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CONTEXT

CONTEXT

old Mountain, Charles Frazier’s debut novel, won

critical acclaim and the National Book Award for

fiction when it was published in 1997. As an au-

thor of travel books and short stories, Frazier had
ample experience in writing about landscapes and using a con-
densed prose style. Frazier applied these literary skills in
crafting Cold Mountain’s episodic structure and detailed de-
scriptive passages. Frazier’s prose draws on the transcenden-
talism of Ralph Waldo Emerson,the scope of southern novels
by authors such as William Faulkner,and the appreciation of
nature expressed in the poetry of Walt Whitman. Frazier lives
in North Carolina, and his choice of Cold Mountain’s setting
along the Blue Ridge Mountains conveys his profound identi-
fication with this hallowed terrain.

The epic novel charts its course through the troubled wa-
ters of nineteenth-century American history. The action is set
in 1864 ,three years after the outbreak of the Civil War,in an
era of discord between North and South. Although the war is
essentially a backdrop for events,it is clear that Inman’s ex-
periences as a Confederate soldier have profoundly affected
his understanding of the world and have resurrected his dor-
mant spiritual anxieties. Many characters tell tales of hardship -
and despair,some of which are war stories. These tales help
develop the themes of displacement and exile that define the

novel.
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W COLD MOUNTAIN

Frazier suggests that the war damaged Southerners both
personally and politically. Frazier’s characters are rarely sup-
portive of one side or another. After three years of conflict,
many are disillusioned with what they consider to be the self-
ish motivations of both sides. In particular,the inhabitants of
Cold Mountain are presented as guarded,insular,and narrow-
minded.

Frazier examines the issue of slavery in the context of the
war,but as a backdrop to central events. The characters are
racially diverse,but the novel tends to focus on white society.
Frazier incorporates the cruel treatment meted out to slaves by
Southern landowners into more general themes like human
suffering and hope for a better future. Frazier is more interest-
ed in Inman and Ada’s relationship to each other and to the
landscape than he is in the politics of the era,leaving us to
decide whether he shortchanges historical events. The novel is
most effective in capturing the spirit of two people searching
for self-knowledge and romantic fulfillment.

The book is also effective in presenting a view of nine-
teenth-century Americans’ relationship to the land. Inman’s
obsessive drive westward is an expression of his freedom of
spirit. When he is forced to retrace his steps east by the mili-
tary ,Inman feels as though life is slipping away from him. As
Henry David Thoreau wrote in his essay “Walking” (1862),
“The future lies [west]to me.... Eastward I go by force;but
westward I go free.” Frazier's novel is set on the verge of a
new era,and Inman seems to symbolize the independence of
spirit and dynamic will of those who will later lay claim to the
West.

Although he touches upon the issue of migration west-

4
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CONTEXT

i COLD MOUNTAIN

ward as well as the trauma of Civil War experiences, Frazier
refrains from coming to any definitive political conclusions in
his novel. Instead,Cold Mountain examines the evolution of
human relationships in tandem with the seasonal changes and
variations of the natural world. Although set in the Civil War
era, Frazier’s work deals primarily with the timeless search for

self-realization. *



%i g
JE R S AT RARATIR S &G BOS MR, 4B R, (4
WK T R ENT IR RARTH ALXLE
HE TR, REERAARATE 2L A KL
AR EIAAREHF . b




=
e
>
o
Lid
>
o
—
O
d
a

PLOT OVERVIEW

old Mountain opens with its protagonist,Inman,

lying in a Virginia hospital recovering from war

wounds. He is shattered by the violence he has

witnessed while fighting in the Confederate army
and wants to go home to reunite with Ada,the woman he
loves. Inman talks to a blind man and realizes that losing
something you already have is worse than not getting what
you want. One day in town,Inman writes to inform Ada that
he is returning home. That night,he leaves the hospital
through a window and sets out on his journey back to North
Carolina.

