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HEMINGWAY AND THE KANSAS CITY STAR 

Conger Beas l ey ,  J r .  

E r n es t  Hemingway was v e r y eager t o go t o Kansas C i t y .  He wanted t o ge t  

away from h i s pa r en t s and t he s t i f l i n g ,  m i dd l e - c l ass a tmosphere o f h i s boyhood 

home o f Oak Park ,  I l l i n o i s ;  and he wan ted t o work f o r t he Kansas C i t y S t a r ,  

wh i ch i n 1917 was one o f t he ha l f -dozen g r ea t  Amer ican newspapers .  A f l e d g i n g 

w r i t e r ,  he had produced numerous ske t ches and a r t i c l e s f o r h i s h i gh-schoo l  

newspaper .  A f t e r g radua t i on he dec i ded t o go t o Kansas C i t y where he cou l d l e a r n 

more abou t  t he c r a f t  o f w r i t i n g .  T y l e r Hemingway,  h i s f a t h e r ' s b r o t he r ,  was a 

s u c c e s s f u l  bus inessman t h e r e and an o l d c o l l e g e c l assma t e o f Har ry H a s k e l l ,  

c h i e f e d i t o r i a l  w r i t e r f o r t he S t a r .  The connec t i on pa i d o f f ,  and i n m id-

October young Hemingway s t epped o f f t he t r a i n a t  Un ion S t a t i o n ,  ready t o assume 

h i s d u t i e s as a cub r e p o r t e r .  

In 1917 Kansas C i t y was a l u s t y town o f 300,000 peop l e ,  on l y a few decades 

removed from i t s b r aw l i ng f r o n t i e r o r i g i n s .  Bounded on t he nor t h by t he M i ssour i  

R i v e r and t o t he wes t  by t he Kansas s t a t e l i n e ,  t he c i t y was r a p i d l y expand ing 

sou t h and e as t  over low ,  r o l l i n g h i l l s f i n g e r ed by myr i ad ,  t r e e - f r i n g e d c r eeks .  

Broad t horough fa res l i k e t he Paseo and Grand Avenue were r each i ng f u r t h e r away 

from t he r i v e r ,  open ing up new neighborhoods f o r developmen t  t h a t  f ea t u r ed 

handsome b r i c k and l i mes t one r es i denc es .  However ,  t he hea r t  o f t he c i t y — i t s 

v i t a l ,  human core — rema ined near t he j u n c t i o n o f t he Kaw and M i ssou r i  R i v e r s 

i n a s e c t i o n known as t he West  Bot toms and c on t i nu i ng eas t  t hrough downtown t o 

t he h i l l y Nor t heas t  d i s t r i c t .  A l ong t h i s narrow s t r i p f l o u r i s h e d a v a r i e t y o f 

e n t h i c e l emen t s — I r i s h ,  Germans,  b l a c k s ,  I t a l i a n s ,  and Jews — crowded and 
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jumb l ed t oge t her I n t o a dense ,  bo i s t e r ous mass .  Sq ua l i d t enamen t s and ram-

shack l ed apar tmen t s p r o l i f e r a t e d ;  on t he b l u f f s f a c i n g t he West  Bot toms squa t t e r s 

l i v e d i n t a rpape r shacks and o c c a s i o n a l l y i n caves .  Red l i g h t  housed do t t ed t he 

a r e a ,  f e a t u r i n g women o f easy v i r t u e who o f f e r e d t hemse l ves t o t he young cowboys 

work i ng i n t he s t ockya r ds and t he drummers who prow l ed t he g r i t t y downtown 

s t r e e t s i n sea r ch o f en t e r t a i nmen t .  

P r e s i d i n g over t h i s p o l y g l o t  s o c i e t y was t he f i g u r e o f Tom Pendergas t ,  who 

opera t ed one o f t he most  e f f i c i e n t  and c o l o r f u l  b i g - c i t y p o l i t i c a l  mach ines i n 

Amer ican h i s t o r y .  When E r n es t  Hemingway f i r s t  a r r i v e d i n 1917,  t he economic and 

bus i ness cen t e r o f t he c i t y ,  spu r red by t he c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a new Union S t a t i o n 

j u s t  sou t h o f downtown ,  was i n t he p rocess o f s h i f t i n g away from t he r i v e r .  

