Wallace Earl Stegner was born into a family that roamed the West
in a restless search for the good life. His frontier childhood shaped
his writing for the rest of his life.
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In 1990, the Stegner house in town was restored
and established as a Residence for Artists.
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1930-1939
From Grad Stud

With no clear-cut career in mind, Wallace
was saved by a Utah professor who
negotiated a teaching assistantship for
him at the University of Towa in a Master’s
program in English.

In September 1930, Wallace arrived at the
University of lowa.

“Two roads diverged in a wood. and I—
T'took the one I was pushed into.”
—WALLACE STEGNER'

“During an endless rainy fall, [ realized]
that I came from the arid lands, and liked
where I came from. I was used to earth
colors—tan, rusty red, toned white—and
the endless green of lowa offended me.”

—WALLACE STEGNER®
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‘While at Iowa, the Great Depression
deepened. For his Master’s thesis, Wallace
wrote a series of three short stories,
completing his degree requirements by
mid-1932. He decided to stay on and work
for his Ph.D.

“Ilooked outside and saw the Depression
so deep and black that it was frivolous to
think of going out into it and making a
living. It was safer in school...”

—WALLACE STEGNER?

Older brother Cecil at age 5.

In his first year at Towa, tragedy struck the
family back in Salt Lake City when Cecil died
unexpectedly at age 23. As young children,
the brothers had been very close, and Wallace
often recalled how Cecil had defended and
protected him.

“[Cecil's death] made me realize how tight a
cluster [the Stegner family was|. knotted
against respectable society, our own sole
resource, our own prison.”

—WALLACE STEGNER'

Wallace returned to the University of lowa
in Spring 1934, just in time to meet graduate
student Mary Stuart Page. the woman he
would love for the rest of his life.

“He was tall. handsome. and well-built;
she was slight and beautiful.... It was a
courtship that went on intensely, but
without much money... a lot of walking
and talking”

—JACKSON J. BENSON’

In June 1933, Wallace discovered his mother
was dying of cancer. He left school and
moved to Salt Lake City so he could help
care for her. True to form, his father soon
departed for places unknown. Wallace never
forgave this final betrayal. He continued to
care for his mother until one cold day in
November, she whispered to him that he was
agood boy” and gave up her difficult life.

“I'was not intelligent enough to comprehend
the kind of example you had been setting
me, until it was too late to do anything but
hold your hand while you died.”

—WALLACE STEGNER®

“I'was never lower in my life.
—WALLACE STEGNER®

Six months from their first meeling,
Wallace and Mary’s small wedding took
place September 1. 1934. followed by a
brief honeymoon.

The happy newlyweds.

“Ilove you because you are fine and clean
and youthful and high-hearted and honest
and loving and dozens and dozens of other
adjectives that don't mean anything in the
abstract, but mean much when applied
1o you.”

—WALLACE STEGNER®

In 1935, while carrying a one-semester
teaching position at Augustana College in
Mlinois, Wallace completed the University of
lowa requirements for his Ph.D. in English
with a dissertation on the Utah naturalist.
Clarence Dutton.

Wallace often led discussion sessions with his
University of Utah students at his home.

Wallace accepted a position at the University
of Utah starting in Fall 1935.

“Wallace didn't have any classes until
ten in the morning, so he sat down in their
apartment every morning at eight and
wrote until he had to grab his coat and
books and race up the hill the two blocks
to his first classroom.”
—JACKSON J. BENSON"

Dutton explored and researched unique areas
that later became national parks, including Zion.
Bryce, Yellowstone, Yosemite, Mount Lassen,
and Grand Canyon (pictured here).

“The dissertation shows [Stegner]. a young
man of 25 who, in the mid-1930% before
environmentalism became the movement
it is today, was concerned about preserving
the beauties of the national parks and
conserving our land heritage.”

—JACKSON J. BENSON?

Wallace survived the Depression in graduate school
earning his masters and doctorate. During these years,
he weathered the loss of his childhood family but
discovered joy in starting a new family. He got his first
taste of teaching and published his first book.

Wallace, the new father,
with his only child, son
Page. (1937)

Mary and Page
playing in their first
Wisconsin winter.

Wallace achieved national success as a
writer when his Remembering Laughter was
published after winning the $2.500 prize in
the Little, Brown Publishers short novel
contest in 1937.

“We had quite a party [to celebrate]. At the
end, Mary went into labor... and produced
ason. My new family and my new literary
life began together.”

—WALLACE STEGNER"

After the success of Remembering Laughter:
Wallace packed up Mary and Page and
accepted a new position at the University
of Wisconsin, Madison in 1937. A letter of
recommendation written to Wisconsin by
an lowa professor stated, "My guess is that
Stegner is not likely to produce much
‘research, though he will always handle his
courses in a scholarly manner. What he will
produce—as things look now—is fiction.”
—NORMAN FOERSTER"™

George (left) and Wallace in happier times,
together on a hunting trip.

Although Wallace and his father had been
estranged since Georges desertion of his
dying wife in 1933, Wallace sent his down-
and-out father money whenever he could.
But in Salt Lake City in the summer of
1939. the final chapter was written when
George Stegner, full of self-pity, defeated
and weak, committed suicide after killing
his girlfriend.

