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  Context


  William Cuthbert Faulkner was born on September 25, 1897 in the town of New Albany, Mississippi. His family had been influential Mississippians for almost seventy-five years: a great-grandfather, William Falkner (his great-grandson added a "u" to the family surname) was a slave-owning planter and a colonel in the Confederate army, much like Colonel Sartoris; one of Faulkner's grandfathers controlled the Gulf & Chicago Railroad. But his father, Murry, lost his job when William was five, and the family moved forty miles away to Oxford, home of the University of Mississippi, the town where Faulkner would spend most of his adult life and the model for the fictional Jefferson. Indeed, much of the fictional universe of Yoknapatawpha County—the recurring setting for most of Faulkner's novels, including The Unvanquished—seems to have been drawn in part from real people and places in Faulkner's hometown.


  Faulkner was an intellectual young man, widely-read but aloof from his classmates at the University of Mississippi. He began writing stories in college, and published his first novel at the age of 28. His first genuine literary success, however, was The Sound and the Fury, published in 1929. That remarkably innovative novel was unlike any ever written in America. Told in succession from the vantage points of four narrators, the first of whom is a mentally disabled boy whose thoughts are barely comprehensible to the reader, The Sound and the Fury displayed the shifting viewpoints, the leaps back and forth in time, the elaborate, overwrought prose style—paragraph-long sentences mixed with fragmentary, stream-of-consciousness thoughts—and the themes of obsession, loss and tragedy that are the hallmarks of Faulkner's brilliant style. Unsurprisingly, the novel was not a popular success, and it was many years before Faulkner was recognized as one of the greatest twentieth- century American writers. His 1949 Nobel Prize for Literature was a vindication of and testament to his enormous talents.


  In the early 1930s Faulkner published his greatest works after The Sound and the Fury—As I Lay Dying,Light in August, and Absalom, Absalom!The Unvanquished, by contrast, is not his best writing. Published in 1938, the novel exhibits little of the sophisticated, innovative, difficult prose on which his reputation is based. The characters are less nuanced and finely shaded—Colonel Sartoris's bravery, Drusilla's fierceness, and Bayard's nobility are not as tormented or complicated as his more famous characters. Moreover, the episodes in the book often feel unevenly matched, no doubt because they were composed at different times. The lighter pieces—"Ambuscade," "Retreat," "Raid," and "Skirmish at Sartoris"—were written as short stories in 1934 and 1935 for The Saturday Evening Post and other middle-class magazines. By contrast, "An Odor of Verbena" was not written until 1937, as the final episode in a proposed novel. Its intense drama and formal symbolism seems at odds with the comedy of Bayard's rascally adventures earlier in the book. But while The Unvanquished is not Faulkner's best fiction, it nonetheless is a marvelously entertaining and beautifully written novel, whose flights of comic fancy belie the seriousness of its deeper message.


  Faulkner's novel also raises critical questions about the American memory of the Civil War. The Unvanquished is unique among his works for its setting during the war; while many of the other novels grapple with themes of Southern identity, they are usually set in the twentieth century. But in The Unvanquished we see Confederates and Yankees, raids and skirmishes and armies—if not all-out battles—firsthand. Faulkner unambiguously celebrates the gallantry and heroism of the Sartorises, and readers find themselves identifying with them also. But the ugly racism underlying the Confederate cause is only glancingly addressed—indeed, it seems most of the slaves in this novel do not want to be free, and those who do, like the Sartoris slave Loosh, are painted in decidedly negative tones. Even Colonel Sartoris's murder of two Northern abolitionists in defense of racial purity is supposed to be commendable. At points, Faulkner's novel bears an uncomfortable resemblance to other 1930s celebrations of the South, notably Margaret Mitchell's Gone With the Wind, which lionized Klansmen and the purity of white womanhood. Yet the picture is not so one-sided: characters like Ringo are genuinely positive, heroic and multi-faceted, and resist such easy pigeonholing.


