitants are 

far different from the Hispanics and Indians who previously 

peopled the land. He, along with the other middle-class 

"pilgrims," suffers from the "Nirvana Blues": the feeling 

that there is "no need to make sense out of things, or to 

feel responsibilities or obligations" (353). 

An extension of the lack of commitment to the community 

is the lack of commitment to the environment. Before the 
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great influx of the white middle-class, the valley belonged 

to a community of people who cared for it. As Eloy explains: 

We were caretakers of the land, like our abuelos 

[grandparents] and our bisabuelos [great-

grandparents] before them. The land and the people 

belonged to each other. The mountains and vegas 

lived in our hearts instead of our pocketbooks. 

( 2 0 2 ) 

But capitalism brought development. "Progress" displaced the 

agricultural heritage, and development moved like a 

rapacious juggernaut overwhelming the valley, 

chewing it up, macadmiaing its alfalfa pastures, 

concretizing its orchards, prefab-housing its 

galleries of native sunflowers, expanding its ski 

valley and polluting its creeks, and in general 

thoroughly pizzafying its ancient and powerful 

spiritual estate. (6) 

The newcomers have fled the complexity, sterility, and 

disorder of their cities only to move to Chamisaville to 

begin recreating what they were attempting to escape. Having 

"pizzafied" most of the valley's rich agricultural land, 

numerous townspeople are maneuvering to purchase Eloy's 1.7 

acres: "That land is simply too valuable to remain in the 

hands of an unambitious agricultural octogenarian" (375). 

The Hanumans want the land as a site for their temple; one 

newcomer wants to build a combination laundromat and 
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alligator wrestling pool on it; and another wants to 

construct a "tax-exempt Universal Life Church" with a tennis 

court and swimming pool on the land (34). 

With its development, the once pristine valley has now 

become one of the most polluted areas in the state: "Its 

airborne particulate poisons rated favorably with the air 

over two uranium mines, an open-pit copper operation, and a 

power-plant complex . . . " (260). Eloy identifies the 

underlying reason for the problem: "Nobody has an intimate 

stake in the land. People come and go, buying and selling" 

(202). The Hispanic and Indian inhabitants of the valley had 

lived on the land for hundreds of years, passing their houses 

and property from generation to generation. The newcomers, 

however, are temporary. They pollute and move on. 

The difference between the valley's previous inhabitants 

and its newcomers is illustrated by the contrast between Eloy 

Irribarren and Joe Miniver. Although Eloy lives in a small, 

cluttered adobe house, it is clean and the floor is 

"spotless." Joe, however, lives in a house which neighbors 

describe as a "monstrous eyesore" because it consists of 

different architectural styles in various states of 

completion. Moreover, the inside of the house is littered 

and dirty: 

The house, as usual, was a god-awful shitheap. 

Yesterday's sleeping bags and blankets, Mad 

magazines and sandwich crusts and Richie Rich comic 
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books, and empty yogurt containers . . . still 

littered the floor around the TV set. Yellow Hot 

Wheels track sections were scattered 

everywhere. . . . Plastic imitation-marble chess 

pieces lay inertly here and there. . . . Somehow, 

a towel or two, a pair of Heidi's panties, and a 

football helmet had joined the fray. Hundreds of 

tiny white pieces of chewed-up paper from Michael 

and Heather's last spit-wad war added to the mess. 

And newspaper pages in eighteen different two-page 

sections were perched atop various noisome 

heaps. . . . (97) 

The two men's occupations also illustrate the difference 

in values of the valley's inhabitants. Eloy is a farmer who 

cares for the land and nurtures it to fruition. In contrast, 

Joe is a garbage man who deals with the refuse of a 

throw-away society. 

The younger man recognizes the difference in attitudes: 

"Joe noticed that whatever Eloy touched--even his beer 

bottle--he handled with respect" (201). Eloy, too, is aware 

of the chasm that separates the values of the old and the 

new: 

We used to save glass bottles--they were precious. 

We refilled them time and again for years. Now 

they throw them in fields to maim horses, or smash 

them on roads to puncture tires. (203) 
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The difference in attitudes between the old and the new 

inhabitants of the valley seems ingrained. Even after Eloy's 

and Joe's failed bank robbery, Eloy, mortally wounded, 

insists that they return to his land because he has chores to 

finish before he dies. He has already released his geese, 

chickens, turkeys, and little dogs into the hills. Now he 

needs for Joe to kill his horse, German shepherd, and wolf 

because he knows that no one will care for them after he is 

gone. After Joe has killed the animals, the two men begin 

cleaning the acequia so that Eloy can irrigate his back 

field. 

The acequia is another reminder of the changes in the 

valley. A legal water thoroughfare since 1790, the ditch 

used to be cleaned regularly by all the people whose land 

bordered it. As the two men work alone to prepare the ditch, 

they see how the newcomers differ from the previous 

inhabitants of the valley: 

They cleared out no horse dung, they patched no 

muskrat excavations. Instead, they removed from 

the channel smashed tricycles, overturned 

doghouses, and bald car-tires. They lifted out a 

wrecked TV set, shifted a jungle gym thoughtlessly 

constructed atop the acequia, moved a woodpile 

completely blocking it, and pushed aside a dozen 

fifty-five-gallon oil drums, the refuse of a home 

builder who was into solar collectors. (508) 
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Moreover, as they pass through the yards, they hear various 

complaints from the current residents, including one who 

offers to buy Eloy's water rights so that he can "fill in 

this hole" (510). 

The difference in attitudes extends from community and 

environment to personal relationships. Sexual indiscretions 

and subsequent divorce are rampant, simply everyday 

activities among the newcomers to the valley. Their 

emotional instability proves a boon to capitalism, "which 

likes nothing better than an endless slew of two-house 

single-family arrangements: double the groceries, double the 

heating bills, double the automobiles, double the lawnmowers" 

< 8 ) . 

Again, Eloy and Joe reflect a contrast in attitudes. 

Eloy describes his marital experience in a sentence: "I got 

married at eighteen, widowed at eighty-three, and that was 

it" (274). The old man was devoted to his wife. It was 

because of his loyalty to her that he has to sell his land: 

they had gotten into financial straits paying her medical 

bills. 

Although Joe had originally prided himself on his 

ability to remain physically loyal to his wife, Heidi, in the 

midst of a sea of sexual activity, he nevertheless weakens 

and succumbs to temptation. After his first sexual 

indiscretion with Nancy, Joe feels terribly guilty. He 

thinks of his daughter's morning routine of climbing into bed 
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with her parents, only to find the bed empty of Dad this 

morning. He experiences remorse and discovers that he is 

crying. But the guilt soon dissipates as he succumbs to one 

sexual encounter after another. After Nancy, the Hanuman 

worshiper, he has a sexual liaison with Diana, a character 

who is emotionally more child than woman, and then he moves 

to Irene, a sexy writer, whose aggressiveness frightens him 

more than pleases him. His various sexual encounters with a 

variety of women fail to produce satisfaction because he is 

unable to have an orgasm. Instead, with each experience, he 

finds himself choking back the words "I love you," and as 

long as he is unable to speak of love, he is unable to 

experience complete physical satisfaction. Moreover, he 

discovers that his sexual partners are "Mordantly Human" 

(274) and are themselves "crippled by dreams of warmth and 

kindness and security" (394). 

Joe's infidelity causes him to lose his wife and 

children. Though he frequently returns home, meaning to make 

amends, he always leaves angry, having made the situation 

worse, until finally he and his wife come to blows. Joe 

realizes that he has "abdicated every moral imperative giving 

his sloppy, yes, but also loyal and eminently ethical, life 

meaning" (172). He ponders his situation: 

. . . Joe Miniver, a formerly compassionate garbage 

man, cheerful father of two, and semi-decent 

husband of one, . . . had unaccountably lost his 
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way, a syndrome which was no more tenable for being 

(apparently) the good old American Way. 

What self-destructive catalytic enzyme had been 

triggered last Saturday night? And why? If only 

he could prove the adventure was worth it. If only 

the value of his losses had been replaced by 

emotional, spiritual, and physical accumulations of 

similar worth. But the ledger was a mess. (369) 

However, even though Joe recognizes the error of his ways, he 

continues to seek one more sexual encounter, still searching 

for purely selfish pleasure free of responsibility and 

commitment. 

A natural result of a self-indulgent attitude is the 

breaking or manipulating of the law. The belief that the end 

justifies the means is the tenet of "progress, 

American-style." It is the guiding principle behind the 

development of the valley, as Eloy explains: "I obeyed all 

the laws. I trusted people and treated them like human 

beings. In return they annihilated my neighbors with every 

legal and illegal trick in the book" (37-38). 