S i nce t he 1870s t he depot  had been l oca t ed i n t he West  Bot toms ,  and i t  was around 

t h i s t r a n s p o r t a t i o n hub t h a t  Tom Pendergas t  and h i s o l de r b ro t her J i m had been 

ab l e t o o r gan i ze t h e i r power .  U t i l i z i n g a comb i na t i on o f pa t ronage ,  b l a ck ma i l ,  

and persona l  f a v o r s ,  t he b r o t he r s managed t o we ld t he v a r i ou s f a c t i o n s o f t he 

l o c a l  Democra t i c Pa r t y i n t o a form i dab l e p o l i t i c a l  f o r c e .  Upon J i m ' s dea th i n 

1911 Tom t ook c on t r o l  and Immed i a t e l y sough t  t o ex t end h i s i n f l u en c e i n t o t he new 

d i s t r i c t s t h a t  were open ing up as a r e s u l t  o f t he c i t y ' s e x p l o s i v e grow th .  

Young Hemingway r e l u c t a n t l y moved i n t o h i s Unc l e T y l e r ' s r osy b r i c k house 

on t he 3600 b l ock o f Warw ick ,  a p o l i t e neighborhood o f g r assy l awns ,  shade t r e e s ,  

and c l i p p ed sh rubs .  He s t ayed t he r e on l y a sho r t  t i me befo re t r a n s f e r r i n g t o an 

apar tmen t  w i t h Ca r l  Edgar ,  a f r i e n d from M i ch i gan ,  f u r t h e r ou t  on Agnes S t r e e t .  

Eve ry morn ing he rode t he t r o l l e y down t o t he S t a r ' s e d i t o r i a l  o f f i c e s a t  

18th and Grand .  The r i d e was much l onger t han from Warw ick ,  bu t  E r nes t  d i dn ' t  

mind;  he d i dn ' t  ge t  a l ong w i t h h i s unc l e ,  and he was de t erm i ned t o e s t a b l i s h 

h i s own i d e n t i t y .  He had come t o Kansas C i t y t o l e a r n t o be a w r i t e r and a man.  
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Ca r l o s Baker ,  h i s b i ographer ,  has remarked ,  "He coun t ed on t he S t a r t o 

poUsh h i s prose and on Kansas C i t y t o educa t e him i n t he seam i er s i des o f human 

expe r i ence . " In n e i t h e r case was he t o be d i sappo i n t ed .  

The a s s i s t a n t  c i t y e d i t o r o f t he S t a r was C.G.  "Pe t e" We l l i ng t on .  I t  

was We l l i ng t on ,  as much as any o t her i n d i v i d u a l ,  who he l ped shape t he famous 

Hemingway prose s t y l e .  He had been h i r e d from t he Tope C a p i t a l  i n 1912 

by W i l l i a m R o c k h l l l  Ne l son .  As a s s i s t a n t  c i t y e d i t o r ,  he was t he o f f i c i a l  

cus t od i an o f t he S t a r s t y l e shee t ,  wh i ch emphasized s h o r t ,  d e c l a r a t i v e 

sen t ences and t he f r u g a l  use o f a d j e c t i v e s .  The s t y l e shee t  had been f o rmu l a t ed 

by Ne l son and two e d i t o r s ,  T.W.  Johnson and A l exander B u t t s .  I t  was a g a l l e y -

l eng t h shee t  c on t a i n i ng 110 r u l e s of w r i t i n g t h a t  governed t he t ype o f prose 

t h a t  appeared i n t he S t a r .  The f i r s t  paragraph r e f l e c t e d s e v e r a l  of t he 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s t h a t  wou ld appear l a t e r i n Hemingway ' s f i c t i o n :  "Use sho r t  

sen t ences .  Use sho r t  f i r s t  paragraphs .  Use v i gorous E n g l i s h .  Be p o s i t i v e ,  

not  ne g a t i v e . " 

