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I was pleased to be given the assignment of writing a biographical sketch of Wallace Stegner because over the years I have read and admired many of his stories and novels, but didn’t know much about his background.  Now, thanks to an excellent biography by Jackson Benson, entitled Wallace Stegner, His Life and Work, I do feel that I know something about his life story.

Stegner is sometimes pigeon-holed, wrongly I think, as a so-called “Western Writer.”  This does him a disservice because his talent and the scope of his work give him a truly universal appeal.  The “Western” myth seems to have stuck because he did in fact spend his early childhood years in the West and returned there in later years to be a highly revered teacher of creative writing at Stanford, as well as an activist in the environmental movement to protect the great national parks and forests of the West.  In addition, many of his stories and some, though certainly not all, of his novels and histories have a Western setting.

Stegner spent a unique and in many ways unhappy childhood growing up in various Western locales.  He was born on February 18, 1909 on a farm in Lake Mills, Iowa.  He was the second, and by his father’s reckoning, least favored son of George and Hilda Stegner.  Throughout his life Stegner had a strained and difficult relationship with his father.  George Stegner was in many ways a failure as a father and as a provider.  He was a vagabond who moved from place to place chasing the proverbial main chance.  Moving from job to job he dragged his young family along with him, always sure that his own personal pot of gold was just around the corner.

George fancied himself as an exemplar of the can do independent soul who could tame the great American west and wrest great riches from its natural bounty.  Sadly none of these dreams of glory and riches ever came to pass.  When Wallace was in his early 30s he got word that his father had committed suicide by shooting himself in the head in a cheap Salt Lake City hotel where he was bedded down with a low-life prostitute who was also killed in the bloodbath—a sordid end to an unhappy and unfulfilled life.

For a few years when the boys were young the Stegner family lived in various small towns in Washington state while George prepared himself to be a gold miner in Alaska.  That pipe dream eventually faded and instead George moved alone to an isolated outpost in Saskatchewan, leaving Hilda to fend for herself in Seattle.  She took a low-paying job in a department store, but with no child support coming from her husband was ultimately forced to place her two young boys in an orphanage.  Wallace remembered it as being straight out of Dickens and had very unhappy memories of the time spent there.

Several years later, as George struggled to find a toehold in Saskatchewan as a wheat farmer, the family joined him in a shabby tent city that had been erected for men working on the westward expansion of the Canadian rail system.  There Wallace began his education in a newly erected brick school house and George, with the help of his sons, managed to build a one room shack for the family to live in.  It had no power and no plumbing.

Theirs was a lonely existence in an isolated part of the Canadian prairie, where wheat growing was the only means to a livelihood.  Wallace had to learn to find his own amusements in this world of vast emptiness.  Mostly he divided his time between reading and hunting gophers, with only his mother and older brother as occasional company.

Interestingly, Benson notes in his biography that Stegner’s 

“. . . emotional isolation and feelings of deficiency and failure early in life had a profound effect in the formation of the outlook and values [he] held later in life and in the selection of the subjects and themes for his writing.”

During these early years Stegner became more distant from his tough and intolerant father, who prided himself on his rugged individualism.  At the same time he developed very close emotional ties to his mother, who was the exact opposite of her rough-hewn husband.  She was a warm and loving person who enjoyed the finer things in life and encouraged Wallace to take an interest in reading and schoolwork.

As the years progressed Wallace became a bright and diligent student and an avid reader.  He also started making some friendships during the months when school was in session.  Very small for his age, he was not at that point cut out for sports so academics became a way for him to succeed in school and with his peers.

Eventually, after a number of years spent in Montana, George moved his family to Salt Lake City, which in the early 20s was a city of about 100,000, mostly Mormons.  During the decade Stegner was in Salt Lake he became very attached to the Mormon way of life, though he never adopted their religion.  He even, in later life, wrote two authoritative histories of the Mormon movement and their settlement of the American West.

During these years, while Stegner attended junior and senior high school, he began to become a more social creature, participating in sports and making many new friends.  He also started to grow taller and stronger, and, as he developed into a handsome young man, he became much more self-confident and conscious of his masculinity.  He became an ace tennis player and started dating the prettiest of his classmates.

Between the ages of 15 and 16 Stegner has written that a “miracle” happened:  he grew six inches, and with that he entered into the happiest years of his young life, being big enough to hold his own in sports and to be treated as an equal by his classmates.  As he has said he also was able now to compete for the attentions of the prettiest girls in the class who had looked down upon him before the miracle occurred.

After high school Stegner moved on to the University of Utah in Salt Lake.  At that time it was mainly a commuter school, attended mostly by Mormons from the city.  There Stegner became a star tennis player, joined a fraternity, and began his lifelong interest in writing and literature.  Still very poor, he was obliged to work his way through school by working at a flooring store owned by the father of one of his friends.

In an autobiographical novel, entitled Recapitulation, written when he was in his sixties, Stegner draws an amusing picture of himself as a young collegian:

“[He was] . . . a boy avid for acceptance and distinction, secretive and a blabbermouth, life-crazy and hence girl-crazy, a show-off who could be withered by a contemptuous word or look, a creature overflowing with brash self-confidence one minute and oppressed by its own worthlessness the next . . .”

Stegner became a top student in English literature and was encouraged by his professors to make the most of his own highly developed skills as a writer.  After graduation, these skills landed him a job as a teaching assistant at the University of Iowa.  Thus began his lifelong career as a teacher of literature and creative writing.

At Iowa he experienced a huge intellectual awakening and met a beautiful young woman named Mary Page, who would later become his wife of more than sixty years.  Mary was in every way Stegner’s intellectual equal.  Benson describes Mary as being not only beautiful, but also an intellectual who was very knowledgeable about literature and an accomplished musician.  Theirs was a singularly happy union and remained so until his death in 1995 from serious injuries suffered in a car crash in Santa Fe, New Mexico.  During the early years of their marriage the couple had one son, named Page after his mother’s family name.  Today Page himself is a professor of literature and creative writing, carrying on the family tradition.

The mutual devotion of Wallace and Mary to one another is poignantly evidenced in a tribute Wallace made to her in a 1990 speech accepting a life-time achievement award from the California Arts Council:

“Most of all I thank my wife, Mary, who for reasons known only to herself has put up with me for nearly sixty years, has planted and tended ideas in my head, has guarded my health and my working hours, has made me go back and improve the manuscripts I brought to her looking for praise, and who remains the principal reason I go on putting words on paper and taking an interest in a world that I am often inclined to disavow in disgust.”

Early in his days at the University of Iowa Stegner realized that his life’s ambition was to become writer.  He also realized, however, that having no family wealth to support him it would be necessary to support his writing career by becoming a teacher.  Thus began his long and distinguished career as a professor of English literature and creative writing.

Fortunately, Stegner found that he had a gift for teaching and he became a revered mentor to generations of students.  These teaching assignments took Wallace and Mary to many different campuses, from Iowa to the University of Wisconsin in Madison, to Harvard where he earned tenure, and finally to Stanford, where he became a legendary teacher and founding father of the university’s highly regarded creative writing program.

During all of these teaching assignments he continued to find time to write, producing numerous novels, short stories and histories along the way.  The scope and quality of these works earned Stegner countless awards, including the Pulitzer for the novel we are discussing tonight.  Tellingly, one prominent American critic observed that if any one American writer deserved the Nobel it was Wallace Stegner.
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