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A riveting narrative look at one of the most colorful, dangerous, and peculiar places in America's historical

landscape: the strange, wonderful, and mysterious Mississippi River of the 19th century.

 

Beginning in the early 1800s and climaxing with the siege of Vicksburg in 1863, Wicked River brings to life a place

where river pirates brushed elbows with future presidents and religious visionaries shared passage with thieves. Here

is a minute-by-minute account of Natchez being flattened by a tornado; the St. Louis harbor being crushed by a

massive ice floe; hidden, nefarious celebrations of Mardi Gras; and the sinking of the Sultana, the worst naval

disaster in American history. Here, too, is the Mississippi itself: gorgeous, perilous, and unpredictable. Masterfully

told, Wicked River is an exuberant work of Americana that portrays a forgotten society on the edge of revolutionary

change.
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There are literally thousands of books about the Mississippi River, each of them attempting to

capture its majesty. It is a tribute to the river's complexity and power that so few have succeeded.

Lee Sandlin does. He writes elegantly and delivers what he promised--the story of the river in the

days before engineers began their efforts to drain it of its mystery and protect us from its power.

And by demythologizing both the river itself and the men and women on and along the river, by

separating fact from legend, Sandlin actually makes it more majestic still.

There's plenty of humor in here, and farce. Perhaps the single story that hits the hardest, though, has nothing about

it either humorous or majestic. And it could be farce, something for Mark Twain's illumination, except for the punch

line. It is the story of Virgil Stewart. In a kind of American version of the Protocols of Zion, Stewart peddled a

supposed plan for a white-led slave uprising that took hold of much of the lower Mississippi Valley. The beatings,

murder, and torture his lies engendered only remind us how fearful and stupid humans can be at their worst.

The river today has banks lined with concrete for hundreds of miles, while dams block off tributaries and levees seal

the main river in. All that constrains the river. Nonetheless, these very constraints have themselves wreaked havoc

on the land the river made--physically made, by the deposit of sediment--along the modern Gulf Coast. And the

power and wildness of the river which Sandlin writes about are one great flood away from unleashing. The river is, as

T.S. Eliot wrote, "unhonored, unpropitiated / by the worshippers of machine. But waiting, watching and waiting."
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