The story of Inman’s adventures intertwines with Ada’s
story. Ada is left alone to manage Black Cove Farm following
her father’s death. She is bereft and has no idea where she
belongs or how she should earn a living. When she visits the
Swangers, her neighbors, Ada looks into a well to foretell her
future. She sees a man walking through the woods on a jour-
ney but does not know what this vision means. The next day,
Sally Swanger sends a local girl named Ruby to help out on
the farm. Ruby and Ada become friends and establish a com-
fortable domestic routine.

Meanwhile, Inman’s journey westward is fraught with
danger and violence. He is pursued across the Cape Fear Riv-
er,escaping with his life thanks to the skill of a girl paddling a
dugout canoe. Inman intervenes when he finds a dissolute
preacher,Solomon Veasey,attempting to murder his (the
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PLOT OVERVIEW

W COLD MOUNTAIN

preacher’s) pregnant lover. The preacher is exiled from his
community,and Inman is forced tocontinue part of his jour-
ney with Veasey. Inman has to intervene again when Veasey
causes trouble in a store and at an inn. While Veasey spends
the night with a prostitute called Big Tildy,the peddler Odell
tells Inman a sad story about landowners’ cruelty towards
slaves.

The next day,Inman and Veasey help a man remove a
dead bull from his stream. This man,Junior,invites them to
his home to spend the night,and several strange things happen.
Inman is drugged and forced to marry Junior’s‘ wife, who the
author suggests may ‘be a cannibal. Junior then hands Inman
and Veasey over to the Home Guard,the military force that
has been searching for Inman. Inman is forced to walk east-
ward, retracing his steps. The guards decide to shoot the men
and bury them in a shallow grave. Although Inman escapes
with a slight head wound, Veasey dies.

Ada’s story resumes. The novel follows her adjustment to
a life of labor in harmony with nature. Ada’s friendship with
Ruby blossoms as she begins to identify with the natural
world. The female protagonist lays down roots at the farm and
recalls memories of Inman and her father. Occasionally,she
finds herself touched by events surrounding the war. A group
of pilgrims forced into exile by Federal soldiers seeks shelter
for a day at the farm. Ada recalls Blount,a soldier she met at
a party in Charleston who later died in battle.

Finally,when Ada and Ruby visit the town of Cold
Mountain, they hear a story told by a prisoner jailed for deser-
tion. The captive tells of the sadistic Teague’s band of the

Home Guard. On their walk home,the two women observe
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g COLD MOUNTAIN

some herons,and Ruby explains that a heron fathered her. Ada
tells the intricate story of her parents’ relationship and her
mother’s tragic death in childbirth. Ruby’s father, Stobrod, ap-
pears later,caught in a trap the women have laid to catch a
corn thief. He explains that he is living in a mountain cave
with a community of outliers who object to the war. Stobrod
plays his fiddle to prove that he is a changed man,but Ruby
remains skeptical.

Inman’s story continues. Having been dragged from the
shallow grave by wild hogs,Inman meets a kind slave who
feeds and clothes him and draws a map of what lies ahead. He
returns to Junior’s house and kills him. Inman then con-tinues
on his journey, full of despair,a“traveling shade.” Inman meets
an old woman who offers him shelter at her camp in the
mountains. He rests and regains his strength while the woman
nurses his wounds and talks about her life. Inman learns that
the woman ran away from a loveless marriage and raises goats
for company and sustenance. Inman identifies with the goat-
woman, but concludes that he could not live such an isolated
life.

Inman continues to wander and meets a man called
“Potts,” who directs him to a cabin belonging to Sara,a kind
young woman whose husband died in battle. Sara feeds In-
man, mends his clothes and tells him her story. Despite her
bravery, she is close to despair. The next day,Inman kills three
Federal soldiers,called “Federals” in the novel,after these men
threaten Sara and her baby and steal the family hog,the only
form of sustenance that the family has.

At home, Ada and Ruby start harvesting apples as autumn
nears. Stobrod reappears with a slow-witted banjo player

12



