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    At the sunburned edge of a vanishing frontier, where hoofprints blur into mirage and choices twist like dusty switchbacks, Crooked Trails follows people tested by distance, danger, and the uneasy bargain between survival, conscience, and renown.

Crooked Trails is a collection of short fiction by Frederic Remington, the celebrated American painter, illustrator, and writer known for his depictions of the Old West. First published in the late nineteenth century, it gathers episodes that explore soldiers, scouts, ranch hands, and travelers moving across contested landscapes. Remington’s stories are not a continuous tale but a series of encounters, each attentive to the practical realities of terrain, weather, scarcity, and risk. Without revealing outcomes, one can say the collection presents the frontier as a proving ground where character is revealed under pressure and where the road to safety rarely runs straight.

The book is considered a classic because it helped define the literary texture of the Western short story at a formative moment. Remington’s reputation as a visual artist gave him a distinctive authority, yet his prose stands on its own for clarity, momentum, and a disciplined eye for telling detail. By portraying the West as both workaday and perilous, he influenced how later writers approached setting, action, and character. The enduring appeal lies in his ability to compress incident and atmosphere into taut narratives that feel immediate. Crooked Trails belongs to literary history as a touchstone for frontier realism and myth-making in balance.

Remington brought to the page the sensibility he honed as a field illustrator, translating sketches, notes, and observations into scenes that seem almost storyboarded. He had traveled widely in the American West, visited military posts, and chronicled horse culture with unusual precision. That dual identity—artist and reporter—gives the stories a rare synthesis of authenticity and composition. Objects are not mere props; saddles creak for a reason, canteens weigh on the shoulder, and dusk arrives with measurable temperature. In Crooked Trails, you can sense the practiced hand of someone accustomed to framing a moment and then letting it move.

Historically, the collection emerged just after the United States Census declared the frontier closed, amid rapid industrial growth and shifting national ambitions. Remington was writing at a time when memories of open range and small garrisons were already becoming subjects of retrospection. The stories channel that transitional energy: they observe communities making do at the margins, and they register the friction between institutional order and improvisation demanded by distance. This is not nostalgia as idyll; it is recollection sharpened by the grit of travel, scarcity of water, the geometry of canyons, and the hard arithmetic of time and trail.

The title’s governing image suggests both geography and ethics. Trails bend because the land insists, but they also bend because motives, loyalties, and judgments veer under pressure. Throughout the collection, Remington probes the strain between duty and self-preservation, fellowship and rivalry, caution and daring. He shows how reputations are made and unmade in moments that test stamina, nerve, and judgment. The environment is not backdrop but antagonist and teacher, imposing limits that characters ignore at real cost. In this sense, Crooked Trails studies the physics of decision-making in uncertain terrain, where a wrong turn may be moral as much as physical.

Remington’s style is economical and tactile. He favors swift exposition, crisp action, and sensory details that anchor the reader in place—the bite of alkali dust, the weight of tack, the hush before a sudden burst of movement. Descriptions tend to work like brushstrokes that accumulate into a scene, avoiding excess yet leaving a vivid afterimage. Dialogue is used sparingly and functionally, often subordinated to gesture and situation. The result is prose that feels lived-in and kinetic, a mode that respects the intelligence of the reader and the realities of outdoor life, where noticing small things can matter decisively.

A modern reader will also recognize that Remington wrote from the perspective of his era, and some depictions reflect the attitudes and limitations of that time. The collection includes encounters across cultural lines, and while Remington often aims for specificity of place and practice, representations can mirror period biases. Reading with a critical awareness allows one to separate documentary value from stereotype, and to observe how the stories encode the assumptions of the age. This complexity is part of the book’s significance: it preserves a historical sensibility even as it invites contemporary conversations about voice, viewpoint, and the ethics of portrayal.

Crooked Trails exerted influence less through overt doctrine than by shaping expectations about Western narrative stance and texture. Subsequent authors and filmmakers inherited its emphasis on landscape as agent, on competence under duress, and on moments where character crystallizes in action. Remington’s authority as an eyewitness artist lent credibility to scenes of pursuit, bivouac, and patrol that later storytellers echoed in different keys. The synergy between his images and prose helped fix the West in the cultural imagination as both demanding workplace and stage of legend. In that sense, the book participates in the groundwork of the modern Western across media.

