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William Maxwell was born in August 1908 one of 3 sons to Wm. And Eva Maxwell in Lincoln, Illinois. His mother died in the great Influenza epidemic of 1918-1919. He was raised by an Uncle and Aunt in Bloomington, Indiana, but always had a soft spot for his home town and described it as follows,

“ No house was like any other house, and neither were the people who lived in them. Incandescent carbon lamps, suspended high over the intersections, lighted the way home. The streets were paved with brick, and elm trees met over them to provide a canopy of shade.There were hanging baskets of ferns and geraniums, sometimes with American flags, suspended from porch ceilings. The big beautiful white horses in the firehouse had to be exercised, and so on my way to school now and then I would get to see the fire engine when nobody’s house was on fire.”

His 14 years in Lincoln provided “three-quarters of the material I would need for the rest of my writing life.”

Treasure Island was the first work of literature he ever read. “At the last page I turned back to the beginning ,” he said, “I didn’t stop till I had read it five times. I’ve been that way ever since.” Young William’s penchant for art and reading, and his disinterest in the usual rough and tumble activities of boyhood often put him at cross purposes with his father.

When the family moved to Chicago he attended Senn High School where he made friends with Jack Scully an athletic and ruggedly handsome young man. They were a pair of opposites. William was a mild mannered student weighing 108 pounds who was at the top of the honor roll, while Jack weighed 155 and was an athlete who could take on any kid in the class. They remained close friends till their sophomore year in college when a crisis occurred. A triangle developed between the two young men and a fellow student, Margaret Guild. Maxwell grew so distressed that he attempted suicide by cutting his throat. While recuperating he received an invitation to a sorority dance from his trusted friend Susan Deuel whose name became Hope when he wrote of this episode in The Folded Leaf. 

He earned a Bachelor’s degree at the Univ. of Illinois and a Master’s at Harvard. He wanted to be a poet but realized he didn’t have that talent and began writing stories. He had published one novel, Bright Center of Heaven (1934) and with a $200 dollar advance for his next one, moved to New York and applied for a job at The New Yorker. There was a vacancy in the Art department and he was hired at $35 a week. He eventually moved to the fiction department where he worked with Katherine White.

One day during WW2 he interviewed a young woman who had applied to become poetry editor of The New Yorker. She didn’t get the job, but Maxwell pursued her and in May 1945 married Ellen Noyes. They had two daughters.

As a fiction editor Maxwell worked with writers like John Updike, John Cheever, John O’Hara, J.D. Salinger, Shirley Hazzard, Vladimir Nabokov, Mary McCarthy, Eudora Welty, Harold Brodkey, Mavis Gallant, Isaac Bashevis Singer, and Frank O’Connor.

His own output consisted of six Novels, three collection of short stories, a Memoir and fantasies for children. 

His honors included the American Book Award, the Brandeis Creative Arts Medal, and the William Dean Howells Medal of the American Academy of Arts and Letters to which he was elected in 1963.

In March 1997 he wrote an article for The New York Times Magazine in which he talked about his experiences as a writer and the experiences of age.

“Out of the corner of my eye I see my 90th birthday approaching. I don’t yet need a cane but I have a feeling that my table manners have deteriorated. My posture is what you would expect of someone addicted to sitting in front of a typewriter.”

He continued, “Because I actually enjoy sleeping, dreams, the unexplainable dialogues that take place in my head as I am drifting off, all that, I tell myself that lying down for an afternoon nap that goes on and on through eternity is not something to be concerned about. What spoils this pleasant fancy is the recollection that when people are dead, they don’t read books. This I find unbearable. No Tolstoy, no Chekhov, no Elizabeth Bowen, no Keats, no Rilke.”

“Before I am ready to call it quits I would like to reread every book I have ever deeply enjoyed, beginning with Jane Austen and going through shelf after shelf of the bookcases, until I arrive at the Autobiographies of William Butler Yeats.”

He died three years later in 2000 at his home in Manhattan. I wonder if he achieved his goal.

