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The Question:  Newt Winger and Marcus Savage both have a sense of family.  However, this is entirely different for each of them, and, as a result, so are their attitudes toward life and people.  Discuss this statement in a well organized essay.

THIS IS A STUDENT SAMPLE AND MAY CONTAIN SOME MINOR ERRORS

The Influence of Family

     Newt Winger and Marcus Savage are two principal characters in Gordon Park’s novel, The Learning Tree. Even though these two characters differ in almost every conceivable way, they both possess a strong sense of family.  Although they both have a personal understanding of family, their conceptions of family are anything but similar.  Generally, Newt perceives family to be a positive aspect in his life; Marcus on the other hand, perceives it as a negative.  Newt, along with his brothers and sisters, are raised in a positive family atmosphere by two loving parents who care for them dearly.  In contrast, Marcus is raised by his illiterate, drunken, disrespectful, uncompassionate, ill-tempered, and abusive father in a primarily negative atmosphere.  Newt understands that family means feeling safe, loved, and having a sense of security around those who he cares for.  Due to his father’s lifestyle and actions, Marcus has not been presented with an opportunity to view family in such a way.  Marcus and his father lack a positive father-son relationship.  Newt understands that his loving family supports him and will always be there should he ever need them.  However, the absence of family support is an unfortunate reality for Marcus, who is often uncomfortable discussing his problems with his father.  Due to their contrasting social realities, Newt and Marcus view family differently; they have different attitudes towards both life and the people and circumstances that compose it. ***Thesis statement is in blue***
     Marcus Savage and Newt Winger are raised in very contrasting family environments and atmospheres.  Marcus Savage’s family atmosphere is having a profound effect on the person he is quickly becoming. According to Maggie Pullens, Marcus is immersed in a negative family atmosphere due to his disrespectful, drunken, and ill-tempered father, Booker Savage:  “ ‘Take that Savage boy… nobody’s ever done anything big to help him.  He should have been taken away from Booker when he was a little boy and put in a good home.’ ” (Parks 98).  Marcus understands that his family life is suffering due to his father and consequently he regards family as one of the numerous negative aspects which plague his life. Contrastingly, Newt experiences an extremely positive family atmosphere due to the attitudes of his two loving parents and caring siblings.  The Winger family atmosphere is generally one of love, consideration, and primarily positive attributes; Newt demonstrates this to Arcella during Christmas: 
 “Got up early this mornin’.”
 “So did I.”
 “Then I called everybody and we gave out presents.”
“Just the same over at our place, only not as many people.” (94)
According to Newt, his family atmosphere is very positive, consisting of all the family members coming together on Christmas morning to exchange gifts and spend time together. This fortunate combination of positive aspects surrounding family causes Newt to regard family as a very positive aspect in his life.  Due to the influence provided this family life, Newt normally demonstrates a positive attitude towards life and people while Marcus is influenced by his poor family life and generally displays a negative attitude towards life, as well as people.  CTT in blue
     Newt Winger and Marcus Savage also have very divergent understandings of family.  As Newt lives among good influences within a generally positive environment, he understands that family is associated with feelings of safety, love, and security.  Newt recognizes that the members of his family love each other dearly and are not afraid to display it.  This is demonstrated most clearly as Newt speaks to his mother on her deathbed:  Step 2—Use a signal phrase to insert the quotation.

Rende, Lou, Clara, Prissy, Roy and Pete stood off to the side. Jack was in front of them, his smokeless pipe hanging from his lips. The rims of his eyes were swollen and red.
Sarah went on. “Your sisters are takin’ you back north with them. Promise me you’ll mind them… and keep out of trouble.”
   “I promise.”
    “It’s another kind of world up there, Newt… hope and more promisin’ things. Put… put somethin’ into it… and you’ll get something out… make it come true.”
   “Yessem.”
   “Make a good man of yourself up there. It’s a dream of mine… for you… make it come true.”  (183)
As Sarah Winger lay on her deathbed all the members of the Winger family openly demonstrated their compassion, love, and care for each other.  All the members of the family, united by their love for Sarah and Sarah by her love for them, exhibited all the elements associated with positive family environments.  Because Newt has a sense of family, which encompasses feelings of love, safety and security, he has a positive attitude towards life, as well as the circumstances and people which compose it.  Contrarily, Marcus has not been presented with an opportunity to view family as Newt does.  As Booker is the only family that Marcus has left, his perception of family is negatively affected by his father’s harmful influence.  Consequently, this also contributes to the suffering father-son relationship which the two unfortunately have.  This failing relationship often causes Marcus to feel unloved by his father and consequently, frightened, uncertain, and unappreciated.  This is highlighted as Marcus returns home from his dreadful imprisonment, discovering that the combination of family atmosphere and the relationship between him and his father leaves him feeling nearly as bad as he did during his imprisonment: 