Remington’s purpose in gathering these stories appears twofold: to preserve types, settings, and practices he considered worth remembering, and to shape narratives that move with the clean efficiency of a hard ride. He honors practical skill—horsemanship, tracking, navigation—without romanticizing hardship, and he tests ideals like courage and loyalty against circumstance. Though the pieces entertain, they also serve as a record of how decisions were made when resources were scant and distances wide. Without announcing a thesis, Crooked Trails suggests that the West was less a destination than a discipline, a habit of mind formed by scarcity, duty, and terrain.

Readers coming to the collection today can treat it as a mosaic rather than a puzzle box. Each story stands on its own, yet recurring motifs accumulate: the read of a sky, the logic of a camp, the patience required to follow faint sign, the small negotiations that keep companions aligned. Watch how Remington lets a landscape dictate tempo, how a horse’s condition becomes an index of risk, and how silence carries meaning. In attending to these textures, one catches the book’s larger curve: the crookedness of trails is not confusion but adaptation, a way of bending without breaking.

Crooked Trails endures because it unites momentum with measure, adventure with scrutiny. Its central concerns—how people act under pressure, how environments shape choices, how myths arise from labor—remain timely. For contemporary audiences, the book offers both immersion and perspective: it invites readers into vivid, concrete scenes while prompting reflection on history, representation, and values. Its lasting appeal comes from the clarity of its craft and the honesty of its pressures, reminding us that the path through uncertain country is rarely straight, and that the tests of judgment and stamina it portrays still speak across generations.
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    Crooked Trails is a collection of frontier stories in which Frederic Remington gathers scenes from the late nineteenth-century American West. The pieces are linked by recurring figures—cavalry troopers, civilian scouts, cowboys, teamsters, and Native communities—who move through deserts, plains, and mountain passes under practical pressures of weather, wariness, and work. Horses, firearms, supply lines, and fieldcraft receive close attention, framing choices made under time and distance. While each narrative stands alone, together they trace the difficulties of travel, the fragility of plans, and the necessity of alert senses, presenting a composite portrait of daily risk and routine at the margins of formal authority.

The opening stories follow army patrols ranging far from posts, relying on scouts to read spoor, smoke, and terrain. Orders are short; the country is long. Anxious marches and brief halts bring the men to waterholes or ridges where uncertainty governs every step. Encounters are tense and often unresolved on the page, emphasizing how information, rather than bravado, decides outcomes. Leadership appears in quiet signals and small corrections rather than spectacle. The narratives keep the focus on how troops move, how they hold their horses, and how they set pickets, sketching the routine that sustains them before any shot is necessarily heard.

Subsequent episodes shift to ranch country, where cowhands push cattle across open range, contend with storms, and bargain with distance. Trail bosses weigh grass against time, and green riders learn hard lessons quickly. A reliable mount or a clever roper can determine whether men and herd make a crossing. Dust, lightning, and stray stock introduce hazards that demand steady nerve and quick coordination. The stories mark how a crew divides labor, how food and water are managed, and how a near mishap becomes a quiet tale by the fire. The emphasis remains on craft, endurance, and teamwork rather than grand triumphs.

Remington then turns to the borderlands, where pursuits extend into unfamiliar jurisdictions and customs. Scouts and officers must negotiate with local officials, interpreters, and guides whose priorities may not match their own. Trails bend through canyons and arroyos that hide both help and hazard. The chase of a fugitive or a search for stolen stock leads to temporary bargains and wary truces. Outcomes hinge on patience as much as speed, and the line between success and embarrassment can be narrow. By detailing checkpoints, passwords, and informal understandings, the stories show how law and necessity meet in places where neither fully controls events.

Several pieces concentrate on individual soldiers facing decisions that test command and composure. A junior officer confronts the limits of maps when dusk falls early; a veteran sergeant measures risk against duty on a silent picket line. River crossings, night signals, and makeshift field medicine appear as practical puzzles to be solved with what is at hand. Plans must be altered without losing cohesion, and the narratives underline how timing matters as much as courage. The stories do not dwell on aftermaths, but instead on the moment-by-moment adjustments—where to post a flank, when to dismount—that keep small units intact under uncertain pressure.