Eve ry page o f t he S t a r was crammed w i t h s t o r i e s .  The f r o n t  page ran 

seven columns f e a t u r i n g as many as 25 d i f f e r e n t  s t o r i e s o f s t a t e ,  n a t i o n a l ,  and 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  a l l  w r i t t e n by members of t he s t a f f .  The use o f 

d i a l ogue was encouraged ,  p rov i ded i t  was c r i s p and a u t h e n t i c .  In con j unc t i on 

w i t h t he s t y l e shee t ,  Pe t e We l l i ng t on s t r e s s e d t he need f o r a f l e x i b l e n a r r a t i v e 

s t y l e as opposed t o t he r i g i d l y i n v e r t ed news s t o r y w i t h i t s a r t i f i c i a l  l ead ,  

second l ead ,  and key q u a l i f i c a t i o n p o i n t s .  We l l i ng t on ' s a im was t o cap t u re and 

s u s t a i n r eader i n t e r e s t ,  and t o do t h a t  he emphasized t echn es more app r op r i a t e 

t o t he nove l  or sho r t  s t o r y t han j o u r n a l i s m .  I ns t ead o f sa" i c t o r l l y answer i ng 

t he ques t i ons who,  what ,  where ,  and when ,  We l l i ng t on encoura 

h i s r e p o r t e r s t o t e l l  t he t r u t h abou t  what  t hey observed w i t h ; l a r i t y and 

p r e c i s i o n .  " I n t he hands o f such a man — p a t i e n t ,  seve r e ,  devo t ed t o t he paper 



I n g e n e r a l  and r e a d a b l e ,  l u c i d p r o s e i n p a r t i c u l a r — t h e s t y l e s h e e t  was n e v e r 

a r h e t o r i c a l  p r i s o n , " d e c l a r e d C h a r l e s A.  F e n t o n ,  an e a r l y Hem ingway c r i t i c .  

" I t  was a k i n d o f b e l l o w s w i t h wh i ch words we r e c o n t r o l l e d and s t r u c t u r e d . " 

As a cub r e p o r t e r ,  Hem ingway e a r n e d $60 a mon th .  He was d e s c r i b e d by h i s 

a s s o c i a t e s a s " t a l k a t i v e ,  d e f e r e n t i a l ,  a n x i o u s t o p l e a s e ,  a l i t t l e awkward . " 

P o s s e s s e d o f abundan t  v i t a l i t y ,  he a l w a y s wan t ed t o be i n t h a t  p a r t  o f t own where 

t h e mos t  e x c i t i n g t h i n g s we r e g o i n g on ,  wh i ch u s u a l l y mean t  t h e a r e a f r om Un i on 

S t a t i o n down t h r o u g h t h e s t o c k y a r d s t o t h e M i s s o u r i  R i v e r .  He f ound Kansas C i t y 

bo t h " won de r f u l  and u n s a v o r y " ,  t hough i t  was p r e c i s e l y t h i s l a t t e r q u a l i t y t h a t  

he f ound so c o m p e l l i n g .  An i n t e n s e c u r i o s i t y abou t  human s u f f e r i n g d r o v e t h e 

young man ou t  i n t o t h e s t r e e t s t o e x p e r i e n c e t h e kno cks t h e t ough young c i t y 

d i s h e d up d a i l y t o i t s i n h a b i t a n t s .  P e t e V i / e l l i n g t o n c omp l a i ned t h a t  he wou l d 

a l l  t o o r e a d i l y hop an ambu l ance t o v i s i t  t h e sc ene o f an a c c i d e n t ,  l e a v i n g 

h i s desk i n t h e newsroom un t ended .  

