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The Light in the Forest 
by Conrad Richter

Introduction


Set in 1765 pre-Revolution Pennsylvania, The Light in the Forest is the story of John Butler, who is abducted by the Lenni Lenape (Delaware) Indians near the Susquehanna River when he is four years old and held captive for eleven years. During his captivity he is converted to the Lenni Lenape way of life and renamed “True Son” by his adoptive father, Cuyloga. As the novel opens, the Lenni Lenape have agreed to a prisoner exchange with the whites in the hope of gaining back some of their land, and True Son is about to be returned to his white family. True Son bitterly rejects his white heritage, however, and he spends the remainder of the novel trying to return to what he regards as his “true” family: the Lenni Lenape people who raised him.

***


Conrad Richter was born on 13 October, 1890 in Pine Grove, Pennsylvania, the son and grandson of preachers. He grew up in several central Pennsylvania towns, where he came into contact with any number of pioneer descendants. Their stories became the basis for much of Richter’s work. One can imagine the youthful Richter, scribbling copious notes while he listened to the “tall tales” spun by John Minsker and others as he prepared to embark on his career as one of the country’s preeminent chroniclers of the Early American scene. 
What is arguably Richter’s best-known work, The Light in the Forest, was made into a Disney movie in 1958 starring James MacArthur, Fess Parker and Carol Lynley (in her film debut). The Trees (1940) was Richter’s second novel (after 1937’s The Sea of Grass) and was the first volume of the Ohio Trilogy, followed by The Fields (1946), and The Town (1950), for which Richter won the 1951 Pulitzer Prize for fiction. 
Richter died in 1968, leaving a legacy of stories that lives on after him, an authentic chronicle of frontier Americana. The Trees, especially, is a rich tapestry of legend, folklore, and vernacular American speech that captures like nothing else what life must have been like on the frontier of the late 1700s.(
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The central image of The Light in the Forest is one of duality, illustrated perhaps most poignantly in Chapter 15 when the Lenni Lenape tribesmen, who are divided about True Son’s fate, color his face half white and half black until they come to a decision. Both the Lenni Lenape and white cultures are depicted without bias, each just as capable of cruelty. True Son is therefore caught not between good and evil, but between two conflicting cultural [image: image105.wmf] which have equal claims on True Son’s soul. This lack of clearly defined “good guys” and “bad guys”,  together with the novel’s open-ended conclusion, makes The Light in the Forest a more realistic story than the fantasy/adventure of The Odyssey, The Hobbit, and Treasure Island (see the [image: image2.wmf] of literary realism below). Students should understand that although The Light in the Forest is shorter than the other novels they’re reading in Frame One,  its [image: image3.wmf] of tone and subject-matter are more complex in many ways.


The following connections to ODYSSEY and its generalizations should be considered while reading the novel:
· Expands existing knowledge: Like Bilbo and Jim Hawkins, True Son is driven unexpectedly from his home and initiated into a wider world of experience. Though on the surface he rejects his relationship with the Butlers and detests their white culture, he adapts out of necessity and, at a critical point near the end of the novel, betrays his fellow tribesmen to save a group of whites from an ambush. The [image: image4.wmf] of True Son’s ODYSSEY differ significantly from The Hobbit and Treasure Island, however, particularly in the book’s final chapter: True Son is banished by his tribe and faces an uncertain future. Clearly True Son has been transformed by his experience, but it is up to readers to speculate on True Son’s ultimate fate and the identity he will choose.

· Requires planning, leadership and risk-taking: Although he is accompanied by Half Arrow on his quest to get back to the Lenni Lenape, he is alone on his ODYSSEY in the sense that no one else in the novel understands his unique situation. Only the old basket maker (Chapter 8) comes close to True Son’s [image: image5.wmf] because he was also taken captive by Indians when he was young, then later enslaved by the whites. One of the [image: image6.wmf] students should ponder is: Is True Son equipped to make his own decisions, or does he need guidance? At the beginning of the novel Cuyloga acts as a Gandalf-type mentor, nudging True Son onto his new path and instructing him to bear his hardship with patience and dignity. Once True Son is on his own, how faithfully does he carry out his father’s instructions? Like many heroes, True Son is tested by separation from his former life and family. Does he pass the test? Students should consider how the [image: image7.wmf] of True Son’s actions reflect both his age and maturity, and they should also look for similarities between his circumstances and their own.
· [image: image104.wmf]Creates consequences: A distinction must be made between True Son’s ODYSSEY (which begins with his being sent back to the Butler family) and his quest. Like Odysseus, True Son’s quest is to return home, but students should question the wisdom and practicality of this objective. Since True Son’s removal from his Indian home constitutes a rite-of-passage (see Hero’s Quest), astute readers should wonder whether True Son can ever really return to his former life, and what trying to do so might cost him. The key characteristic of rites-of-passage is the inability to go back once one goes through them, so depending on one’s [image: image8.wmf], True Son’s determination is either a sign of maturity and courage or of youth and inexperience. Students must decide for themselves whether True Son has thought through all the possible outcomes of his quest.