The illegal and legal maneuvering taking place over 

Eloy's 1.7 acres demonstrates the principle in action. Cobey 

Dallas, an entrepreneur, is embezzling from Skipper Nuzum, a 

"securities whiz," in order to raise the cash to buy Eloy's 

land. Cobey's accountant, Roger Petrie, who is doing the 

actual embezzlement for his boss in return for the water 
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rights to Eloy's property, is also informing Skipper of 

Cobey's embezzlement in return for a "substantial 

remuneration." What neither Cobey nor Skipper knows is that 

Roger is also skimming some of the money embezzled into his 

own account (33-34). Finally, Scott Harrison, Eloy's own 

lawyer, who is supposed to "salvage Eloy's beautiful property 

(in Eloy's name) from the school of sharks intent upon either 

its ownership or dismemberment" intends to "grab it himself 

as payment for his services" (34). 

When it comes to purchasing Eloy's land, Joe shares in 

the belief that the end justifies the means. He purchases 

the five pounds of uncut cocaine in order to earn the cash 

needed to acquire the 1.7 acres. When he is unable to get 

the suitcase of dope from the bus station because he doesn't 

have a claim ticket, he goes to the depot at night to steal 

the suitcase. Even though his life and the lives of his wife 

and children are threatened by members of the underworld who 

are angered at his intrusion into their drug territory, he 

continues to hang onto the cocaine in the hopes of selling 

it. After all the threats and risks, he discovers that his 

friend who bought the cocaine with Joe's life savings also 

believes that the end justifies the means, and has mailed him 

powdered sugar instead of the drug. 

When the cocaine deal falls through, Joe allows himself 

to be talked into participating in the theft, for ransom, of 

the Hanuman's marble monkey statue, which has been brought 
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from India to be unveiled at a major religious celebration. 

However, key leaders of the Hanuman sect have teamed with 

members of the Chamisa underworld in a similar plan to heist 

the statue for the insurance money and the future proceeds 

from a best-selling novel about the caper in order to fund 

the Simian Foundation of the Hanumans. 

When all his plans for illegal enrichment fall through, 

Joe joins forces with Eloy to save the old man's land. 

Though Eloy has lived his life abiding by moral and legal 

law, his reward has been to see his neighbors and himself 

fall victim to those who lack his scruples. Eloy decides 

that it is time for him to adopt the practices of the 

valley's developers: 

In all my life I never would have thought to rob a 

bank. I obeyed all the laws. I trusted people and 

treated them like human beings. In return they 

annihilated my neighbors with every legal and 

illegal trick in the book. They cheated me in 

every money deal I ever made. They robbed me of my 

insurance money, my Medicare, my social security 

when Teresa was dying. They have tried to 

dispossess me at every turn. So sometimes I wake 

up gloomy and feel like robbing their bank. I been 

too gentle my first eighty-three years. (37-38) 

Eloy attempts to rob the Chamisaville bank to steal back what 

has been stolen from him. He is trying to preserve his 
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existence on his land, but more important, Eloy is trying to 

ensure the life of his land: 

My morality is my geese, and that cottonwood tree, 

and my piglets. I think I would kill human beings 

to ensure their existence. Only animals and 

flowers are moral these days. (198) 

When he sees the Hanumans on his land which he rented to them 

for their religious celebration, he realizes that he must do 

something to preserve his 1.7 acres and his way of life. 

When Joe reminds the old man that they may be killed in their 

robbery attempt, Eloy explains what necessitates the act: 

when I saw all those monkey people in my front 

field, I knew I had to try. I'm an old man, and 

sometimes my brain doesn't function so good. But I 

know right from wrong. (497) 

Joe agrees to participate in the robbery, believing that 

if they are successful and are able to save Eloy's land, "the 

symbolism of that tiny farm in Chamisaville--the values 

underlying its vitality--would far outweigh and outlast the 

fragile body of its caretakers" (498). Although Joe feels 

that his decision to join Eloy in the robbery shows a change 

for the better because finally he will be "acting without 

equivocation, courageous at last" (498), he fails to realize 

that it is Eloy's behavior that has changed to match the 

tenet that now rules the valley. 
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It is only after the robbery fails and both men are 

wounded that Joe experiences an epiphany, gaining insight 

into how his life should have been. 

After the two men have returned to Eloy's land and have 

cleared the acequia to the river in order to irrigate Eloy's 

back field, Joe sits watching the water and experiences a 

"rare, disquieting thrill" (511): 

An overwhelming urge to protect the world hit Joe. 

Compassion flooded his heart; his real connections 

were to human universals far more important than 

the petty brouhahas constituting his own little 

plight. Because he realized this, with luck one 

day he might actually have a legitimate shot at 

growing up to be something more than just another 

self-interested American consumer. He might learn 

to make contributions beyond his own bailiwick. 

(511) 

Although Joe gains some insight and therefore hopes for 

an opportunity to "retrench his life in favor of society, 

humanity, the planet" (511), he nevertheless forces his own 

death in a final defiant gesture of pointing a .22 caliber 

pistol at police officers who have arrived to arrest him. 

However, having foolishly wasted his life in pursuit of 

earthly nirvana, Joe is allowed another chance, when the 

supernatural intervenes on his behalf, to use the knowledge 

that he has gained. 



103 

In The Nirvana Blues. Nichols uses the supernatural 

differently than in the two previous novels of the trilogy. 

In Nirvana, the supernatural acts as a catalyst and deus ex 

machina. An angel named Lorin has been assigned to "draw out 

the sensible, compassionate, and loving instincts" that Joe 

possesses (387) and help Joe through the "rash of puerile 

indignities" that are leading him "toward some calamitous 

termination of a life that once held so much promise" (386). 

Rather than being inspired by the angel, who appears on four 

different occasions, he is angered by what he believes is the 

angel's pomposity and attacks Lorin at every encounter. 

Joe learns that Nancy, the woman who was the catalyst of 

his marital infidelity, is an agent working with Lorin. She 

explains her role in the affair: "I never cheated, Joe. I 

merely made it possible for you to do what you wanted to do. 

You constructed all the traps and tumbled into them yourself" 

(493). Joe immediately recognizes the truth of her 

statement. 

After Joe is killed by the police, he awakens to 

discover that Lorin is operating literally as a deus ex 

machina, transporting his soul for training before it is 

inserted into the next body. Joe, however, puts Lorin in a 

headlock and forces the angel to fly to Cuba instead of to 

his original destination, determined to be reborn in a 

country where he can "articulate" his revolutionary 

consciousness. 
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With Joe's second chance to live a socially significant 

life, the novel concludes on a note of hope. During the 

flight Joe reconsiders his previous life: 

Basically, he could have, and should have, been a 

better human being. Why oh why had he been unable 

to articulate a revolutionary consciousness, dying, 

if he had to croak so young, as a valuable martyr 

to compassionate causes? (524-25) 

Having recognized the failures in his previous life, Joe is 

given another chance. He exits the celestial craft and 

floats toward the island of Cuba, "the Garden of Eden, 

Socialist style" (527), anxious to begin his new life: 

If the soul had an eternal power, then he would 

land upon the courageous territory below, locate 

the body of anything from a butterfly to an aged 

cane cutter in need of animation, and try to be 

more worthy this time around, aided by his 

proximity to a more compassionate historical 

reality. (527) 

Joe falls toward an island with green hills and succulent 

valleys, suggesting a place untainted by the destructive 

touch of a capitalistic, me-oriented society bent on "growth 

for the sake of growth" (4). In Cuba, Joe will be able to 

refocus his energy upon society rather than keep it focused 

upon himself. 
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Although numerous critics have remarked about the great 

humor in this novel, of the books of the trilogy, The Nirvana 

Blues is seen by many critics as the least successful. One 

reviewer states that it is the "weakest long book in Nichols' 

Chamisaville, New Mexico trilogy" (The Kirkus Review 694). 

Critic Fred Pfeil complains that "despite some fine low 

comedy and high political commitment, the result is a 

longwinded, tedious mess" (858). Pfeil explains further that 

the book "babbles and protests at such wearying, maddening 

length that when at last Joe Miniver stands dying in the 

field he wanted to own, we may feel justified in reading his 

final outcry as an expression of Nichols's own aesthetic 

frustration and near-despair: 

Why oh why had he been unable to articulate a 

revolutionary consciousness. . . . " (858-59) 

Another critic, Peter Wild states that "Nichols has put so 

much sugar on the medicine that the dose doesn't take"; thus, 

he "entertains more than he converts" (46). 