  Faulkner continued writing until his death, by a heart attack, on July 6, 1962. His later years were painful and difficult: his marriage to Estelle Franklin was stormy by turns, his finances were frequently strained, and he suffered from periodic depression and drank heavily. Yet upon his death he was universally recognized as a leading light of American literature, and one of the most creative authors ever to work in or write about this country.


  Plot Overview


  The Unvanquished is told in seven episodes—sometimes immediately following one another, other times separated by months or years—which span the years 1862 to 1873. The book begins by describing Bayard Sartoris and his slave friend Ringo playing in the dirt on the Sartoris plantation. A slave named Loosh smugly interrupts their game, hinting that Union armies have entered northeastern Mississippi, near their town of Jefferson. The boys do not fully understand, but when Bayard's father, Colonel John Sartoris, returns home from the front that day, they overhear him telling Granny Millard that Vicksburg has fallen. Loosh obviously knows about the defeat, and Bayard decides that he and Ringo will keep watch over Loosh. But several days into the watch, the boys spot a Yankee soldier on horseback riding up the road. The boys grab a musket off the wall and shoot at the soldier, then run into the house as a fist pounds on the front door. Granny hides them under her billowing skirts and insists to the angry Union sergeant that there are no children present. Colonel Dick, a Yankee officer, calls off the search but makes it clear that he is doing so out of pity, not because he believes Granny. Fortunately, the boys learn they have only killed a horse.


  The next year, following Colonel Sartoris's instructions, Granny decides to carry a heavy trunk of silver to Memphis for safekeeping. After digging the chest out of the ground where it is buried, she obsessively insists that the slaves carry it up to her bedroom so she can watch it during the night. The journey to Memphis carries them through Union-occupied areas. One afternoon, men with guns waylay the travelers, stealing their mules despite Granny's attempts to fend them off. Bayard and Ringo take a horse from a nearby barn and try to pursue the attackers, leaving Granny to fend for herself. They are discovered asleep the next day by Colonel Sartoris's troop. Furious and worried for Granny, the colonel takes them back to Jefferson personally; on the way, they accidentally overcome the thieves, a group of Northern soldiers, and capture their supplies, though the colonel allows the men to escape. Fortunately, Granny has arrived home safely, but the next day a Union brigade rides to the house looking for Colonel Sartoris. He escapes, but the Yankees burn the house and take the chest of silver.


  Granny decides to personally petition the Yankees to return her silver, slaves and mules. With Bayard and Ringo, she sets off for Alabama and the Union army. They pass an army of freed slaves that is also seeking out the Yankees. On the way, they stop at Hawkhurst, where Bayard's Aunt Louisa lives; Ringo is excited to see the railroad that runs nearby. But the railroad has been destroyed and the house burned. At Hawkhurst, Bayard's cousin Drusilla begs him to ask his father to let her join the regiment as a soldier. She accompanies them to the river crossing where the Yankees are encamped, and they are engulfed in a sea of restless slaves. The Northern troops dynamite the bridge over the river, and in the confusion the wagon falls into the water. The Yankees retrieve them, however, and are so overburdened with excess slaves that Colonel Dick issues Granny an order for more than 100 slaves and mules, as well as for several chests of silver. Granny dismisses most of the slaves, but she and Ringo use the order to get twelve extra horses from a Union encampment.


  The scam is quickly repeated, and after a year, Granny and Ringo have built a thriving trade in smuggled mules with the help of Ab Snopes, a local poor white. Ringo forges new orders and Granny uses them to requisition mules. Then, Ab sells the mules back to the clueless Yankees. They deliberate about a particularly risky opportunity and decide to go ahead, though Granny says she is uneasy. Her hesitation is justified: the Union army has issued a memo to be on the lookout for scams, and shortly after they leave camp the soldiers ride back to confront them. Fortunately Granny has already given the mules to Ab for safekeeping, and when Ringo creates a diversion in the woods, Bayard and Granny simply vanish into the trees. Later that week, it becomes clear that Granny has not kept the profits for herself but has distributed them to keep other members of the community afloat.