Other accounts center on Native camps and war parties, presenting decisions shaped by season, kin obligations, and the knowledge of trails. Hunters and warriors read the land as constantly as their counterparts, choosing routes that preserve mobility and food. A young man’s reputation grows or contracts with each sign he reads correctly. Meetings with soldiers or settlers occur within a framework of scouting, counsel, and preparation. The narratives emphasize alertness, horsemanship, and discipline within the camp, while leaving outcomes implied rather than fully disclosed. In doing so, they place strategy and survival at the forefront, highlighting the calculations behind movement and contact.

Travel narratives broaden the canvas to include stage drivers, freighters, prospectors, and couriers who bind distant posts and settlements. Wagons labor over grades, axles fail, and water holes may be hours farther than expected. A lone rider carries a dispatch through hostile weather, relying on horse sense and landmarks. Mechanical repairs, improvised shelters, and shared rations keep journeys possible. Danger appears as ambush risk, exposure, or simple exhaustion, addressed through routine vigilance rather than heroics. These stories dwell on the infrastructure of movement—ferries, fords, corrals, and road ranches—showing how ordinary efforts make extraordinary distances manageable in a sparsely supplied country.

Later pieces reflect on change as telegraph wires extend, railheads advance, and towns supplant camps. Scouts notice unused skills, and veterans mark the passing of old routes replaced by graded roads. Small ceremonies—roll calls, disbandments, last inspections—close chapters in quiet fashion. Though risks remain, the tempo shifts from constant alarm to guarded transition. Remington’s scenes register the persistence of craft even as contexts evolve: horsemanship still matters, yet schedules and timetables reshape movement. The stories end with riders and teams yielding space to depots and platforms, framing the frontier not as an abrupt ending but as a gradual reordering of men, tools, and distances.

Across the collection, the central message emerges from accumulated detail: survival on the frontier depends on practical knowledge, disciplined cooperation, and an unromantic reading of place. The “crooked” in Crooked Trails describes routes bent by terrain, weather, and human aims, as well as choices that avoid straight-line solutions. Major events arrive as consequences of preparation rather than spectacle, and conclusions often rest on what is inferred rather than declared. By arranging varied episodes of soldiers, civilians, and Native groups in a loosely geographic and temporal progression, the book offers a composite understanding of work, caution, and adaptation along the contested edges of the nineteenth-century West.
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    Crooked Trails is set in the trans-Mississippi West during the final decades of the nineteenth century, roughly the 1870s through the 1890s. Its locales range from the Northern Plains to the deserts and mountain canyons of the Southwest, often along the United States–Mexico borderlands. The book’s world is one of cavalry posts, scout camps, ranch spreads, mining towns, and reservation agencies. Readers encounter landscapes shaped by long Indigenous presence—Apache, Lakota, Cheyenne, and others—undergoing rapid transformation from U.S. military occupation, railroad expansion, and industrial extraction. Frederic Remington situates his episodes in specific climates and terrains that determined tactics, livelihoods, and survival, making place inseparable from historical process.

The temporal frame coincides with the closing of the American frontier as declared by the 1890 Census and with the consolidation of federal power over Western territories. In this period, soldiers garrisoned at forts such as Fort Bowie, Fort Apache, Fort Huachuca, Fort Keogh, and Fort Niobrara patrolled immense districts. Ranching boomed on newly fenced ranges; mining camps like Tombstone and Deadwood flourished; and reservations such as San Carlos sought to confine Native nations. This is a world of mounted pursuit, supply trains, telegraph and rail spurs, and tense border crossings, where law remained improvisational and violence could erupt from disputed grazing, contested mines, or broken treaties.

The prolonged Apache Wars formed a central backdrop, especially in Arizona and New Mexico between the 1860s and 1886. Key figures included Cochise until 1874, Victorio during 1879–1880, Nana in 1881, and Geronimo culminating in 1886. U.S. Army operations rotated through forts like Bowie and Apache, with commanders George Crook and later Nelson A. Miles employing Apache scouts to track raiders across the Sierra Madre into Sonora and Chihuahua. Crooked Trails mirrors these campaigns through episodes of desert marches, ambushes in timbered mesas, and the fraught relationships among regulars, scouts, and settlers, reflecting Remington’s first-hand observations while illustrating Southwestern field craft and pursuit logistics.