Though The Nirvana Blues is not as obviously polemical 

as The Magic Journey, it is nevertheless another example of 

the type of literature that Nichols refers to as "armed 

creativity," the merging of politics and art. The 

destructiveness of a self-obsessed society, the type of 

society which Nichols suggests is created by a capitalistic 

economy, is the central theme of The Nirvana Blues. 

Although, as Nichols states, Joe Miniver "comes across as 
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pretty wishy-washy politically" (Sullivan 18), he represents 

throughout the novel the destructive self-serving attitude of 

the newcomers to the valley. Therefore, the political tone 

in The Nirvana Blues is consistent with the politics of The 

Milaero Beanfield War and The Magic Journey. 

Pfeil's description of the book as "a longwinded, 

tedious mess" (858) is an overly harsh criticism; however, 

there is a certain repetitiveness to Joe's battles with his 

wife, anxiety over Eloy's land, and sexual misadventures. 

Even though each new encounter with his wife or sexual 

partner, and each new scheme to acquire Eloy's land presents 

an obvious degeneration in the integrity of Joe's life, the 

repetition, nevertheless, becomes somewhat tiresome to the 

reader. 

The Nirvana Blues completes a bleak picture of the fate 

which befalls the once beautiful Chamisa Valley, what Nichols 

sees as a microcosm of America. This novel contains the 

dominant characteristics seen in his other books: perceptive 

humor, playful language, concern for the underdog, and hope 

for the future. It is also peopled with a vast array of 

characters who move in and out of the story; however, The 

Nirvana Blues. unlike the two previous novels of the trilogy, 

is restricted primarily to the point of view of one person, 

Joe Miniver. This limited point of view allows the reader to 

focus on the degeneration of Joe Miniver and to see him as a 
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kind of Everyman performing, as reviewer Lynn Z. Bloom 

suggests, in a morality play (372-73). 

Nichols completes The New Mexico Trilogy with a novel 

that, like a morality play, exhorts its readers to make the 

necessary changes before their fate is sealed. The fact that 

for Joe's second chance to lead a socially meaningful life he 

selects Cuba, a society which promotes the community rather 

than the individual, indicates the political direction which 

Nichols advocates, as he previously suggested in Milagro and 

Journey. Therefore, with The Nirvana Blues and its bleak 

"futuristic vision" of the overwhelming destructiveness of an 

unchecked, self-obsessed capitalistic society, Nichols 

presents a cautionary novel which is the logical conclusion 

to The New Mexico Trilogy. 



Chapter IV 

Later Novels 

1. A Ghost in the Music 

A Ghost in the Music (1979), published after The Magic 

Journev and before The Nirvana Blues, is vastly different 

than the novels which form The New Mexico Trilogy. Though 

also set in mythical Chamisaville, New Mexico, this novel 

lacks the polemical intensity of the trilogy. Instead, 

A Ghost in the Music, which Nichols began writing in 1966 

(Nichols, Contemporary 335), is more similar to The Sterile 

Cuckoo and The Wizard of Loneliness. Nichols's earlier works, 

than to his later novels set in New Mexico. 

The focus of A Ghost in the Music is on relationships, 

especially the relationship between Bart Darling and his 

illegitimate son, Marcel Thompson. Through the contrast of 

these two characters, Nichols demonstrates the wastefulness 

of a life of action void of thought and the sterility of a 

life of thought void of action. 

Bart Darling, a forty-seven-year-old "writer, theater 

and film director, actor, real-estate mogul, stunt man and 

poet, songwriter, perverse womanizer, masochist, health 

faddist, worrywart, child in a grown man's jeans" (1), 

recognizes that his health is failing. A fast-paced life has 
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led to his physical deterioration, and an unyielding thirst 

for action has led to the unraveling of his relationship with 

perhaps the only woman that he has ever loved. Needful of 

some emotional shoring up, Bart calls his illegitimate son in 

an attempt to convince him to fly to New Mexico to visit his 

father. However, it takes a phone call from Lorraine 

Waldrum, Bart's love interest, verifying Bart's precarious 

physical and emotional state to persuade Marcel to fly to 

Chamisaville, where his father is in the process of filming 

an action-adventure movie. During the few days that Marcel 

is with Bart, he gains some insight into his father's 

character and is able to come to emotional terms with their 

relationship. Though Marcel is unable to rescue his father 

from the inevitable self-destruction, the final days with 

Bart allow him the understanding to save himself from a 

sterile, predictable life. 

Bart and Marcel are opposites. Bart is the "marauding 

son of a robber baron" (223), who, from his youth, was 

"almost obscenely energetic" (32), abusing the benefits his 

family's great wealth provided. Rather than standing in awe 

of his elders who were "undersecretaries of the navy, 

presidential advisors, hot-shot Republicans," he viewed them 

as "stuffed shirts, pompous asses, predatory idiots" (32-33), 

turning his back on things which suggested the establishment. 

His youth was one of action rather than thought. By his 

early twenties, his fast-paced life was already marked by 
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accidents: he had totaled seven cars, wrecked a plane, and 

impregnated three debutantes. Dropping out of Harvard his 

senior year, he rejected his family's world, choosing instead 

a career in entertainment. Early in his career, during a one 

night affair with a young actress, Marcel was conceived. 

Marcel, born out-of-wedlock to Kitty Thompson, lived his 

first seven years fatherless. Though Bart begged Kitty to 

marry him once he learned of Marcel's birth, Kitty refused, 

citing, among other reasons, Bart's bride of three months. 

Moreover, for Marcel's first seven years, Kitty refused Bart 

visitation rights, even though he appeared annually to beg 

for a chance to spend time with his son. Kitty, having 

become a Communist, did not want Marcel corrupted by Bart's 

wealth. In addition, "she wanted no such undisciplined, 

self-destructive madcap in her careful life" (35). Out of 

desperation to see his son, Bart kidnapped Marcel, and they 

spent five days in a Las Vegas motel cabin, with Bart 

spoiling the boy. Young Marcel was astounded by the 

"ridiculously flamboyant human being who claimed paternal 

distinctions": 

It was like going from no father at all to the 

discovery that somebody incredible--like Jesse 

James or Superman--was my real old man. (108) 

Therefore, Marcel grew up, first, with no father and then 

with a father who was larger-than-life. Moreover, Marcel 

remained in awe of his father, who, to his son, seemed 
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"always more than just human" (17). However, Marcel 

recognizes in his youth the difference between himself and 

his father. He envied his father's wealth and women, and he 

resented the ache that his father's parade of voluptuous 

women created in him because he had "none of Bart's 

flamboyant chutzpah with which to realize" his "lascivious 

dreams" (7). Therefore, instead of growing up a "player," 

Marcel grew up an observer, a role he seemed destined to 

continue from youth through adulthood. As a young man, he 

watched his father in relationships with many of his wives 

and lovers, and Marcel had a couple of voyeuristic 

experiences, spying on his father during various sexual 

encounters. This role continues even as an adult, when he 

watches his father cavort with Lorraine, a woman to whom 

Marcel is also attracted. 

The vast difference in their backgrounds has created a 

difference in lifestyles. Bart is a man of action rather 

than thought. Fearing and hating boredom, he lives a style 

which provides him constant change. His career in acting 

affords him many opportunities to play different roles. 

Moreover, his choice of movies reflects his predilection for 

action. He appears primarily in B grade action films, 

scorning "serious art" because it is "just clever veneer 

disguising empty self-indulgence, anyway" (35). His greatest 

acting role, however, is his portrayal of Bart Darling, the 

legend. Bart "hated boredom, because he wanted people to be 
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excited by him, by his life: he needed everybody's attention" 

(1). Therefore, he has spent his life "hilariously, 

single-mindedly, often tragically engrossed in creating 

himself as a legend" (31). 

Though Bart is a multi-talented man, having worked as an 

actor, director, stunt man, singer, dancer, painter, and 

writer, he is too impatient ever to be truly accomplished in 

any one area. He has lacked the desire to perfect a single 

craft. Instead, "he was so eager to get on with it, that he 

couldn't truly focus on a damn thing, he was so impatient to 

have one experience over and the next one coming up" (6). 

His impatience is reflected in his lack of a real home. 

Instead of a real home, Bart has a collection of what Marcel 

calls "nonhome domiciles" (4). Because Bart could never 

settle down in any one place, he has a house in L.A., an 

apartment in New York, a condominium in Aspen, and an adobe 

mansion in Chamisaville. Much of the remainder of his time 

is spent on airplanes, trains, buses or in cars and motels. 