  At Christmas 1864, Ab tells Granny about a group of bandits led by an ex- Confederate named Grumby who are terrorizing the countryside. Ab convinces Granny to try out her scam one last time on Grumby and his men. Though Bayard tearfully tries to dissuade her, she insists on going, and is shot and killed by Grumby. After the funeral, Bayard sets off to seek revenge, accompanied by Ringo and a friend of his father's, Uncle Buck. Realizing that Ab Snopes has joined Grumby's party, they track them for two months throughout the area. They know they are getting closer when a well-dressed stranger who turns out to be one of Grumby's men shoots at them, wounding Uncle Buck; the next day they find Ab Snopes tied up in the road as a kind of sacrifice. The cowardly Ab begs for mercy, and they decide not to kill him; instead, Uncle Buck carries him back to town. Bayard and Ringo continue their pursuit, and before long, Grumby's associates decide to hand him over to the boys to placate them. Grumby and Bayard wrestle. Bayard is almost trapped, but he prevails and kills Grumby. The boys nail his body to the door of the cotton compress where Granny was killed, then cut off his hand and attach it to Granny's grave marker.


  That spring, Drusilla has returned home from the war and is living in Jefferson with the Sartorises. Aunt Louisa is scandalized that Drusilla has been living with Colonel Sartoris and determines that they should marry. Aunt Louisa asks several respectable local women to take Drusilla in. The women cruelly offer sympathy for Drusilla's "condition," reducing Drusilla to tears. Before long Louisa arrives and, ignoring her daughter's protests, makes plans for the wedding. However, she has planned the wedding for the same day as a hotly contested election in Jefferson, in which Colonel Sartoris is attempting to stop a carpetbagger victory in the town. The day of the wedding, Drusilla rides into town to get married but ends up helping Colonel Sartoris face off against the two carpetbaggers, whom he shoots and kills. When she learns what has happened, Aunt Louisa is furious that the wedding has not taken place. Drusilla, the colonel and the townspeople ride to the Sartoris plantation to resume the election; not surprisingly, the Republican candidate, an ex-slave, loses.


  Eight years later, Bayard is a law student at the University of Mississippi; once in the intervening years he has kissed Drusilla, who seems almost to be in love with him. One night Ringo rides to the university to tell him Colonel Sartoris has been killed by an ex-business partner and rival, Ben Redmond. Bayard will be expected to avenge his father and shoot Redmond. He rushes back to Jefferson, where Drusilla, in her yellow ball gown with a sprig of verbena in her hair, seems almost a priestess of revenge. She hands him a pair of dueling pistols, then breaks down in a hysterical fit of laughter. After Louvinia has led Drusilla to bed, Bayard's Aunt Jenny warns Bayard not to indulge in violence for its own sake. The next morning, Bayard rides into town with Ringo. A crowd gathers as he prepares to enter Redmond's office, but Bayard refuses offers of assistance from Ringo and of a pistol from a friend of his father's, George Wyatt. He enters Redmond's office; Redmond fires two shots at him, then takes his hat, walks across the square and boards a train out of Jefferson forever. The townspeople think Bayard has been killed; in fact, he has chosen to confront Redmond unarmed, breaking the cycle of violence without sacrificing his honor. When he returns home that evening, Drusilla has left for good. The only sign of her is a sprig of verbena she has left on his pillow.


  Character List


  
    Bayard Sartoris - The novel's narrator and protagonist. The novel traces his coming of age from the time he is twelve until he is a grown man and the head of his family. Bayard is decent, honorable, courageous and intelligent, a model Southern aristocrat for the post-war era. As a boy, he is occasionally given to impetuousness and rashness. In the course of the novel he matures profoundly, gaining a sense of the tragedy of life and learning to balance the often-violent chivalry of the traditional Southern gentleman with sensitivity and mercy.
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