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    Between the pull of conscience and the weight of communal dogma lies a canyon deep enough to swallow a life. Zane Grey’s The Rainbow Trail channels that abyss into a Western where moral choice is as perilous as any cliff. The novel places private longing and public pressure in collision, asking what a person owes to faith, loyalty, and self-respect when these obligations cannot be reconciled. Its drama unfolds against sun-struck stone and winding gorges, but the heart of the book is interior: a reckoning with doubts that will not be quieted and desires that refuse to be buried.

First published in 1915, this novel belongs to the classic American Western tradition, drawing its power from the canyonlands of the Southwest, especially the stark country of Utah. It follows the period style that made Grey a best-selling figure of the early twentieth century: a blend of frontier adventure, romantic yearning, and ethical confrontation. The Rainbow Trail also functions as a sequel to Riders of the Purple Sage, though it can be read on its own. Its historical moment shadows the story—isolated settlements, contested authority, and uneasy borders—yet the book keeps its gaze fixed on people torn between community demands and private conviction.

At the story’s outset, a young Easterner, unsettled in his vocation and hungry for purpose, journeys into the desert after hearing of a woman whose life has been sealed away by secrecy. His search leads him along treacherous trails, into hidden communities, and across Indigenous homelands where landscape and custom demand humility. He falls in with seasoned desert travelers who teach him how to read stone, sky, and silence, even as the pursuit tightens behind him. The plot moves with purposeful stride—quiet campfire reflection giving way to chase and escape—while the narrative voice keeps moral inquiry inseparable from physical ordeal.

Grey’s prose turns the desert into a living participant, its cliffs and arches shaping what people can dare, conceal, or confess. The descriptive passages are expansive yet precise, attentive to color, shadow, and the bodily strain of travel, so that solitude becomes tactile and danger immediate. Amid these panoramas, dialogue remains spare and purposeful, giving the novel a measured cadence that alternates contemplation and urgency. The tone is earnest, even austere, but it allows flashes of tenderness and wry resilience. Readers encounter a voice confident in its moral stakes yet open to ambiguity, refusing easy heroes or untroubled resolutions.

Central themes converge where belief meets coercion: the novel probes how institutions enforce obedience, how secrecy warps affection, and how love can become an act of resistance. It follows the painful education of a conscience learning the cost of choosing one duty over another. Questions of religious authority and personal agency dominate, but the book also considers the ethics of sanctuary, the meaning of promise, and the burden of silence. For contemporary readers, these concerns feel urgent, echoing debates about individual rights within tightly knit communities and the pressures exerted by surveillance—official, familial, or spiritual—on those who long to depart.

The Rainbow Trail also bears the marks of its era, especially in its portrayals of Indigenous peoples and religious outsiders, which modern readers will recognize as products of early twentieth-century attitudes. Approached with critical attention, the novel nonetheless invites careful thought about cross-cultural encounter, hospitality, and trespass on sacred places. Its reverence for land anticipates later environmental feeling, presenting rock and river as more than scenery—as limiting conditions and ethical provocations. The journey narrative tests endurance, courage, and trust, suggesting that transformation requires both humility before nature’s scale and steadfastness when institutions mistake control for virtue.

As a companion to, yet independent of, an earlier tale, The Rainbow Trail extends Zane Grey’s vision of the West as both destination and moral crucible. It offers readers gripping movement—rides, climbs, narrow escapes—without sacrificing introspection, and it locates courage not only in the draw of a gun but in the refusal to betray one’s inner law. More than a historical curiosity, the book remains a living argument about autonomy, love, and the costs of belonging. For anyone curious about how the Western can interrogate authority as keenly as it celebrates freedom, this novel still clears a compelling path.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    The Rainbow Trail (1915), also published as The Desert Crucible, is Zane Grey’s sequel to Riders of the Purple Sage. It follows John Shefford, a young clergyman whose career collapses after a crisis of faith and convention. Seeking renewal, he heads into the remote canyon country of the American Southwest, a region Grey renders as both physical ordeal and moral proving ground. Rumors about the fate of figures from the earlier novel, and a half-remembered story of a hidden child, draw Shefford toward Utah’s labyrinth of stone. The journey frames questions of belief, freedom, and the price of loyalty.