Bart's lack of concentration has also extended into his 

relationships with women. Bart prefers women with "flash" 

rather than "pedigree," wanting them to be "overtly sexy," 

"air-brained femmes fatales" (7). Moreover, his run-away 

energy and inability to focus even in sexual relationships 

has made him known as a stud rather than as a lover, 

according to Kitty, Marcel's mother (34). Bart has been 

married five times, and none of the marriages survived more 
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than three years. Even in his relationship with Lorraine 

Waldrum, who is probably the one woman that he has ever 

really loved, Bart allows his unquenchable need for 

action--culminating in his parachuting into the Rio Grande 

Gorge--to destroy their life together and their child that 

Lorraine aborts. 

Because Bart is a man of action rather than of thought, 

he is reckless. Bart's life is accident-strewn. In addition 

to the seven totaled cars and the crashed airplane he managed 

by his early twenties, he also wrecked a hydroplane, a stunt 

which sent him to a surgeon for skin grafting on his face. 

Added to this list of accidents is the motorcycle collision 

which prompts his latest three a.m. phone call for help to 

Marcel. Many of the accidents occur because Bart's rampant 

energy is translated into speed. He drives fast, explaining 

to Marcel that if he slows down, he will not ever get to 

where he is going (57). Moreover, he does not take 

precautions; for example, he has removed the car's seatbelts 

because they "got in the way" (50). 

Bart's recklessness extends to others around him. Kitty 

warns Marcel about his father: "You just got to look out for 

yourself when people like him are around" (5). Marcel is 

well aware of his father's carelessness; he has suffered both 

emotionally and physically from it. After one painful 

bruising at Bart's hands, Marcel chastises his father for the 

way he conducts his life: 
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You never mean it! You just grab things and yank 

them too hard, or back up into them because you 

forgot to check the rear-view mirror, or trample 

them because your head was turned gooning at a 

good-looking "broad"! But you never mean to do 

it, it1s always an accident! One hundred fucking 

accidents a week! Your wake is strewn with bodies 

because you never think--! (48-49) 

Marcel truly recognizes his father's careless nature when he 

witnesses Bart parachute from the bridge into the Rio Grande 

Gorge. Even though Marcel begs his father to fake the jump, 

and Lorraine threatens to end their relationship and the life 

of their child, Bart insists on performing the stunt himself 

because it is what makes him special. When Marcel realizes 

that Bart has survived the jump unscathed, he recognizes that 

his father's actions have once again taken their toll on 

innocent bystanders: 

Put simply, a death had occurred during that stunt. 

His affair with her [Lorraine], and, now, their 

child. In short, relevant and profound 

connections--relationships, human beings--had been 

cavalierly discarded and snuffed out. (183) 

Bart chooses action over thought because he does not 

believe in worrying about "The Significance of Things" (10). 

Bart indicates this lack of concern about the significance 
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when he responds to Marcel's plea for him not to jump because 

the stunt is not worth the cost: 

Nothing is ever worth it. That's not the point. 

The truth is, you got. to stop wanting it all to be 

worth it. 'Cause nothing, at heart, is worth a 

hill of beans. Honest. Still, you have to pretend 

it is. . . . (160) 

Bart, aware of his aversion to reason, later describes 

himself as the "Michelangelo of the morons" (204). 

In contrast to his father, Marcel is a man of thought, 

believing strongly in the significance of things. Bart 

chides his son for his life of thought: 

Marcel, you'll spend so much time bending your 

brain double trying to comprehend, and then alter, 

The Significance of Things, that your fucking 

pekker will shrivel up and drop off, your balls'11 

recede, and you'll become a soprano again! (10-11) 

Fearing his ever losing control, Marcel lives a very 

careful, routine life. He has a university assistantship, is 

a Ph.D. candidate, tutors NYU students, and acts father to 

his children every weekend. His life is routinely limited to 

"the fourteen-square-block area in which [he] ran [his] 

patterns" (21). When he leaves his routine to fly to his 

father in Chamisaville, he almost panics, hating the loss of 

control that he feels in a plane: "I wanted to leap off the 
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airplane, grab a cab, race home, retrieve my cat, and never 

again venture so far afield" (21). 

Marcel1s fear of losing control forces him to keep too 

tight a rein on himself and relegates him to the role of 

observer rather than player. Symbolic of the difference in 

their lifestyle, when Marcel and Bart go horseback riding, 

Marcel rides a saddled horse while Bart rides bareback. 

Marcel attempts to gallop while clinging to the saddle horn 

for safety. Finally, fearing for his life, he simply reins 

in his horse and watches Bart, who "hated to trot or canter," 

riding "so hell-bent-for-election" (117). Bart, concerned 

about his son's reticence to live spontaneously and 

enthusiastically, warns Marcel about the consequences of his 

timidity: 

Marcel, when are you ever gonna learn to let it all 

hang out? You're too timid, boy! You'll wake up 

at sixty-five and realize that the Parade made a 

left turn down the block twenty-five years ago, and 

it ain't ever going to pass your reviewing stand. 

(87) 

Marcel is concerned with the consequences of his actions 

and with doing what is right, and he reprimands his father 

for his lack of concern. Marcel chastises his father for 

referring to a black porter as a nigger, for drinking Coors 

during the boycott and then throwing the empty cans out of 

the car, for conspicuous consumption because of his lack of 
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concern about wrecking the car, for shooting at prarie dogs 

in a state park, and for being an "arrogant chauvinist who 

appropriated everyone else's territory as his own" (58). 

In contrast to his father's lack of concern, Marcel is 

overly cautious. He often avoids speaking his mind. 

Moreover, on the occasions when he does speak his mind, he 

often apologizes immediately afterwards, afraid of offending. 

After Marcel yells at his father for yanking him into the 

car, causing him to hit his head against the door frame, he 

immediately apologizes for what he has said: 

It's okay, man. The problem is I had a long trip, 

you know? I'm feeling kind of tender, that's all. 

I'm sorry . . . I shouldn't . . .it's very 

hot. . . . (49) 

When Lorraine asks Marcel to drive her to the clinic in Santa 

Fe for the abortion, he tells her that he cannot do that kind 

of favor. However, once she accepts his refusal as final, he 

relents, and then apologizes for his behavior: 

Obviously, I hadn't the strength to deny her 

request. I didn't even have the guts to elicit 

rough payment for my generosity by making her feel 

really small before I gave in. I merely said, 

"Actually, for the umpteenth time, I apologize. If 

you want me to, of course I'll drive you down." 

(185) 
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Later, angered by Marcel's suggestion, once again, that she 

does not have to have an abortion, Lorraine informs Marcel of 

the problem with his careful life: 

You're so, relentlessly, predictable 1 How come you 

can't be an original human being like your father? 

(191) 

Marcel realizes that his life is stale and predictable. 

He desires to be more like his father, as is made clear 

during a dream in which his father is standing in a field 

among beautiful horses. Bart, using a high-powered rifle, 

occasionally raises the gun to his shoulder and shoots one of 

the galloping horses. When there are only three horses left, 

Bart offers his son the gun, stating, "It's fun." Marcel 

refused the rifle: "I shook my head no . . . even though I 

desperately wanted to kill one of those horses. But I 

couldn't let him understand this. . (38). 

Similarly, Bart realizes the need to be more like his 

son. He recognizes that his life is almost over, and he 

wonders why "nothing ever really jelled" (121). Moreover, he 

discovers that he is growing tired of the life he has led and 

wants more: "I got an appetite, suddenly in my life, for 

being ordinary" (70). 

The character who exhibits a blend of action and thought 

is Lorraine Waldrum, Bart's lover. When Marcel meets 

Lorraine, he is surprised by her appearance because she is 
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not the type of woman, to whom his father is usually 

attracted. However, Marcel, himself, is immediately taken by 

her: 

I don't know what made her so instantly 

attractive--certainly not her body. Five feet tall 

and no more than ninety pounds, she had a 

positively concave chest and no hips: I believe 

"scrawny as a jaybird" is the metaphor that 

applies. But she sure had it, whatever it was. 

Because all I had to do was see that insouciant 

gum-chewing redneck imp standing there beside my 

old man . . . to fall head over heels in love! 

(41) 

When Marcel tells his father that he likes Lorraine, Bart is 

not surprised, pointing out the similarities between Marcel 

and Lorraine: 

she believes in all the old ethical verities. You 

know, like true love, faithfulness, commitment, sex 

because you love each other, not just because 

you're into balling . . . crap in that vein. (80) 

Lorraine, however, shares Bart's characteristic of 

action fueled by pride and stubbornness. She tells Marcel of 

an incident which occurred during her senior year in high 

school when her homecoming date left her stranded after she 

refused to have sex with him. Looking for a phone, she 

walked up to the first house she saw, which was a shack, and 
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was shot with .20-gauge birdshot by an old man who thought 

that she was an intruder. Rather than running for safety, 

she yelled at the old man, who threatened to shoot again if 

she did not leave, and then, covered with blood, she walked 

past him and into his house. She concludes her story by 

explaining to Marcel, "and that's the way he is, too--Bart. 

