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New York Times Bestselling Novelist Breathes Life into a True Story 

Imagined of a Freed Slave Seeking Freedom on the Oregon Trail  

 

In her newest novel, New York Times bestselling author Jane Kirkpatrick tells the dramatic story of a freed 

slave enduring the Oregon Trail to start a new life. A Light in the Wilderness is the journey of three 

women, Letitia Carson, a freed-slave, Nancy Hawkins, a doctor’s wife, and Betsy, a Kalapuya Indian. The 

women find each other in the wilderness. Their kinship supplies the strength to 

overcome the bitter frontier and discover what it means to be truly free in a land 

that makes promises it cannot fulfill. A multilayered story, their resolve will grip 

readers' hearts and minds as they travel in the wilderness of landscape and the 

soul into the boundless American West. 

Based on the true story of Letitia Carson, who bravely became one of the first 

African-America women to cross the Oregon Trail, Kirkpatrick spent countless 

hours researching her life. Letitia, a freed-slave, settled in Oregon with her 

husband, but after his death their farm and possessions were seized and sold at 

auction. With the encouragement of Nancy Hawkins, Letitia sued in a state 

where a person of color could not testify against a white person, woman had 

little status, and persons of color were not even allowed to enter the territory,  

 

“I think women like Letitia inspire us to greater things,” says Kirkpatrick. “I like 

telling the stories of ordinary women – such a Letitia – who are really 

extraordinary. Their stories resonate with contemporary women and allow a 

reader to ask themselves how they would deal with that kind of challenge and to see that the strengths 

these women demonstrate are present in our own lives. I like to celebrate these women and let them teach 

me about living with what I have now.”  

 

Jane Kirkpatrick is the New York Times and CBA bestselling author of more than twenty-five books, 

including A Sweetness to the Soul, which won the coveted Wrangler Award from the Western Heritage 

Center. Her works have been finalists for the Christy Award, Spur Award, Oregon Book Award, and 

Reader's Choice awards, and have won the WILLA Literary Award and Carol Award for Historical 

Fiction. Many of her titles have been Book of the Month and Literary Guild selections and recognized as 

one of the top ten novels of 2009 by Library Journal. You can also read her work in more than fifty 

publications, including Decision, Private Pilot, and Daily Guideposts. Jane lives in Central Oregon with 

her husband, Jerry. Learn more at www.jkbooks.com. 
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Q&A with Jane Kirkpatrick 

Author of A Light in the Wilderness 
 

What inspired you to write about Letitia Carson?  

Her story is so compelling! How did an African American woman change 

her life from former slave to plaintiff, engage in a lawsuit in a state where 

a person of color was excluded from even being and could not testify 

against a white person, and where even a white woman had little status? 

How did she decide to stand out? How did she face the injustice of being a 

woman of color and decide not to be a victim but to become clear about 

what mattered in her life and then have the courage to act on that? That’s 

what I wanted to explore. 

Did you find it troubling to write about an African American woman when you are not of that race?  

When I wrote about an Indian woman, Marie Dorion, I was asked by a reporter what business did I have 

writing of Indians when I wasn’t one. I was a bit taken aback because I have male characters too, and I’m not 

one of those either. But I said something like I had Indian friends, I did my research, I tried desperately to live 

inside her skin, and that we were first, together, women. Later I mentioned the reporter’s comment to the tribal 

historian and he was thoughtful, then said, “You didn’t write about an Indian woman. You wrote a story of a 

strong woman who happened to be an Indian.” That’s how I approached Letitia’s story, about a strong woman 

who also happened to be African American. 

What prompts you to choose a particular woman for a story?  

Most of the historical women I’m drawn to lived in the West during the 1800s. I like that period of history, 

and history is the spine of my stories, with characters providing the flesh and blood of life. I especially like 

ordinary women—such as Letitia—whose stories resonate and allow a reader to ask themselves how they 

would deal with that kind of challenge and to see that the strengths these women demonstrate are present in all 

our lives. I think women like Letitia inspire us to greater things. I’m also drawn to ask where these women 

drew their courage from. My husband and I spent thirty years “homesteading” a remote ranch, and I knew that 

one day we would have electricity, running water, a telephone, maybe even email, or I wouldn’t live there. But 

these women only knew what they had before them; they lived more in the present. I like to celebrate those 

women and let them teach me about living with what I have now. 

How do you decide what to include in a story based on a real person?  

I create a timeline of what is known about that character, the “who, what, where, when” facts. And then I 

explore the why and how of their lives: Why was Letitia in Missouri having been born in Kentucky? Why did 

she go west? How did she travel with Davey: as a laborer, a slave, a common-law wife? How did she feel 

being the only person of color in the wagon company? How did she handle the patrollers? How did she meet 

the desires of her heart? Somewhere in the answering of those questions I identify the character arc: what she 

wanted, what got in her way, how she had to change to accomplish what mattered to her. There are many 

details I may know both historically and within the genealogical record that I have to leave behind. Too many 

details will numb the reader’s mind; too few and they’ll question the authenticity. It’s a balancing act. And I’m 

looking for the moment when I and, I hope, my readers will cheer for the character. I usually know where I’m 

going to end the story before I first begin. 
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