“For Wallace there was bitter irony in this
act, which he considered the ultimate
display of weakness... adding shame to
the hatred, guilt and distaste.”

—JACKSON J. BENSON"

“Finally, like many another gambler no
worse and no better, he died broke and
Jriendless in a fleabag hotel. having in
his lifetime done more human and
environmental damage than he could
have repaired in a second lifetime.”
—WALLACE STEGNER'!
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_ Taking advantage of promising op;:lrtunitiqs offered him on the
East coast, Wallace continued to ds:velop as a writer and teacher.
“And in these years he deci&e.d his litxrary career would be forem‘)st.
’

Maple Cottage on the Bread Loaf campus
of Middlebury College in Vermont.

Professionalism in writing was emphasized
at the Bread Loaf Writers' Conference, a
celebrated summer program for authors held
in Vermont. Wallace was invited to join the
staff'in 1938, and continued to participate
until 1946.

“I can remember vignettes from those
evenings: Eudora Welty sitting worshipfully
at the feet of Katherine Anne Porter after
areading, Truman Capote holding himself
conspicuously aloof from Louis Untermeyer
after Untermeyer called T.S. Eliot a writer
of society verse, Carson McCullers in her
starched white boys’shirt deep in talk
with WH. Auden.”

—WALLACE STEGNER'

One summer's faculty at Bread Loaf: (rear) Raymond
Everitt, Robeson Bailey, Herbert Agar, Herschel Brickell,
Wallace Stegner, Fletcher Pratt; (center) Gorham Munson,
Bernard DeVoto, Theodore Morrison. Robert Frost,
John Gassner: (front) Mary Stegner; Helen Everitt,
Kathleen Morrison, Eleanor Chilton.

Besides influencing his writing, l.nany of
the famous authors and poets at Bread
Loaf, like Robert Frost, became Wallace's
life-long friends.

“[At Bread Loaf]. for the first time in my

life I was moving among people who . - ¥
g X with their fermont,
really rattled my brain: Phil and Peg Gray:
—WALLACE STEGNER® A

Charmed with Vermont and its‘ residents,
the Stegners bought an old 200-acre farm
for $600 outside of Greensboro. They fixed
up the house and barn and thergpent
almost every summer there.

“Everybody.wha grows up [in Vermont| grows
up working hard, and at all kinds of jobs.

{3 They're alljacks=of-all-trades, They can fix
H things, toggle them up. That's d aracteristic
= = of any frontier, and that’s the of West
that I grew up in”
Writers' Conference. Rear: Eudora Welty. John —WALLACE §' ER®
Ciardi, Brainard Cheney, Edna Frederickson.
Louis Untermeyer. Front: Marian Sims, Theodore
Morrison. Carson McCullers.
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Mary, Wallace, Page, and their
dog Koofna, Winter 1942.

When offered a sabbatical from teaching

in 1942, Wallace and his family spent a
memorable winter in Vermont so he could
finish writing The Big Rock Candy Mountain.

“It was not the best of conditions for writing:
typing while sitting at a table in the living
room, wearing a wool shirt and two sweaters,
sitting surrounded by a kerosene lamp and
enough candles to read by, and having to get
up every few minutes to stir or stoke the fire.”

—WALLACE STEGNER*
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Harvard's Memorial Hall.

Bernard DeVoto.

Wallace's next career move was facilitated
by colleagues from Bread Loaf’s faculty.
especially Bernard DeVoto and Theodore
Morrison. Harvard University offered
Wallace a teaching fellowship in 1939. The
Stegners packed up. left the University of
Wisconsin, and moved to Cambridge.

“Cambridge was our Athens and our Rome.”
—WALLACE STEGNER®

But it was the war years, and Wallace
soon found he was teaching writing in
the Army Specialized Training Program
exclusively. The government program
had essentially taken over Harvard's
curriculum.

“It was a melancholy job to see these

eager guys from Philadelphia ghettos,
who had been drafted into the army.
They found themselves in Harvard,
wide-eyed and loving it, but it would
only last a quarter, a semester, and
they would be gone to lose the top of
their heads”

—WALLACE STEGNER®

(One | Nation

The title page of One Nation.

In 1944, Wallace accepted an assignment
with Look magazine to write a series

of photojournalism articles about
discrimination in wartime America.

For over a year the Stegners traveled while
researching, interviewing and writing, But.
Look deemed the articles too controversial,
and instead published a summary book.
One Nation, in 1945.

“[Stegner| was fighting as far back as the
mid-1940s... advocating a nation of
cultural diversity and arguing the
importance of the preservation of Native
America, African-American, and Latino
heritages decades before the phrase
cultural diversity was coined.”
—JACKSON J. BENSON’
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Early on, Wallace and Mary joined a
cooperative housing association that was
planning a community behind the campus.
But upon learning no FHA loans would be
forthcoming unless discriminatory rules
were allowed. the Stegners withdrew and -
bought land on a hilltop in Los Altos Hills.
— .
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Wallace’s friend Robert Frost came to Stanford
on several occasions and met with the creative
writing students.
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1965-1971

Stanford: Th

Wallace found the excesses of the 1960’s in sharp

conflict with the values he believed in and lived by.
The political turmoil, when it erupted on campus,
played a major role in his decision to retire early

from teaching.