It's one of the things we got in common" (134). 

Both father and son are attracted to Lorraine because 

she blends thought with action; therefore, she is more whole 

and more balanced than either of them. However, even though 

both men recognize the need to have more of the quality of 

the other, as long as Bart is alive, neither is able to 

change. Marcel remains the predictable observer, and Bart 

remains the man of action because, as he explains to his son, 

"for some reason this is where my life got me to, and I don't 

know how to change it" (162). 

It is only upon Bart's death that he can bequeath his 

son the ability to alter his life. When Bart was with young 

Marcel, during the period of the kidnapping, he stated why he 

felt that it was important that he spend time with his son: 

I need to spend some time with you every now and 

then, because there's a few things I can pass along 

that are valuable. And one day you'll appreciate 

them. And you'll protect them better than I ever 

could because you're much tougher than me. (110) 
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However, as long as Bart is alive, Marcel remains the 

observer. Upon Bart's death, as Marcel cradles his father's 

body in his arms, the father bequeaths his son the energy to 

change: 

I almost could have sworn that tiny particles of 

energy composing my father's life-force tickled me 

as they flowed around my body or undulated up 

through me. I know that for a while I had a 

sensation of actively absorbing something from him, 

something real and warm, something mysterious and 

powerful and not quite of this world, causing a 

sensation like none I'd ever felt before. . . . I 

know that I absorbed his departing essence—call it 

his soul, call it what you will . . . I knew that 

it was a gift of his wonderful energy--made pure 

again by his death, and this transfer. (209) 

When Marcel returns to New York, after spending a month 

settling Bart's estate, he realizes that he has changed and 

is no longer satisfied with his role as observer: "I had an 

impatience in my blood: I felt curiously dissatisfied with 

the rhythm of my life" (225). 

When Marcel calls Lorraine to offer her a share of 

Bart's money, and she refuses his offer, he surprises himself 

by lashing out at her: "Incredibly, I heard myself saying, 

'Lorraine, you're an idiot! I hate your puritanical guts'" 

(227)! Lorraine cheers the change in him. The next day, 
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Marcel flies out to L.A. just to see Lorraine and to make 

sure that she is doing all right, and he returns to New York 

that same night. 

With the infusion of Bart's life-force, Marcel has gained 

an incredible energy: 

The activation of his genes in me was like a 

newfound toy in my blood, a gift more precious than 

I ever could have imagined possible. . . . I 

motored along the Manhattan sidewalks at a snappy 

clip, almost like a sprinter wanting to break into 

a gallop at every stride, hustling arrogantly 

through that city as if at any moment I might grab 

it by the balls and twist hard, until I had all of 

Gotham down on its knees, hollering "Uncle"! (229) 

However, what had been rampant, destructive energy in Bart is 

now tempered by Marcel1s proclivity to measure the 

"Significance of Things." Rather than a destructive force, 

the energy is now a saving force, making Marcel whole. 

Marcel recognizes this saving quality and thinks excitedly 

about the possibilities of a complete life: "I could do it 

[live a long, happy life], by God. I was going to live 

forever" (230)! 

Appearing in 197 9, after the publication of The Milagro 

Beanfield War and The Magic Journey. A Ghost in the Music 

surprised many of Nichols's readers because the novel lacks 

the political intensity of the first two books of the 



123 

trilogy. Although A Ghost in the Music did receive some 

favorable criticism, many of the reviews were negative, 

several of them seemingly because the reviewers were 

anticipating another polemically intense novel like Nichols's 

two previous books. However, Nichols explains in an 

interview with Paul Skenazy that he does not like repetition 

in his writing: 

once I do a book like The Magic Journey I don't 

want to repeat it. . . . [T]here was lots of 

pressure to do Son of Milagro Beanfield. But I 

don't want to do Son of Magic Journey until I can 

grow with a political vision that creates something 

that's a step beyond that. (8) 

Therefore, as Nichols explains, A Ghost in the Music "was 

sort of an aside" (Skenazy 8), which was followed two years 

later by the publication of The Nirvana Blues (1981), the 

final novel of the trilogy. 

However, to state that A Ghost in the Music lacks the 

polemical intensity of the trilogy is not to suggest that it 

lacks a political point of view; after all, Bart is the 

"marauding son of a robber baron" (223), and Marcel is an 

avowed Socialist. 

Although Bart attempts to reject anything suggesting 

establishment, he can not purge himself of his heritage, a 

realization which informs Marcel's decision to bury his 

father's ashes at the family estate: 
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For however he had rejected them during his 

lifetime, his roots had come out of that territory 

and those legends. At heart he had always been the 

marauding son of a robber baron, full of all the 

nastiness and adventure that implied, and imbued 

with an errant life-force that was both admirable 

and despicable, exciting for sure, and riddled with 

crippling contradictions he had never learned to 

overcome. (223-24) 

Bart's rampant energy, an energy which is destructive 

because it is not directed by thought, is similar to the 

uninformed energy which is considered progress in America 

today. Nichols makes this connection clear with his 

description, in the novel, of Chamisaville: 

Chamisaville's only rhyme and reason seemed to be 

energy. Progress--in any way, any style, at any 

cost! You could tell it had once been a lovely 

little adobe town, but quite obviously a once-solid 

community was being unconscionably trashed in a mad 

rush for bucks. Action for the sake of nothing but 

action was the order of the day: no plan at all 

guided the overall growth. (118) 

Therefore, the novel's optimistic conclusion, in which Marcel 

achieves a wholeness through the completion of his life of 

thought by his recognition that he, too, has his father's 

energy to act, suggests the direction Nichols advocates for 
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America. Rather than rampant, conscienceless growth, there 

should be thoughtful, directed action. 

Most critics, however, have overlooked the novel's 

political point of view. Peter Wild, for example, states 

that the novel "avoids politics," and he believes that 

"there's no issue here besides the antics of a 

forty-seven-year-old child" (17). Critic A1 Barozzi writes 

that the novel "has nothing to offer: no plot., no characters, 

no style, no elevating ideas" (283). 

Certainly A Ghost in the Music is not as overtly 

political as the trilogy or as Nichols's later novel, 

American Blood. However, to dismiss the book as issueless 

and "lacking elevating ideas" is unjust. However, equally 

inaccurate is Robert F. Kiernan's statement that A Ghost in 

the Music is Nichols's "most impressive novel" (51). 

A Ghost in the Music is an entertaining novel with the 

loosely structured plot, political point of view, perceptive 

humor, frequent wordplay, and optimistic conclusion which 

mark it as unmistakably Nichols. Although it is not as 

important a work as the novels of the trilogy, lacking the 

political intensity, it is nevertheless equal to the earlier 

novels, The Sterile Cuckoo and The Wizard of Loneliness, in 

its focus on human relationships. 
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2. American Blood 

Unlike Nichols's previous novels in which pointed humor 

tempers political intensity, American Blood (1987) is a 

humorless book which demonstrates the destructive force of 

violence and the redeeming quality of love. Unrelenting in 

its presentation of American violence, American Blood 

graphically depicts the consequences of an economic system 

which promotes self-absorption. 

Although the initial setting of the novel is Vietnam and 

the specter of the war haunts many of the characters long 

after they have returned to the United States, the novel, 

according to Nichols, is not intended "to be part of the 

Vietnam memorabilia": 

The book is not so much about Vietnam as it is 

about violence in our culture. Vietnam is the most 

graphic metaphor we have had in the last twenty 

years to describe the history of our culture. 

(Gonzalez 16) 

Therefore, though the novel begins in Vietnam, the war is 

product as well as catalyst of the violence portrayed in the 

book. Indeed, American Blood depicts the violence inherent 

in the American capitalistic system and advocates a change 

from purely selfish concerns, which breed violence, to a 

concern for the well-being of others, which breeds love. 

Michael Smith is a young soldier who, after a 

violent tour of duty in Vietnam, returns to the United States 
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to a realization that his homeland is fueled by violence. 

After the failure of his initial attempt to gain some 

normalcy in his life, Michael leaves college and his family 

and heads for Chamisaville to join Thomas Carp, a psychopath 

from Michael's Vietnam days. However, realizing his own 

obsession with violence, he quickly distances himself from 

Carp and attempts to avoid activities, such as sexual contact 

or sports, which will allow his violent tendencies to 

surface. It is only after he develops a loving, caring 

relationship with Janine Tarr, a sexy waitress, that he is 

able to begin to subdue his violent tendencies. Moreover, it 

is only after he nurses Janine back to mental and emotional 

health after the brutal murder of her daughter that Michael 

is able to exorcise the ghosts from his past. 