On the frontier’s edge Shefford falls in with seasoned desert men and a Navajo guide, Nas Ta Bega, whose taciturn steadiness anchors their forays into slickrock and sand. Around campfires he hears of Jane Withersteen and Lassiter, last seen vanishing into a hidden refuge called Surprise Valley, and of Fay Larkin, the child once spirited away from turmoil. These accounts, part legend and part testimony, give Shefford a direction more potent than work or creed. He resolves to learn whether the lost can be found, and whether a life shaped by rituals he no longer accepts may still be redeemed.

Venturing into isolated Mormon settlements, Shefford encounters a rigid social order reinforced by secrecy, oaths, and the practice of plural marriage. Women are sequestered and sealed to churchmen, their movements closely controlled. Grey presents these customs as a historical force on the frontier and the crucible of his hero’s dilemma. Shefford’s relinquished ministry has left him wary of authority, yet he is drawn to protect those caught within obligations they did not choose. Learning that one woman’s identity has been altered under a new name, he begins to weigh intervention against the risks of intrusion and reprisal.

That hidden life belongs to Fay Larkin, now an adult living under another name within a cloistered enclave. The revelation fuses Shefford’s quest for purpose with a personal devotion he did not anticipate. Their bond grows in stolen conversations and tense meetings shadowed by watchful enforcers. Determined to secure her freedom without provoking bloodshed, Shefford gathers a small circle of allies, among them Nas Ta Bega and a few settlers uneasy with coercion. Together they map a perilous course through canyons and mesas, calculating when to move, whom to trust, and how to outpace a system designed to prevent departures.

As plans harden into action, flight across the stone wilderness becomes both ordeal and initiation. The group navigates slots, domes, and dryfalls, contending with heat, thirst, and the ever-present chance of interception by those intent on enforcing obedience. Guidance from Nas Ta Bega opens routes to remote sanctuaries and to Rainbow Bridge, a vast natural arch revered by his people and emblematic of passage. In these immensities Shefford’s discarded theology gives way to a lived ethic of fidelity and courage. The chase tests every alliance, even as the landscape confers a clarity that no sermon or sanction could supply.

Threaded through this flight is the lingering mystery of Jane Withersteen and Lassiter, whose disappearance years earlier still haunts the canyons. Clues and tales point toward a sealed refuge somewhere beyond the reachable, drawing Shefford deeper into terrain where sandstone walls seem to guard human fates. As paths converge, confrontations arise on ledges and in shadowed defiles, with choices narrowed by time, terrain, and oath-bound pursuit. Shefford must balance love and duty against the safety of companions and the lines he will not cross. Revelations emerge that deepen the past’s significance without foreclosing the novel’s central questions.

The Rainbow Trail endures for its fusion of suspense with landscape vision, extending themes launched in Riders of the Purple Sage while standing on its own. Grey probes the friction between institutional power and personal conscience, the constraints placed on women, and the possibility of renewal through chosen bonds. The Navajo guide’s presence and the sanctity of Rainbow Bridge add cultural and spiritual dimensions, though the portrayals reflect the era’s limitations. As a Western, the novel helped shape canyon country in the popular imagination. Its final movements affirm risk, solidarity, and hope without simplifying the costs of claiming a freer life.
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    The Rainbow Trail, published in 1915, continues Zane Grey’s engagement with the canyon country of southeastern Utah and northern Arizona. Its action unfolds largely in the Four Corners region—around the San Juan River, Navajo Mountain, and labyrinthine side canyons—where sparse settlements bordered Indigenous homelands. The time frame follows the late nineteenth century milieu established in Riders of the Purple Sage, situating characters amid post–Civil War western consolidation. Institutions shaping the background include the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, United States federal courts and marshals, and tribal authorities on and near the Navajo Reservation. This setting foregrounds conflicts over law, faith, and jurisdiction.