Marcus remained silent, spooning in the last of his oatmeal. Booker stirred uneasily on his chair, not knowing what more to say. “Goddam dirty bastards… sons-a-bitches.”
Suddenly Marcus stopped chewing. His jaws began quivering and he let out a guttural cry, spewing the food from his mouth over the table.  Booker saw the tears coursing down his cheeks before he buried his head in his powerful arms… sobbing as if he were an overgrown baby.

“What the matter, boy?” “What’s the matter?” Booker was up and over him now. “You hurtin’ or somethin?” “What’s the matter?”
Then, as if escaping some unforeseen doom, Marcus jumped up and ran from the house through the junk-strewn paths towards Flynn’s River. He did not stop sobbing until he lay on its banks, watching the river flow slowly past. He was free again, but his homecoming had left him nearly as empty and frustrated as he’d been during his imprisonment.  (108)
The fact that Marcus compares his family life to prison life demonstrates the negative elements which Marcus affiliates with family that ultimately cause him to possess a negative attitude towards his life, as well as the people and circumstances that comprise it. 


As well as associating feelings of love, safety and security with his positive family atmosphere, Newt also recognizes that his loving family fully supports him and will always be there should he ever need them.  This understanding was a very encouraging, comforting, as well as, reassuring sensation for Newt.  The Winger family’s capacity to support each other is displayed on numerous occasions; however, the most prominent by far is shortly following Sarah Winger’s funeral:
“…Ashes to ashes… dust to dust… from dust we came and to dust we returneth.” The petals of the broken rose fell from Pastor Broadnap’s fingers, twisted and dipped in blurred confusion before Newt’s tear-filled eyes, then came to rest on Sarah Winger’s coffin “… may this beloved mother and wife rest, forever in peace.  May God have mercy on his family… Amen.”
Newt felt Uncle Rob’s hand ease to his shoulder, pressing home to the end of the rites. Grief engulfed him as he stood staring into his mother’s open grave. (Goodbye, Momma… I won’t ever forget your dream.)

    “Come on son… let’s go,” Rob said. 

   “Okay, Uncle Rob, I just want to stay a little longer.”
   “It’s all right, boy. Take your time.” Rob waited as the others started filing out towards the cars. (232-33)
At Sarah Winger’s funeral, emotions ran very high throughout the family.  This was no different for Newt, if anything his mother’s death may have affected him the greatest.  The support that Newt received from the members of his family, specifically his Uncle Rob, assisted him greatly with his struggle to come to terms with his loss.  The reality that the members of his family were there for him during all his struggles influenced the attitude and actions which Newt demonstrated towards others who found themselves in similar circumstances.  This is exhibited through the attitude and actions which Newt displayed toward Marcus near the end of the novel when Marcus found himself in a similar situation:
“I ought’a kill you, Marcus.” Newt breathed heavily, the knife still up. “I ought’a kill…”
A siren sounded, and they both started. “It’s Kirky, Newt! Gimme a chance! He’ll shoot me to pieces!”
Newt glanced up the road, then back at his frightened enemy.     “Okay, git goin’, and don’t never come back.” (238-39)
Marcus was in a similar situation as Newt had once been; his father was dead and his emotions had taken control of him. The difference was there was no one to support him while his dealt with his loss, as Newt’s remaining family had done for him.  Newt realized this and due to the positive influences of his family, he made the decision to give Marcus a second chance.  Marcus on the other hand had no one to support him.  His only family, his negative influence of a father, was dead and he had no one to help control his emotions.   The principal cause for Marcus’ attitude as well as actions can be traced back to his father.  Booker’s negative influence is demonstrated on numerous occasions.  His character’s introduction in no exception:  
   “One more word out’a you and I’ll whale you to a inch’a death!”
   Then Marcus. “You winehead! You’re too damned drunk to stand up, less lone fight!” There was a moment of tense silence, then a banging against the wall, scuffing, cursing, and finally the door flew open and Marcus tore through the opening, blood trickling from his nose. “You old bastard! I’ll git ya! I’ll git ya yet!” he screamed back, ignoring the boys.     (45)  
Booker Savage was a negative influence in Marcus’ life. He very often did not support Marcus, and even less often was there for him.  Due to this, Marcus has very different attitudes and means of dealing with his problems compared to Newt.  This is demonstrated in the circumstances leading up to Newt’s decision to give Marcus a second chance:   
   “Winger!” Marcus hollered.