The 1885–1886 Geronimo campaign exemplifies the book’s martial atmosphere. After repeated breakouts from the San Carlos Reservation, Crook’s 1883 expedition penetrated the Sierra Madre to Canyon de los Embudos, negotiating a fragile peace. Renewed hostilities led to Miles replacing Crook in 1886, deploying relentless, small, mounted columns, heliograph signals, and Apache scouts. Geronimo finally surrendered at Skeleton Canyon in September 1886, leading to exile in Florida and later Fort Sill, Oklahoma. Crooked Trails channels this history through stories of relentless tracking, moral ambiguity among scouts, and the psychological toll on soldiers, drawing on Remington’s travels to Arizona as an illustrator for East Coast periodicals.

Scouts and intermediaries—figures like Al Sieber, Mickey Free, and unnamed Apache auxiliaries—shaped the Southwestern wars and recur as archetypes in Remington’s narratives. The U.S. Army increasingly relied on such men after brutal episodes like Victorio’s defeat at Tres Castillos in 1880 and Nana’s raids in 1881. Buffalo Soldiers of the 9th and 10th Cavalry patrolled Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona, operating from posts such as Fort Huachuca. Crooked Trails captures the hybrid tactics forged in these conflicts—pack-train mobility, desert survival, cross-border coordination—and the cultural tensions on the San Carlos Reservation. It projects the campaigns’ immediacy while reflecting the period’s uneven alliances and hard, unforgiving rules of frontier war.

Farther north, the Great Sioux War of 1876–1877 provides essential historical context. In 1874, George A. Custer’s Black Hills expedition confirmed gold, triggering a rush that violated the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty. In 1876, Lakota and Northern Cheyenne forces under leaders such as Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse fought the United States in major battles: the Rosebud on June 17, 1876, and the Little Bighorn on June 25–26, 1876. By 1877, Crazy Horse surrendered and was killed; Sitting Bull fled to Canada. Crooked Trails reflects this era through cavalry-versus-horseback-warrior engagements, the tension between tactical brilliance and strategic dispossession, and the soldier’s view of a vast, hostile, and politically charged plains battlefield.

The Ghost Dance crisis and the Wounded Knee massacre in 1890 marked an end to large-scale Indigenous armed resistance on the northern plains. The Ghost Dance, a syncretic religious movement originating with the Paiute prophet Wovoka in 1889, promised renewal. Federal officials, alarmed at Pine Ridge and Standing Rock, intensified surveillance. On December 15, 1890, Sitting Bull was killed during an arrest attempt; on December 29, the 7th Cavalry killed approximately 250 to 300 Lakota at Wounded Knee Creek, losing 25 soldiers. Crooked Trails echoes the tension and mistrust of this period, its somber undertones reflecting a landscape militarized by fear and policy, not only by open war.

Federal Indian policy framed the West that Remington chronicled. The Dawes Act of 1887 mandated allotment of tribal lands into individual parcels—often 160 acres—opening millions of acres of so-called surplus lands to non-Native settlement. Between 1887 and 1934, Indigenous landholdings fell from roughly 138 million acres to about 48 million. Reservation administration, ration systems, and boarding schools such as Carlisle (founded 1879) enforced assimilation. In Crooked Trails, reservation boundaries, agency politics, and the roles of interpreters and scouts shadow every encounter. The stories’ itinerant soldiers and civilians move through a geography reshaped by allotment, making frontier choices inseparable from federal land and citizenship regimes.

The closing of the frontier registered officially with the 1890 Census, which reported no clear frontier line. In 1893, historian Frederick Jackson Turner framed the frontier as a crucible for American democracy in his Chicago address. On the ground, however, closing meant fences, surveyed sections, and fixed jurisdictions where once there had been fluid, contested space. Crooked Trails captures this hinge moment: the soldiers’ perpetual patrols give way to deputies, judges, and surveyors; the open range narrows into regulated ranchlands; and the old trails become graded wagon roads tied to railheads. Remington’s scenes of movement and pursuit balance on that threshold between mythic wilderness and administered territory.

The near-extermination of the American bison transformed the plains by the mid-1880s. From tens of millions before the Civil War, herds dwindled to fewer than a thousand animals in the wild by the late 1880s, with only a remnant in Yellowstone by 1902. The hide boom peaked around 1871–1873, when Sharps rifles, rail access, and commercial tanning spurred mass killing. The collapse of the bison economy devastated Plains nations reliant on the animal for food, shelter, and trade, forcing greater dependency on agency rations. Crooked Trails reflects the ecological emptiness left behind, its horseback journeys traversing landscapes already stripped of buffalo and thick with bleached skulls and abandoned camps.