During the 1870s and 1880s, Latter-day Saint colonists pushed into the Utah-Arizona borderlands, founding remote communities to secure grazing land and missionary footholds. One emblematic effort was the San Juan Mission’s Hole-in-the-Rock expedition (1879–1880), which carved a wagon road through sheer cliffs and established Bluff, Utah, on the San Juan River. Such isolated hamlets on the “Arizona Strip” and in southeastern Utah fostered tight-knit religious life but faced sparse law enforcement and difficult terrain. These conditions, central to the novel’s atmosphere, made concealment and autonomy feasible, while also placing settlers within landscapes long inhabited and traversed by Navajo, Paiute, and Ute peoples.

National legal pressure on Mormon plural marriage defined the period. The U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Reynolds v. United States (1879) upheld criminalization of polygamy. Congress strengthened enforcement with the Edmunds Act (1882), which penalized “unlawful cohabitation,” and the Edmunds–Tucker Act (1887), which disincorporated the church and enabled asset seizures. U.S. marshals conducted raids and pursued prosecutions, prompting many believers to live “underground,” adopt aliases, or relocate to colonies in Mexico and Canada. These measures, widely reported in the national press, created a climate of secrecy and flight that informs the novel’s depiction of hidden communities, contested loyalties, and uncertain legal authority.

Geographically, the narrative’s canyons echo terrains mapped by federal surveys and celebrated by early explorers. John Wesley Powell’s 1869 and 1871–1872 expeditions down the Green and Colorado Rivers produced reports and maps of Glen Canyon and the San Juan country, stimulating national fascination with the region. In 1909, an expedition publicized Rainbow Bridge—a vast natural arch near Navajo Mountain—which President William Howard Taft protected as Rainbow Bridge National Monument in 1910 under the Antiquities Act of 1906. The prominence of slot canyons, sheer walls, and scarce water in this landscape underscores themes of isolation, refuge, and arduous passage central to the novel.

Indigenous histories frame the region’s human geography. After the 1868 treaty ended the Navajo’s Bosque Redondo exile, the reservation was established and later expanded, encompassing areas east of Navajo Mountain and along the San Juan. Trading posts such as those at Oljato and Kayenta became hubs where Navajo families, sheepherders, and Anglo traders exchanged goods and information. Anglo travelers relied on Native guides to traverse canyons and reach sacred sites. Rainbow Bridge and Navajo Mountain hold longstanding spiritual significance for Navajo and other Indigenous peoples, a fact noted in early twentieth‑century accounts and, later, in management policies urging visitors to respect ceremonial traditions.

Access to the canyonlands expanded unevenly. The Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway reached northern Arizona in the 1880s, and a branch line to the Grand Canyon opened in 1901, promoting Southwestern tourism through railroad and Fred Harvey advertising. Yet areas around Navajo Mountain and the San Juan remained reachable only by wagon or pack train well into the 1910s, with outfitters and trading‑post operators provisioning expeditions. The Progressive Era conservation movement, empowered by the 1906 Antiquities Act, drew visitors and writers to dramatic formations. This mixture of increasing publicity and enduring remoteness shapes the novel’s blend of wonder, danger, and logistical difficulty.

Zane Grey wrote amid the Western genre’s ascent in popular publishing. After Riders of the Purple Sage (1912) became a bestseller for Harper & Brothers, Grey pursued sequels and related settings. His portrayal of Mormon communities intersected with national debates: the LDS Church issued the 1890 Manifesto renouncing new plural marriages and a 1904 “Second Manifesto” reinforcing discipline, while the U.S. Senate’s 1904–1907 hearings on seating apostle‑senator Reed Smoot kept church practices in the headlines. Against that backdrop, readers approached stories of polygamy, flight, and reform as timely subjects, blending sensational appeal with contemporary questions about religious liberty and federal authority.