   “He’s got a gun!” Beansy yelled.

   Newt, Jappy and Beansy scrambled into the woods between the road and the river. Marcus aimed toward Newt and fired. (237) 

Marcus reacts very differently to Newt in this situation.  Marcus, with his emotions running very high, wants revenge for his father’s death so he sets out with the intention to kill Newt.  This reaction is influenced by the negative examples of his father.  Contrary to Marcus, when the tables turn and Newt is presented with the opportunity to kill Marcus, Newt reacts oppositely.  This difference is due to the contrasting sense of family which the two possess.

Newt and Marcus have very differing levels and senses of comfort surrounding their family. Newt, unlike Marcus, has an exceptionally strong relationship with the members of his family.  Subsequently, he has minimal if any difficulty discussing his problems and thoughts with them.  Newt demonstrates this as he discusses his information regarding the Jake Kiner trail with his mother:  
Sarah was sitting upright now. “Come here and sit down by me,” she whispered. “What’s troublin’ you son?”
Newt sank to the bed and started telling his story. “Wait a minute,” his mother said. We’d better go out in the livin’ room. We don’t want to wake your poppa.” She rose and wrapped a blanket about her, and they went and sat together on the divan.
Newt, his mind like a ball of yarn, poured out the nightmare hurriedly, as he couldn’t wait to rid himself of it. (192)
Newt had a very important, controversial, and possibly devastating piece of information regarding the ongoing Jake Kiner murder trial.  Since Newt had a respectable sense of comfort and trust surrounding his family, he found the courage to discuss his predicament with his mother.  This demonstrates that Newt has the ability to place trust in others, unlike Marcus who believes the whole world is against him.  Marcus finds it difficult to place trust in others primarily due to the negative situations he experiences at home: 

He had already lifted the mattress and was turning back when his light stuck the green bottles sticking up from the gunny sack (Where in hell’d the ole man git all that booze, I wonder… must’a stole it someplace…). He pulled the door to and started up the path, then he turned quickly and re-entered the shed, holding the light close to the bottles… (Goddam… Kirky said somethin’ ‘bout green bottles… wonder if the ole man… goddam, this is somethin’… I can’t believe it… goddam…). (172)
As Marcus was searching for a mattress in the shed, he noticed a large quantity of green bottles filled with alcohol.  Marcus understood what this meant. His father had killed Jake and had lied about it, both to Kirky and himself.  These circumstances are yet another example that account for Marcus’ attitude towards others. He believes that if he cannot trust his family, he should not trust anyone, for they are all out to get him. He often finds it difficult to place trust in his father, discuss his problems, as well as feel comfortable and unafraid in his presence. Ultimately, a combination of these aspects influence the negative attitude he demonstrates towards life and people.    
Newt Winger and Marcus Savage both have a very distinct sense of family; therefore, their attitudes towards life, as well as the people and circumstances that comprise it, differ as well.  Newt is raised in a generally positive family environment where feelings of love, safety, and security are abundant among his loving parents and siblings. However, Marcus is raised in a generally negative family environment where he often feels unloved, uncertain, unappreciated, and frightened due to the negative influence of his father. Newt understands that his family supports him and will always be there should he ever need them. Due to this feeling of security, Newt possesses a sense of comfort as well as trust surrounding his family. This helps him discuss his problems openly among the members of his family without difficulty. In contrast, Marcus often does not feel supported by his father and therefore he is frequently uncomfortable discussing his problems with him.  The respective effects that these contrasting realities have on each character help define their individual sense of family.  This sense of family then in turn influences their attitudes towards life, as well as the people and circumstances that comprise it.   [1814 words]  
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