“The year as a Stegner Fellow changed my
writing life. I will always be grateful to Mr.
Stegner for his trust and support.”

—STEPHEN DIXON'

Ken Kesey gained instant success with his
book. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’ Nest.

Over the years, the Creative Writing Program
nurtured many of America’s best writers. But
for Wallace, dissension with both colleagues
and students began to grow in the 1960’s.
Perhaps best known was the jarring relation-
ship between Wallace and Ken Kesey. a
rising star from Stegners Creative Writing
Program. Kesey came to symbolize the
counter-culture of the 1960’s and his easy
living philosophy was in direct opposition

to Wallaces hard work ethic.

‘As soon as I took LSD, and [Stegner] drank
Jack Daniel’s, we drew the line between
us right there. His dislike of what I was
doing, what we were doing, was the kiss
of approval in some way.”

—KEN KESEY*

Stanford students at Frost Amphitheater, 1970.

“Every year this teaching business gels
more like being broken on the wheel. It
seems to me the kids get progressively
brighter and worse-educated, so that they
need to be told more, and give you more
hell while you're telling them.”

—WALLACE STEGNER®

‘As a group they are reckless, they stampede
toward the emancipated future like dry
cattle scenting a water hole. To a puzzled
elder; they often seem to throb rather
than think.

—WALLACE STEGNER?

At Stanford. as across the nation, peaceful
anti-Vietnam War demonstrations took place.

“We were both opposed to the war—very
much so—but Wally didn't like the way
students were trashing the campus, and
he didn't like the fact that they didn’t
come to class. He decided he didn’t have
to teach, and he said there was no point
in teaching when people weren't coming
to class.”

—MARY STEGNER®

Although Wallace marched against the war; he
was appalled that some students and outsiders
used the unrest over the war to disrupt classes

and destroy property.

At the same time that Wallace felt growing
conflicts of personalities and beliefs in his
academic community, he was witnessing
unsettling changes in his environmental
organizations as well. Feeling out of step
with the times, in 1971 Wallace retired early
from Stanford.

That ends it. I'm not going to do anything
more. I'm washing my hands of this whole
business.”

—WALLACE STEGNER®

“I don't really belong in the twentieth
century. My demands upon life are
nineteenth-century demands rather
than twentieth.”

—WALLACE STEGNER”

“All the Little Live Things (1967)
was his generation-gap novel
about a retired literary
curmudgeon repulsed by hippie
cultists and drawn to a young
mothers reverence for all life;

it could stand as his bittersweet

farewell to Stanford.”
—BAINE KERR®



—\Nl ACE STECNER

a

)l

TO SAFETY
Recapitulation ,

The years following Wallace’s early retirement from Stanford were some

of his most productive. Writing critically accgaimed novels and essays,

championing environmental l’e ecturing, and traveling filled his days.
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:an remembers
e as a frequent customer and
L 3 book signer at her store in Los
4 Altos. “Are you sure you can sell all these
NCLE REPOSE books? I don’t want you to be burdened
n oF with copies that you won't be able to sell.”
—WALLACE STEGNER®
Poster advertising the
short-lived opera. “Wally was far from resting on his laurels
and spending all his time in wistful
recollection of a time more innocent.
He couldn’t have been busier during
—SUSAN HEINTZELMAN® P »
years.
—JACKSON J. BENSON®

“Not only did we sell all 200 copies of
San Francisco Opera Director Kurt Adler ‘Where the Bluebird Sings, but several
commissioned a Bicentennial opera boxes more!”
based on Angle of Repose. When reviews
panned it as too radical and atonal, it
osed after only five performances.

“Here I am writing lectures and preparing
seminars for the University of Colorado,
iterary speech for the New

“Wallace’s busy life also included extensive
travel. “When I was on the Serengeti Plains
afew years ago, I thought it was just like
Saskatchewan.”

—WALLACE STEGNER®

His life-long involvement in environ-
mental issues remained an unwavering
commitment.
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‘Wallace and Ansel Adams were featured at a
Stanford environmental event, 1982.

“We can su
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patriarchal blessing el
Don't try to control the earth beyond the
absolute minimum. Work with the earth,
not against it. For the earth does not

-
“Most of all, I thank my wife, Ma vowho
Jor reasons known only to hers
up with me for nearly sixty years, has
ed and tended ideas in my head, has
and my working hours,
improve the

and VO el that |
am often inclined to disavow in disgust.”
—WALLACE STEGN

“When I have wit enough to think about
it, [l am| terribly proud to be a man
and an American, with all the rights
and privileges that those words connote;
and most of all I am humble before the
responsibilities that are also mine. For
no right comes without a responsibility,
and being born luckier than most of

the world’s millions, I am also born
more obligated.”

—WALLACE STEG