Appearing on the eve of the National Park Service’s creation and amid Progressive Era reform, The Rainbow Trail channels contemporary currents into a frontier tale. Its emphasis on spectacular geology reflects the new monument system and exploration narratives that made the canyonlands nationally legible. Its treatment of Mormon plural marriage aligns with decades of prosecutions and public hearings that pressed institutions to change, while dramatizing conflicts between conscience and authority. Encounters among settlers, federal agents, and Indigenous guides register a region of overlapping sovereignties. In combining pursuit, sanctuary, and moral inquiry, the novel echoes—and critiques—the legal, religious, and environmental preoccupations of its age.
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The spell of the desert comes back to me, as it always will come. I see the veils, like purple smoke, in the canyon, and I feel the silence. And it seems that again I must try to pierce both and to get at the strange wild life of the last American wilderness—wild still, almost, as it ever was.

While this romance is an independent story, yet readers of “Riders of the Purple Sage” will find in it an answer to a question often asked.

I wish to say also this story has appeared serially in a different form in one of the monthly magazines under the title of “The Desert Crucible.” ZANE GREY.


 June, 1915.
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Shefford reined in his lathered horse and stared across a league of billowing sage that fell into the empty red bowl of Red Lake, gateway to a jagged northern wilderness. Days of riding bare mesas had not prepared him for this vastness. The desert’s immensity awed him, then seemed to threaten, yet the hidden canyon and its secret beckoned. He told himself this blood-colored basin was his Rubicon: cross to seek, strive, and discover, or turn back condemned to ignorance. A friend’s strange tale and a rainbow’s promise had stirred his dormant hunger for adventure, now battling a cold reluctance.

Twilight slid over April sand as he urged the pony down the sloping trail, watching lizards streak, pack-rats rustle, and a hawk whir past. Wave after wave of sage yielded to wind-rippled dunes whose knife-edged crests smoked with blowing grains. On the last ridge an octagonal stone fortress jutted from the barrens, window slits glaring like hard eyes beneath a roof crusted in red earth. Its grim loneliness matched the silent bluffs and made him shiver. He recalled petty foes who would exile him to such a hell, and the congregation that branded him a failed minister, even as desert nights rekindled hope.

He circled the building, soothed his snorting mount, and noticed a shaggy pony near a pole corral. Following muffled voices, he stepped through a second doorway into light and froze: a broad-shouldered stranger grappled with a young Indian girl who strained away, panting in terror. Primitive outrage burst in him; he swung, and the blow flattened the man. Sitting up, blood on his lips, the fellow glared with mingled fury and amazement. “I hope you’re not Presbrey,” Shefford said. Shame eclipsed rage; the stranger snatched his hat, fled outside, mounted the waiting pony, and dwindled southward across the red sand.

Returning, he found the girl on rolled blankets, raven hair disheveled, gold-tinted face half hidden by lashes, ripped velveteen waist and turquoise beads rising with her breath. “Who was that man? Did he hurt you?” he asked. “No savvy.” “Where’s trader Presbrey?” She pointed toward the basin. “Toh.” A glint of water shone far below, tiny figures round it. He unpacked and unsaddled his horse, but when he took the bridle she caught it. “Me go.” Her black eyes baffled him. “Thanks, but I’ll go,” he said, slogging past piles of tin cans while she followed on her pony.

The soft sand soon hardened to red clay, hinting the basin once held water, and the vast emptiness filled him with a dizzy sense of freedom. The pool that had seemed a few hundred yards away continued to retreat until the distant shapes swelled into man and beasts approaching him. At last they met: a burly young man leading two ponies. “You’re Mr. Presbrey, the trader?” Shefford asked. “Yes, I’m Presbrey, without the Mister.” “My name’s Shefford. I’m knocking about the desert—rode from beyond Tuba today.” “Glad to see you,” Presbrey said, gripping his hand; sunburned cheeks and deep eyes promised strength and reserve.