· May be internal as well as external: True Son’s relationship with Gordie, his white brother, is one indicator of the internal or emotional change brought about by his ODYSSEY. Though he has denied any relationship between himself and the Butlers throughout the novel, True Son’s [image: image9.wmf] is clearly affected by his feelings for Gordie when he saves the whites on the boat; yet he doesn’t seem to recognize these feelings until he is forced to make a decision. How often are we aware of the internal changes brought about by [image: image10.wmf]? How often do we recognize the  [image: image11.wmf]   that affect our [image: image12.wmf] -- as they’re happening, or much later? Students should consider the ways in which a person’s internal [image: image13.wmf] may be changed by their ODYSSEY of experiences.

In addition, the following parallels to ODYSSEY might also be explored:

· The Odyssey of Language: What challenges does True Son face in going from Algonquin (the language of the Delaware/Lenni Lenape) to an English-speaking culture? What [image: image14.wmf] distinguish oral cultures from literate ones, and how might True Son’s [image: image15.wmf] cause him to view the white, literate, book-based culture as inferior to the oral, illiterate culture he comes from? Is it fair to characterize oral cultures as primitive and literate cultures as advanced? Students should explore how language shapes a given culture’s [image: image16.wmf] and  [image: image17.wmf] .

· The Hero’s Quest: Students should note the many parallels between True Son’s ODYSSEY and the [image: image18.wmf] of the Hero’s Quest, e.g. separation from family (twice, in True Son’s case), rites of passage, and transformation. How are True Son’s [image: image19.wmf] of experience similar to or different from Odysseus, Bilbo, and Jim Hawkins? Is True Son a typical or atypical hero? What [image: image20.wmf] make his ODYSSEY be more complex or realistic than the fantasy/adventure of The Hobbit?
· Types of Irony: Students should examine the many levels of irony implicit in The Light in the Forest, beginning with the dramatic irony of True Son’s name: whose “true son” is he? Who is his “true” family, both literally and in terms of broader culture? Why might the book’s conclusion be an example of cosmic irony?

Irony is also one of the characteristic [image: image21.wmf] of literary realism, a uniquely American school of literature that flourished widely after the Civil War and which seems to have influenced Richter’s novels in particular. To help students understand the [image: image22.wmf] of realism, students might look for the following additional [image: image23.wmf] while reading Light in the Forest:

· Realism renders reality closely and in comprehensive [image: image24.wmf] or verisimilitude, sometimes at the expense of plot and pacing.

· Character tends to be more important than action and plot; complex ethical choices are often the subject.

· Events will usually be plausible; realistic novels avoid the sensational, the melodramatic, and the romantic elements found in other kinds of novels.

· Diction and dialogue are natural vernacular, not heightened or poetic; tone is usually matter-of-fact.

· Objectivity in narration is important; authorial comments or intrusions are rare.


Questions for Discussion 
Chapters 1 – 2

1. What [image: image25.wmf] cause the Lenni Lenape Indians to return their white captives?

2. What governmental [image: image26.wmf] are involved in the return of captives?

3. What [image: image27.wmf] are involved in True Son’s endurance training?

4. What [image: image28.wmf] were involved in Cuyloga’s adoption of True Son? How might these [image: image29.wmf] be construed (interpreted) from the Anglo [image: image30.wmf].

5. What cultural [image: image31.wmf] and [image: image32.wmf] contribute to True Son’s attitudes toward other cultures, especially the Anglo culture?

6. What cultural [image: image33.wmf], [image: image34.wmf], and [image: image35.wmf] are involved in Anglo cultural attitudes about nature?

7. What [image: image36.wmf] from the reading reveal biased cultural [image: image37.wmf] on both sides?

8. What personal [image: image38.wmf] influence Cuyloga’s decision to comply with the return of the captives and his seemingly harsh treatment of True Son?

9. Using [image: image39.wmf] from the reading, relate some of the many different [image: image40.wmf] between Del and True Son/the Lenni Lenape.

10. What personal [image: image41.wmf] indicate that Del Hardy has experienced ODYSSEY, both internally and externally?

Chapters 3 – 4

1. How does True Son’s intention to use the “May apple” conflict with the [image: image42.wmf] of the Anglo culture?  How does it fit with the [image: image43.wmf] of the Lenni Lenape?

2. What [image: image44.wmf] hint that True Son will be torn between the NEW FRONTIER of Anglo culture and his adopted Indian culture?

3. What is True Son’s relationship to Little Crane and Half Arrow?

4. What effect does Half Arrow’s presence have on True Son?

5. Half Arrow, Little Crane, and True Son have a discussion about White people.  What [image: image45.wmf] of prejudice are evident?

6. How does True Son’s  perspective affect his reaction to the dead Mohawk?

7. What are the [image: image46.wmf] of Cuyloga’s message to True Son?  What [image: image47.wmf] can be identified in the story of the bear?