While in Vietnam, Michael learns to kill so that he can 

survive: 

Actually, I was simply terrified of dying. 

So I drifted through it; we all did, all tried 

to stay alive, and killed anything that interfered, 

and I never much felt like I was awake over there. 

I was just a groggy member of a somnambulist army, 

spreading dire consequences wherever it tramped. 

(5) 

However, violence for survival quickly graduates to violence 

for the sake of violence. Torture, mutilation, and killing 

become forms of entertainment for the soldiers. 
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Thomas Carp is one soldier who revels in destruction. 

He is a man whose "wild proclivity for sex and death . . . 

preferably connected" (26) is greatly enhanced by the war, 

and his brutality is tolerated by the men because his 

atrocities represent their basest thoughts: 

He [Carp] was a war casualty, he mirrored the 

nightmare perfectly, spoke to the golem in us all--

hideously off balance, totally corrupted, trigger 

happy and ghoulish. He was like an overgrown 

fraternity prankster in college, given a license to 

butcher. All-American boy zealot. (27) 

Carp is involved in a series of atrocities. He shoots a 

young Vietnamese boy because the child does not get out of 

the rain; then Carp refuses to kill the boy mercifully before 

a large pig devours the child's internal organs. Carp shoots 

an old man for relieving himself on the trail. Later, 

referring to his penis as Mr. America, he rapes a woman, whom 

he is ordered to interrogate, slits her throat as a buddy 

shoots her in the rectum, and throws her from a helicopter. 

However, the destruction and mayhem created by men such 

as Carp are simply enactments of the American policy in 

Vietnam: 

Seemed our basic purpose was to mutilate people and 

landscape as thoroughly and as horribly as 

possible, using the most advanced technology ever 

available to any civilization. (11) 
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If a soldier can prove that he has killed a requisite number 

of Viet Cong, he gets R and R. As a result, soldiers turn in 

body parts as proof of a kill. Carp, for example, turns in 

the ears of the young child whose internal organs the pig 

devoured and receives three days in Da Nang. A government 

official, "one of our presidents, or a secretary of defense," 

proclaims that "it was easier to kill a guerrilla in the womb 

than later" (28), so men like Carp shoot pregnant Vietnamese 

women, a practice laughingly referred to as Vietnamese 

abortion. Since it is policy to "deny the enemy access to 

materiel whenever possible," Michael Smith kills three women 

and five kids on a sampan because they have a bicycle (30). 

Indeed, the American policy in Vietnam is one of total 

destruction: 

We treated the entire country like a Free-Fire 

Zone. . . . Saturated their land with unspeakable 

suffering; committed terricide against their 

country; committed terricide against their souls. 

Tried to rub 'em out, kill 'em all. "Waste every 

last dink and begin again with Americans." (12) 

Moreover, the policy of destruction in Vietnam, according to 

Nichols, is no different than the policy of destruction 

behind the settling of America: "Only good Indian (substitute 

'gook') was a dead Indian (substitute 'gook' again)" (15). 

Enacting such policy, men like Michael become golem-like 

in their emotions and actions: 



130 

hairy, bloody, butt-fucking dinks, mouth full of 

shit, thirty feet tall, and never leaving the home 

base without my American Express card--an 

M-16. . . . (13-14) 

When they return to America after their tours in Vietnam, 

these men have difficulty subduing the golem in themselves. 

Well aware of the difficult adjustment facing him, 

Michael sits on the plane enroute to America, apprehensive 

rather than excited about his return to the U.S.: 

Vietnam tailed away behind me, and America loomed 

up ahead, waiting with sharpened teeth to extend a 

welcome. Barely a hitch in the changeover from 

fear of Nam, fear of the Cong, fear of death, to 

a fear of being alive, fear of going home. (32) 

Cicarelli, a tough talking, deeply feeling nurse, suggests 

the ridiculousness of the transition that all Vietnam vets 

face: 

We drop into their country for thirteen months, 

rape, defoliate, castrate, burn alive, scorch the 

earth, destroy the people, the social fabric, all 

the arable land, then hop onto a 747, order a dry 

martini, and start worrying about important 

things--like how to buy a car. . . . (33) 

When Michael returns to America, he is anxious to shed 

the nightmare and violence of Vietnam; however, he attempts 

to make the transition alone, "to metamorphose from killer 
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back to Johnny Frat11 (42) while remaining completely 

self-absorbed. He tries to gain some normalcy by returning 

home and enrolling in college, but he continues to be haunted 

by the thought of violence and the odor of death. Rather 

than socializing, he spends much of his time target shooting 

at a gun range and collecting newspaper clippings about 

violence in America- Now atune to destruction, he is 

startled to discover how violent a nation America is; 

. . . how had I grown up so unaware of its 

dimensions? America, my country 'tis of thee, 

home of the star-spangled milk shake, Doris Day 

and Sandra Dee, was really a pretty violent nation. 

In fact, if you truly followed the papers, read 

between the lines, checked out police blotters, and 

added up the crime, you could be amazed by the 

extraordinary savagery going on out there.... 

(46-47) 

Although Michael attempts to subdue the golem in 

himself, his tactic is avoidance rather than confrontation: 

"A social life held no intrigue for me. . . . Truth is, I 

was stretched pretty taut and wanted mostly to be left alone" 

(42). Even when he moves to Chamisaville at Carp's 

invitation--"Michael's moth toward Tom Carp's flame" 

(56)--Michael avoids social situations and, soon after his 

arrival in town, steers clear of Carp, a man that he 

recognizes as his doppelganger. 
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However, rather than subduing the golem, his avoidance 

of social interaction allows the beast to thrive because 

Michael remains self-absorbed. By avoiding relationships, 

Michael is able to depersonalize those around him. In 

Vietnam, he "depersonalized dinks" so that he "could off 

them" (21). In C-hamisaville, he depersonalizes Janine Tarr, 

the sexy waitress for whom he lusts. He includes her in his 

violent fantasies: 

I made her [Janine] into a gook, yes I did, forcing 

her to devour sperm-filled prophylactics; I 

explained in glowing detail the nature of a 

Vietnamese abortion, and threatened to roast and 

eat her because she wasn't really a human being. 

(105) 

Moreover, his depersonalization of her allows him to attempt 

to rape her and to beat her in the attempt. 

It is only after Michael is forced to confront the golem 

in himself that he is able to subdue the beast. After 

Michael is shot by Cathie, Janine's surly, man-hating, 

sixteen-year-old daughter, for his violent attack on her 

mother, he is forced by Janine into social interaction. To 

help Cathie resolve the hatred that she feels for men, Janine 

insists that Michael, Cathie, and she "have to develop a 

relationship, and try to work it up to something decent": 

The three of us have to learn about each other. 

We have to find a way to care about each other. 
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We have to make it [the attack and Cathie's 

shooting of Michael] turn into something . . . 

positive. (146) 

The reconciliation begins with a meal at Janine's house, 

where Janine forces Cathie and Michael to shake hands. As 

they continue to work together to build a caring 

relationship, Michael becomes aware of the change in himself. 

His eyes lose their "berserk luster" (157), and when he 

fantasizes about Janine, he envisions being "gentle and 

considerate, and protective, loving her sweetly and with all 

my heart, flooding both our bodies with a compassionate 

release" (176). 

When Michael does experience a relapse and the golem in 

him begins stirring after he watches a "slasher" movie 

containing graphic scenes of young women being murdered, 

Janine appears at his apartment to heal him. She bathes him 

and they make love, beginning their affair with Janine's 

urgent request that they "try real hard not to hurt each 

other" (186). 

Though their lovemaking sometimes verges on 

sado-masochism, their relationship subdues the golem in 

Michael: "We wept and laughed and loved like banshees, and 

the closer we pushed it to the edge of mayhem, the less 

threatening it became" (190). 

Even Cathie, for whom Janine and Michael's relationship 

was begun, learns to forgive and accept Michael: 
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I [Cathie] don't hate you, Michael, I like you a 

lot. What you're doing for Mom is real special. 

Even if you're a heel and pull out tomorrow, it 

doesn't matter. You've given her something she 

never had before. And it's real beautiful. (213) 

However, though the golem has been subdued in Michael 

and his loving relationship with Janine has caused him to 

lose touch with violence, the destructive forces are still 

lurking in his world. Michael and Janine are forced to deal 

directly with the results of such senseless violence when 

Cathie is murdered in the most brutal fashion by Thomas Carp. 