“Wish more travelers came knocking around Red Lake,” Presbrey says; “reckon this is the jumping-off place.” Shefford answers, “It’s pretty—lonesome.” A Navajo girl rides up. Presbrey speaks in her tongue; she lowers her gaze, silent. Questioned again, she points down-valley and takes her pony toward the water-hole. Far across the shining oval Presbrey’s sharp eyes follow a dwindling horseman. Shefford remarks, “That fellow left rather abruptly. Who was he?” “Name’s Willetts, a missionary,” replies the trader, explaining Willetts rode in with the girl, meant to stay, yet galloped off though Blue Canyon lies fifty miles beyond.

Shefford admits, “I’m sorry—or maybe not—but I made Willetts go,” then recounts confronting the preacher over harsh treatment of the girl. “Perhaps I was hasty,” he finishes. Presbrey keeps an unreadable face. “What did the man mean? I’m ignorant of Indian ways, but no fool; if he wasn’t evil, he was brutal.” “He was teaching her religion,” the trader answers with faint scorn. Shocked, Shefford murmurs, “I was a minister of the Gospel. That seems impossible.” “I didn’t hint anything,” Presbrey says. Learning his guest has quit the pulpit, he adds, “The desert’s no place for missionaries, but good for wanderers. Water your horse—I’ll cook.

Shefford leads his mount to the green, murky pool rimmed with a salty crust. The thirsty animal splashes, sniffs, refuses, finally gulps a little. The Navajo girl kneels, drinks from cupped hands, then trails him back toward the post. A golden flare dies behind the bluffs; rising wind chills him. Gray sheets of sand sweep low, whispering over his boots, making the long slope drag at each step. He corrals the horse, already lame, while twilight deepens. The girl tethers her pony and glides toward the house like a shadow as night settles over the silent valley.

Upstairs the loft opens wide, half-octagon in shape, two lamps glowing on blankets, beds, chairs, rifles, silver-worked bridles, a steaming stove, shelves jammed with tins. Presbrey kneads biscuit dough. “Make yourself comfortable.” Shefford leans in the doorway; below, the girl waits on rolled blankets. Beyond, moving veils of sand blur the slope; one pale star pricks the dusk. From the dark comes a low, mournful moan—wind laden with desert hunger—sending a chill through his blood. “Grub’s ready,” the trader calls. Shefford washes in rain-water, heedful of stinging skin. They sit; the table groans with food; Shefford eats gratefully while Presbrey’s hard face never softens.

After clearing the dishes and giving the girl a place downstairs, Presbrey fills his pipe and draws news from his guest until questions shift. “How’d you come in?” he asks. Shefford recounts the route by Flagstaff, the Little Colorado, Moencopie and Tuba Spring. The trader offers a job, criticizes the light pack and tired horse; Shefford declines, claiming plenty of money. Talk turns north. “Trail changes with every dust storm,” Presbrey warns; “broken country, hiding bad half-breeds, near the Mormon line. Better not go.” Shefford asks of Kayenta. “Last wild post in Arizona,” comes the answer. Mention of government persecution silences further questions.

“I'm closing up for a spell,” Presbrey said; light gentled his hard face. “Won't be so lonesome at Willow Springs... I'm being married soon.” “That's fine,” Shefford answered warmly. Smoke coiled round Presbrey's massive head as he drifted into dreams. Embracing the hush, Shefford nursed his unhealed hurt and listened to the wind—sweep, sweep, sweep—sand battering the walls. This moan was no dream; nor was the quest drawing him north to a secret valley. Were the long-hidden fugitives still alive, the girl now a woman? Her imagined call rode the gusts. Saving her might cleanse his doubting soul, the rainbow’s treasure awaiting.



OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
"’::. Q\uickie

Classics

The Rainbow Tralil

Summarized Edition

Zane Grey
Summarized by Fiona Merriweather





OEBPS/text/summarization.png
SSSSSSS