Chapters 5 – 6

1. What visual [image: image48.wmf] of the white villages are offensive from True Son’s perspective?

2. How does the behavior of the Whites during the prisoner exchange conflict with the [image: image49.wmf] of the Indian culture?

3. What [image: image50.wmf] of the Hero’s Quest might True Son’s first encounter with his white father resemble?  What are the emotional [image: image51.wmf] of True Son’s reaction, and what are the emotional [image: image52.wmf] of Mr. Butler’s reaction?

4. Why does the narrative shift point of view to Del at the start of Chapter 6?  What [image: image53.wmf] could be used to describe this kind of shifting of viewpoint?  (third-person omniscient)
5. What is True Son’s Anglo name, and how does this make the name “True Son” ironic from the reader’s perspective? (Consider the [image: image54.wmf] and types of irony.)

Chapters 7 – 8

1. What [image: image55.wmf] about the [image: image56.wmf] of the Whites does the “Peshtank story” raise?  How might different [image: image57.wmf] affect the story’s meaning and importance?

2. How did the attack on the Conestoga Indians affect [image: image58.emf] 

 between the Indians and the Whites?

3. According to True Son, what [image: image59.wmf] prove that Whites speak the Delaware language?

4. What [image: image60.wmf] and [image: image61.wmf] affect Uncle Wilse’s harsh judgment of True Son?

5. Do Del and Uncle Wilse share the same [image: image62.wmf] towards the Indians?  Why or why not?

6. To what [image: image63.wmf] do the words “heathen” and “pagan” belong?  How and why does Uncle Wilse use these particular words?

Chapters 9 – 10

1. From Myra Butler’s point of view, what are some significant [image: image64.wmf] about how John/True Son was captured?  How might these [image: image65.wmf] affect her viewpoint towards the Lenni Lenape?

2. How might the  [image: image66.wmf] of John’s abduction affect the reader’s point of view?

3. True Son says that white people give alcohol to Indians in order to intoxicate them and take advantage of them.  If this is true, what kinds of [image: image67.wmf] are involved from the Indian and the Anglo [image: image68.wmf]?

4. What  [image: image69.wmf] do Aunt Kate’s [image: image70.wmf] of behavior reveal?  Support your answers with physical and verbal [image: image71.wmf] from the chapter.

5. Why is True Son hostile when Parson Elder attempts to talk to him?  What specific [image: image72.wmf] and [image: image73.wmf], other than his hatred of Whites and their culture in general, might affect True Son’s viewpoint?

6. With what [image: image74.wmf] does Parson Elder justify the massacre of the Conestoga Indians?  How do these [image: image75.wmf] agree or conflict with the [image: image76.wmf] of a clergyman?

7. What physical and emotional [image: image77.wmf] could’ve caused True Son’s illness?

8. What [image: image78.wmf] and [image: image79.wmf] of internal ODYSSEY does Harry Butler endure as he thinks about True Son’s life?

9. When the two Indians come to town asking for True Son, what are some significant [image: image80.wmf] of the events that follow?  Which of these [image: image81.wmf] might cause [image: image82.wmf] leading to other events later in the story?

10. What habits or [image: image83.wmf] of behavior are comforting to Harry Butler when he is feeling anxious or troubled?  How do these [image: image84.wmf] contrast with those of Lenni Lenape culture?

Chapters 11 – 12

1. Why do the White men kill Little Crane?  How does Little Crane’s point of view prevent him from recognizing the danger he’s in?

2. What kinds of [image: image85.wmf] justify True Son’s and Half Arrow’s scalping Uncle Wilse?  Do you agree with these [image: image86.wmf], why or why not?

3. What [image: image87.wmf] distinguish the ways that Whites and Indians receive messages and letters?  How might the Lenni Lenape way resemble the [image: image88.wmf] and [image: image89.wmf] of ancient hospitality?

Chapters 13, 14, 15

1. What physical [image: image90.wmf] indicate Cuyloga’s inner feelings when True Son returns?

2. What [image: image91.wmf] justify Thitpan’s plan to attack the Whites?

3. Why is True Son bothered by the scalps that Thitpan brings back from the first attack?  How might this indicate [image: image92.wmf] of True Son’s changing perspective?

4. What are some significant [image: image93.wmf] of True Son’s dream the night before the second attack?

5. What [image: image94.wmf] influence True Son’s actions when he sees the boat with the Whites?  How do True Son’s changing [image: image95.wmf] emerge in this scene?

6. Why do the other tribesmen paint True Son’s face half black and half white?  How might this symbolize the [image: image96.wmf] of the whole novel?

7. Considering the [image: image97.wmf] and types of irony, why might Cuyloga’s words to True Son at the very end of the novel be considered ironic?

8. What is “the light in the forest”?  Explain in [image: image98.wmf] the [image: image99.wmf] you discovered in the novel from your own perspective.
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( Biographical info courtesy of http://www.mansker.org/misc/richter.htm 





