
 
 
 
 

 
Book Discussion Guide 

 
Blood and Thunder: The Epic Story of Kit Carson  

and the Conquest of the American West 
 

 Do Americans still have an emotional investment in believing that the “winning” of the West 
was a glorious, even heroic endeavor? How does the real story of Western conquest differ from 
what you were taught? Why has the Navajos’ Long Walk been less well-known than the 
Cherokees’ Trail of Tears?  

 How did you react to the scorched-earth tactics that forced the Navajos to begin their 
doomed migration? How would you categorize these tactics of war? Could the Navajo Wars 
have ended some other way?  

 How was Carson able to embrace so many aspects of Native American culture, even marrying 
two Indian women, but nonetheless lead campaigns that crippled them? To whom (or what) 
was he most loyal? Many soldiers and police officers have committed atrocities when following 
orders from above. Do you think this excuses Kit Carson in any way?   

 The Mescalaro Apaches thought their lifestyle was superior to that of whites, which they 
called slavery. What do you think? They fled Bosque Redondo, but the Navajo never tried to 
escape. Why not?  

 What does Carson’s illiteracy, paired with his knowledge of numerous languages, say about 
him? What distinguishes the power of the written word from the power of the spoken word, as 
evidenced by Carson’s enthusiasm for an epic poem by Lord Byron? 

 How would you have responded if you had been a witness to both the death of Navajo chief 
Narbona by soldiers and the brutalization and murder of Ann White by Indians? 

 The book’s title is derived from the “blood-and-thunder” pulp novels that made Kit Carson a 
caricature. Were fictionalized versions of his life harmful? Is exaggerated storytelling a 
necessary component of most cultures?  

 During its first war of foreign aggression, the United States seized many thousands of square 
miles of territory from Mexico. Should this historical fact shape the current debate over 
Mexican immigration–especially considering that the states most keenly affected by the 
immigration controversy (California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas) are the very states the 
United States appropriated from Mexico? 