While the murder of her daughter awakens the golem in 

Janine, Michael's beast is tamed: 

For the last decade of my life, it seems, my 

natural instinct had been to push things toward 

collapse. Now, of a sudden, I latched on to the 

crazy idea that it was my role to hold the world 

together. . . . Let's grow up at last, fly right, 

try being unselfish and unself-possessed for a 

change. And salvage some small decency from the 

horrors that trammel earth. (254) 

Although Michael does briefly entertain thoughts of revenge, 

he realizes that his killing Carp will not resolve anything 

and will serve only to make Michael more like his 

doppelganger. Moreover, he recognizes that "Cathie's blood, 

instead of being cleansed by our retaliatory savagery, would 
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become forever tainted by the blood of Thomas Carp" (256). 

Therefore, Michael turns his attention to saving Janine, 

resurrecting her as she had resurrected him. His concern has 

shifted from himself to another. 

After Cathie's death, Janine goes through several stages 

of emotion: first, she is self-destructive; then, she is 

detached; and next, she is golem-like, desiring only revenge. 

She, now, is the one who is self-absorbed, and being only 

self-concerned, she now becomes golem-possessed. However, 

through all of her stages, Michael remains with her, seeking 

to save her and nurse her back to emotional health. Even 

when their lovemaking becomes loveless sex and Michael 

becomes simply a tool to Janine to help her gain her revenge, 

he remains with her, hoping that her hatred will dissipate. 

However, just as Michael was unable to subdue his golem 

until he confronted it by becoming involved in a loving 

relationship, Janine is unable to regain any kind of normalcy 

until she confronts Carp. Although Janine goes berserk when 

Michael tells her that Carp has committed suicide and that 

she will be unable to gain her revenge, she nevertheless 

begins to subdue her own golem as she confronts the body of 

Carp: "We never could have killed him. It was a stupid game" 

(317). Once they find Cathie's sweatshirt, linking Carp to 

the murder, Janine is satisfied: "It's over now and I want it 

to stay over" (323). 
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Janine, however, evaluates the holocaust that people 

must survive: 

All that death and devastation it seems nobody can 

ever halt. Or come out alive on the other side. 

Or even want to be alive on the other side. Like, 

I sat in the truck wondering how do people even 

breathe, let alone function positively, with all 

that damage clogging their memories? All of it, 

obviously, is too much for anybody normal to bear. 

(330) 

Michael recognizes what has been his salvation from the 

"devastation" of Vietnam and America, and what has 

transformed him from killer to savior: "I love you, Janine. 

Pure and simple" (332). 

Therefox-e, having survived the consequences of living in 

a violent world, Michael and Janine seek to "salvage some 

small decency from the horrors that trammel earth" (254) by 

refusing to participate in the violence. They recognize that 

what is needed to overcome the violence born of 

self-absorption is love: "We made it this far. There must be 

a reason. We are our gift to each other" (332). As a symbol 

of their refusal to participate in the violence, Michael and 

Janine drive to the mesa and throw Michael's collection of 

guns, "emblems of male supremacy," into the gorge (333). 

Though weaponless, they are able to face a violent world 
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because of their relationship: "I'm here beside you, and 

there's no more wolves at the door" (335). 

Throughout the novel, Michael has a recurring nightmare 

of a field strewn with body parts. Anxiously, he collects 

the parts and tries to piece them together to make the humans 

whole. However, it is not until Michael is made whole 

through his love for another that he is able to make the 

mutilated once again complete and is able to breathe life 

into them, thereby, exorcising his ghosts. 

Though American Blood ends with Nichols1s traditional 

note of hope, it is nevertheless the bleakest novel written 

by him to date. It is a searing indictment of the American 

capitalistic system, a system which breeds violence, 

according to Nichols, because it operates without a social 

conscience: 

Our security breeds contempt and conflagration 

throughout the world. . . . So what if we 

purchased these safe streets by pulverizing 

Guatemalas and Vietnams? Why did we fight across 

the seas?--so that lazy Tom Carp, in a yellow 

Volvo, could click open a garage door with his 

magic gizmo. (301) 

Though Michael and Janine have survived the holocaust and are 

determined to face a violent world armed only with love, 

there is little in the novel to suggest that their 

transformation extends beyond a private consciousness. 
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This "private redemption" rather than a "vision of 

collective struggle" is cited by critic Fred Pfeil as an 

indication of Nichols's "decline as a writer" (860). 

Although Pfeil's critcism is unjust, it is true that many 

critics consider American Blood as a less than successful 

novel. Richard Eder identifies what he considers a major 

flaw in characterization: 

. . . while "American Blood" manages to set out 

the disease in striking terms, it is a disease 

without a patient. Carp is an abstract monster 

with one or two recognizable beer-belly attributes. 

Smith and Janine have little individual 

characterization. ( 6) 

Alida Becker agrees that Nichols fails to present convincing 

characters: 

Although the narrative contains faint hints of 

Nichols' talent for dialogue and description, 

none of the characters emerges as a fully fleshed, 

believable person. Instead, they're just hideously 

cartoonish pawns. . . . (N. pag.) 

Critic Steven Alford believes that the violence is 

successfully presented but feels that Nichols is unconvincing 

in his portrayal of Michael's "transition from maniac killer 

back on the homefront to loving, sentimental fella": 

We are given no particular sense of a legitimate 

stretch of psychological time across which Michael 
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comes to terms with his Vietnam experience. 

(N. pag.) 

Certainly, the graphic violence is convincing and 

disturbing. The scenes of conscienceless torture, 

mutilation, and death in Vietnam do serve Nichols's design to 

"demythologize violence," which is, Nichols states, all too 

often glorified in novels and movies (Crowder 28). Moreover, 

American Blood does force the reader to be aware of the 

senseless violence that is so constant in American life that 

it is both expected and ignored by those not directly 

affected. 

The characters, however, are not as convincingly 

portrayed as is the violence in which they are involved. 

Michael, the central character, is the most "fully fleshed" 

of all. He is believable as both golem-possessed aggressor 

and selfless lover because Nichols develops both 

personalities. However, as critic Alford indicates, 

Michael's transformation from killer to lover is not 

convincing because of its abruptness. On one page, Nichols 

has Michael forced by Janine into a relationship with her and 

her daughter, and by the next page, Michael's eyes have lost 

their "berserk luster" (157). Although the reader is told 

that in the space of these two pages, winter has turned to 

spring (an obvious reference not only to a change in seasons 

but also to a change in Michael's psychological state), the 

reader is not shown Michael's psychological transformation. 
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An equally abrupt transformation occurs when Janine 

comes face to face with the object of her hatred--Thomas 

Carp. When she sees his lifeless face, not only is her 

monster subdued, but she immediately begins to see Carp in a 

more sympathetic light: 

Maybe he did it [committed suicide] because of 

Cathie. Maybe he knew we were coming and took pity 

on us. (318) 

The most abstract character in the novel is Thomas Carp; 

however, his lack of development is least disturbing because 

Carp represents the basest tendencies in all humans. As he 

is Michael's doppelganger, his evil is also the doppelganger 

of all humankind. Moreover, his outward appearance of 

respectability masking the inner core of violence is 

representative of America itself, with its picturesque 

neighborhoods which hide an undertow of violence. By 

allowing him to remain an abstract, shadowy figure, Nichols 

makes him both character and symbol. 

Although American Blood is not an entirely successful 

novel, it is nevertheless a book which forces an awareness in 

its readers. Though American Blood lacks the humor which 

makes the lesson more palatable in Nichols's earlier works, 

it still succeeds in making the reader aware of the 

destructive nature of a voracious economic system which 

breeds violence because it operates without a social 

conscience. Like his previous cautionary novels, it presents 
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a warning: "If we don't figure out how to change it, it'll 

just keep on being horrible forever" (147). Therefore, 

Nichols concludes American Blood, as he has concluded all of 

his novels since The Wizard of Loneliness, advocating social 

change. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

John Nichols is an important contemporary American 

writer whose major works of fiction are effective blends of 

art and politics. His novels, which primarily depict the 

destructive effects of capitalism, demonstrate Nichols's 

belief that literature, especially his own, should have a 

social conscience: 

the basic sort of raison d'etre, the basic meaning 

for artists all over the world since time 

immemorial is . . . as gadflies, as political 

people. The definition of being an artist in 

almost any other country except the United States 

is to be a political person, is choosing to be a 

revolutionary. . . . (Personal interview) 

Therefore, he writes polemical literature, seeking "to 

educate people, to proselytize people, to seduce people into 

a particular way of seeing things and possibly acting" 

(Personal interview). Successfully merging art and politics, 

Nichols's fiction is an important addition to the body of 

American literature which seeks to create social awareness. 

Although the seven novels which Nichols has published 

between 1965 and 1987 differ in subject matter, political 

intensity, and tone, all of the books exhibit rollicking 
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language, concern for the outsider or underdog, and hope for 

the future, qualities that mark them as pure Nichols. 