Railroads accelerated conquest and consolidation. The first transcontinental line joined at Promontory Summit, Utah, in 1869. The Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe reached Albuquerque by 1880 and connected with the Southern Pacific at Deming, New Mexico, in 1881, forming a southern transcontinental route. Spurs and sidings fed mining towns and forts, while the telegraph knit together military command. Trains delivered troops and materiel that sustained remote garrisons and moved cattle and ore to market. In Crooked Trails, the presence of rail and telegraph hovers at the edge of scenes, supplying the columns that ride away from depots into roadless country, and delivering news that alters local power balances.

The cattle boom, from the late 1860s to mid-1880s, reshaped Western labor and land use. Trails such as the Chisholm, Western, and Goodnight–Loving drove Texas longhorns to railheads at Abilene, Dodge City, and beyond. Vast outfits like the XIT Ranch operated at industrial scale. Barbed wire, patented by Joseph Glidden in 1874, fenced water and grass, while the catastrophic winter of 1886–1887 and overstocking collapsed the open range. Crooked Trails channels this era with working details of remudas, chuck wagons, and night herds, and with the frictions between cowhands, homesteaders, and sheepherders that grew as open pasture gave way to claims, leases, and corporate control.

Range conflicts and local wars punctuated the transition to settled order. In New Mexico’s Lincoln County War (1878–1881), rival mercantile-ranching factions—the Murphy-Dolan ring against John Tunstall and Alexander McSween—fought through hired guns and deputies, producing figures like Billy the Kid and Sheriff Pat Garrett. In Wyoming’s Johnson County War (1892), large ranchers in the Wyoming Stock Growers Association invaded with hired gunmen, besieged small ranchers at the TA Ranch, and were halted only when U.S. Army 6th Cavalry intervened under orders from President Benjamin Harrison. Crooked Trails distills such episodes into themes of vigilantism, corporate muscle, and the precariousness of law in isolated counties.

The U.S.–Mexico borderlands were a zone of raiding, refuge, and pursuit under Porfirio Díaz’s regime (1876–1911). Apache bands exploited the Sierra Madre’s labyrinth; American and Mexican forces coordinated and clashed in Sonora and Chihuahua. Banditry and smuggling interlaced with ranching and mining, drawing Texas Rangers, rurales, and U.S. cavalry from posts like Fort Huachuca into transboundary chases. Crooked Trails repeatedly stages riders threading arroyos and sierra passes, conveying the diplomatic and logistical complications of international hot pursuit and the cultural crossings in adobe villages, cantinas, and mining camps where informants, scouts, and soldiers traded news, horses, and quiet threats.

Mining rushes created volatile towns whose law never caught up with capital. Ed Schieffelin’s 1877 strike founded Tombstone, Arizona, whose silver financed saloons, theaters, and a gun culture culminating in the O. K. Corral gunfight on October 26, 1881, with the Earp brothers and Doc Holliday facing the Cowboys. Copper districts like Bisbee under Phelps Dodge reshaped labor markets by the 1880s. Northern booms at Deadwood in the Black Hills entwined with treaty violations. Crooked Trails employs these contexts—quick wealth, claims jumping, corporate consolidation—to dramatize the mix of risk, bravado, and precarious justice that made mining camps crucibles of larger economic and political forces.

The book functions as social critique by exposing the costs of conquest and modernity, even when framed through soldierly valor. Its episodes highlight coercive reservation regimes, the displacement of Native nations under the Dawes Act, and a punitive security apparatus whose logic sometimes outran justice, as seen in scouts’ ambiguous loyalties and summary retributions. By depicting Buffalo Soldiers within an often racially stratified army, it hints at the contradictions of a republic that relied on Black troops to enforce policies curtailing others’ freedom. Scenes in ranch and mining districts reveal how capital, not community, frequently dictated the terms of order.

Crooked Trails also critiques the social fractures of the frontier’s closing decades: class power in range wars, jurisdictional capture by stock associations and mining companies, and the legal gray zones created by cross-border policing. It shows ordinary troopers and cowhands bearing systemic burdens—poor pay, hazardous duty, and disposability—while elites converted land and mineral rights into durable wealth. In its attention to place, the book underlines environmental dispossession, notably the buffalo’s eradication and the fencing of commons. The resulting portrait indicts a period that celebrated expansion while normalizing surveillance, expropriation, and unequal citizenship as the hidden machinery of its progress.
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