Moreover, with the exception of American Blood, all of 

Nichols's novels have included humor, and with the exception 

of The Sterile Cuckoo, all have included a political point of 

view. These qualities so prevalent in Nichols's work are 

also prevalent in the writer's life. 

Nichols's wordplay stems from his own love of language. 

As he explains in an interview, he grew up fascinated with 

words: 

I grew up really loving the language. Any kind of 

language. I used to have newspaper collections 

from around the world. . . . 

I always liked to talk. I picked up accents, 

any new slang coming down the pipe. When be-bop 

language came in the '50s, "Hey man, daddy-o, 

that's real cool," I would pick it up and use it[,3 

make it a part of me. (Blei K3) 

Moreover, his recognition of the power of language as a 

political tool enriches his appreciation of words: 

I think it's very political to love language. 

Language is the foundation of what gives us power 

in our- bodies, our psyche, our cultural 

connections. . . . (Personal interview) 

Nichols's awareness of both the pleasure and the power of 

words allows him to present serious issues in an entertaining 
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but highly effective fashion. For example, in a single 

sentence describing "those democratic and manifestly destined 

sleights of Horatio Alger's hand" (Milagro 22), he can 

summarize, humorously but effectively, what he considers the 

workings of a capitalistic system. 

Also generated by his social and political concerns is 

Nichols's sympathy for the outsider or underdog. Characters 

like the strange and childlike Pookie Adams in The Sterile 

Cuckoo and the withdrawn and hostile Wendall Oler in The 

Wizard of Loneliness demonstrate Nichols's sympathy in his 

early novels for the misfit looking to love and be loved. 

The novels written after his political awakening fulfill what 

Nichols sees as an important role of artists: "to protest the 

social inequalities in [their] country" (Personal interview). 

Therefore, his concern for the well-being of all humanity 

places him on the side of the oppressed. This concern 

defines Nichols's focus in much of his fiction, whether in 

support of the collective struggle of the long-time 

inhabitants of Milagro and Chamisaville who are battling 

displacement by a capitalistic system, or in support of the 

struggle of the individual who refuses to participate further 

in the violence that is the legacy of America. 

What Nichols sees as a necessary outgrowth of social and 

political awareness is a hope for the future. This hope is 

apparent in all of his novels, even the two bleakest, The 

Magic Journey and American Blood, with every book concluding 
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on a note of hope. This hopeful outlook which informs 

Nichols's novels also informs his life: 

I insist on a hopeful outlook. I trust I will 

always have the courage to insist on this attitude, 

no matter how desperate the situation appears to 

be. This does not mean that I am a hopeless 

idealist, or an innocent romantic. It means simply 

that in order to work for the salvation of the 

planet, we must believe in its future. 

(Nichols, Fragile 143) 

Nichols further explains that hope is a necessary 

outlook to maintain because despair allows for the 

competitive, everybody-for-himself attitude which capitalism 

breeds (Nichols, Fragile 143). This hope, then, is not 

generated from naivete; rather, it stems from a recognition 

that the battle cannot be won without a struggle. Therefore, 

even though the odds are seemingly insurmountable, the poor, 

long-time inhabitants of Milagro and Chamisaville continue 

their fight against the despoliation of their land and their 

own displacement in the name of progress, and Michael Smith 

and Janine Tarr, both emotionally battered, refuse to 

participate further in the violence which Nichols suggests is 

the legacy of capitalism. 

Part of the reason that Nichols is able to maintain this 

attitude of hope exhibited in his fiction is that he views 

the world with a sense of humor, as he explains: 
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I usually manage to keep the daily holocaust in 

perspective with those raucous peals of laughter 

which arise relentlessly from my tattered and 

perverse sense of humor. 

(Nichols, Contemporary 337) 

This sense of humor which allows him to waylay despair by 

keeping the traumas in perspective also allows him to 

entertain his readers, frequently while addressing very 

serious issues, such as the destruction of a people and their 

way of life, depicted in the trilogy, or the destruction of a 

person whose vast potential is wasted, depicted in A Ghost in 

the Music. Often the humor is created, as critic Peter Wild 

states, by Nichols's recognition of "the absurdities of life" 

(11). The absurdity may be as simple as the disastrous 

effects of Pookie Adams1s enacting a romantic fantasy by 

flinging herself into the arms of her unsuspecting lover, or 

as sweeping as the destruction of a valley and its long-time 

inhabitants by a people who are recreating the desolation 

that they have fled. The humor in Nichols's novels aids the 

blending of art and politics and helps to make the most 

disturbing issues more palatable. 

Although Nichols uses humor to present issues in a more 

entertaining fashion, his fiction is, nevertheless, a vehicle 

for his political point of view. Nichols urges a life of 

activism by making positive contributions. He reveals the 

fallacy of the apolitical person: 
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There is no such thing as an objective observer or 

an apolitical human being. "Passivity" is an 

active stance. . . . 

The battle has always been as simple as that. 

Ignorance is not an excuse, it is approval of 

atrocities. (Last Beautiful Days 11) 

Logically, then, he sees that his obligation as artist is "to 

educate people, to proselytize people, to seduce people into 

a particular way of seeing things and possibly acting" 

(Personal interview). Moreover, since he views the world 

from a "Marxist-Leninist" perspective (Nichols, If Mountains 

13), most of his literature confronts the destructive powers 

of a capitalistic system. Although this political 

perspective varies in intensity, it is most apparent in the 

five novels written after The Wizard of Loneliness. 

The fact that, with the exception of Nichols's two 

earliest books, which were both rite-of-passage novels, his 

fiction has addressed the destructiveness of capitalism is 

not to suggest a repetitiveness of theme. Instead, Nichols 

has made a conscious effort to avoid repeating himself, 

preferring to address different aspects of capitalism: 

. . . I choose to try and inspect different aspects 

of the problem in different ways. I can't imagine 

rewriting The Milagro Beanfield War or continuing 

with those kinds of characters or that particular 

kind of mood. . . . I want to be able to put the 
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whole body of [my] work together and have it be 

interesting--different aspects or perceptions of 

the overall kind of problem. (Personal interview) 

However, the central belief which informs the novels of the 

trilogy, A Ghost in the Music, and American Blood is that 

capitalism is a voracious, violent economic system which 

Nichols considers 11 anti-cultural, anti-land, anti-human" 

(D*Andrea 14) and, therefore, it must be actively resisted. 

It is significant to note that all of Nichols's 

polemical novels are set in northern New Mexico. There are 

several reasons for this choice of setting. First, Nichols 

is "invigorated" by the fact that in this region "longtime 

local residents still have roots and a language and a unique 

history to draw from" (Marquez 33). Second, he views the 

Taos area as a microcosm of the U.S.A.: 

The structure of Taos is really no different from 

the structure of New York City, except that here 

the structure is visible, open, accessible, I can 

see how it works. (D*Andrea 15) 

As a result, Nichols can study in detail the operation of a 

capitalistic system. Finally, to Nichols, New Mexico seems 

"almost like a colonial country": 

The majority of the population was either Native 

American or Spanish-Speaking . . . what is 

considered to be a minority population in the rest 

of the country. Most of New Mexico's wealth seemed 
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to be controlled by very few of its citizens and 

in that sense it represented more the Third World 

than the First World. So, it interested me as a 

place where an obvious class struggle was 

occurring. . . . (VanderPlas 11) 

Therefore, northern New Mexico is a logical setting for 

novels which address the voraciousness of a capitalistic 

system. 

The Southwest, more specifically northern New Mexico, 

has been vitally important to Nichols's art. He balks at the 

label of regional writer because of the limitations he feels 

that any such label implies and because he feels that his 

books are "about universal subjects and apply everywhere" 

(VanderPlas 29). However, Nichols is a writer whose work is 

"first regional and then universal" ("Novel" 10), capturing 

the qualities of his region and then transcending the 

regional boundaries. In the sixties, the Southwest provided 

the "emotionally drained, politically unstable" Nichols 

(Nichols, If Mountains 32) some mental and emotional solace. 

Then the region allowed him a setting from which 

to view first-hand the capitalistic policy of 

"growth-for-the-sake-of-growth" (Nichols, Last Beautiful Days 

150) taking place in northern New Mexico. More important, 

the region provided Nichols setting and situations for the 

successful merging of his art and his politics, ending a 

creative drought of seven years by allowing him to create an 
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effective polemical literature. Nichols's major works of 

fiction are indeed examples of Southwestern literature which 

transcend the regional to the universal, and it is this 

quality of universality that marks John Treadwell Nichols as 

an important contemporary American writer. 
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