H i s l o v e o f a c t i o n s t i m u l a t e d h i s c r e a t i v e j u i c e s ,  and he t u r n e d ou t  a 

s t a g g e r i n g amoun t  o f copy ,  w h i c h P e t e inie 111 ng t on e d i t e d a c c o r d i n g t o t h e 

demand i ng s t a n d a r d s o f t h e S t a r s t y l e s h e e t .  Hem ingway l a b o r e d o v e r h i s 

s h o r t  p a r a g r a p h s ,  p o l i s h i n g and r e f i n i n g t hem ,  s t r i v i n g f o r t h e r i g h t  b a l a n c e 

be t ween t o n e ,  r hy t hm ,  and c o n t e n t .  Ame r i can j o u r n a l i s m was eme r g i ng f r om an e r a 

o f t u r g i d ,  f l a m b o y a n t  p r o s e ,  and t h e a i m o f t h e S t a r and o t h e r i m p o r t a n t  

newspape r s was t o p r oduce copy t h a t  no t  o n l y was e a s y t o r e a d bu t  t h a t  r e f l e c t e d 

t h e v e r n a c u l a r o f t h e new i n d u s t r i a l  n a t i o n .  

A t  t h e same t i m e t h a t  new j o u r n a l i s m s t a n d a r d s were b e i n g f o r g e d ,  a few o l d 

l i t e r a r y ones were b e i n g f a i t h f u l l y o b s e r v e d .  The e d i t o r i a l  room o f t h e S t a r 

i n 1917 was an e x c i t i n g p l a c e f o r a t a l e n t e d and i m p r e s s i o n a b l e y o u n g s t e r w i t h 

p r e t e n s i o n s o f becom i ng a g r e a t  a u t h o r .  A d i s t i n c t  l i t e r a r y a t mosphe r e p r e v a i l e d 

t h a t  more t h a n compensa t ed f o r Hem ingway ' s l i m i t e d f o r m a l  e d u c a t i o n .  Fo r y e a r s 
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W i l l i am R o c k h i l l  Ne lson had i n s i s t e d t h a t  p a r t  o f t he S t a r space be devo ted 

t o r e p r i n t s o f modern and c l a s s i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e t o both " i n t e r e s t  and e l e v a t e " 

t he s u b s c r i b e r s .  Wh i l e Hemingway was t h e r e ,  s e v e r a l  o t her r e p o r t e r s l i k e 

Russe l  Crouse and C l i f f o r d Kn i gh t  were work i ng on no v e l s .  Rem i n i sc i ng abou t  

t hose days .  Kn i gh t  desc r i bed t he e d i t o r i a l  room as "someth ing more than j u s t  

ano t her newspaper .  .  .  There were good men i n t he t op spo t s ,  as good as t he r e 

were i n t he bus i ness ,  and a f t e r t he paper went  t o p r ess and t h i n g s s l acked o f f ,  

you cou l d go and t a l k t o a l mos t  anybody;  you cou l d dream dreams and t a l k abou t  

t he nove l  you were go ing t o w r i t e someday." 

The r e p o r t e r who undoub t ed l y had t he most  impact  upon Hemingway was a 

l egendary cop - ba i t e r and barroom b r aw l e r named L i on e l  Calhoun Moise .  Moise ,  

"a nomad r ep o r t e r who acknow ledged no mas t er , " was a f abu l ous c h a r a c t e r ,  a rough-

and- tumb le man w i t h uncomprom is ing persona l  and p r o f e s s i o n a l  s t anda rds .  The 

i do l  o f a l 1 t he cubs ,  he was a s t aunch b e l i e v e r i n pure ,  o b j e c t i v e s t o r y t e l l i n g .  

H i s f a v o r i t e w r i t e r s were Conrad ,  K i p l i n g ,  D r e i s e r ,  and Twa i n ,  and he wou ld ho l d 

f o r t h l oud l y upon t h e i r m e r i t s t o cub and ve t e r an a l i k e ,  l ean i ng forward i n h i s 

desk c h a i r and j abb i ng h i s f i n g e r f o r emphas is .  "No s t ream -of -consc i ous non-

sense , " he l e c t u r e d ;  "no p l a y i n g dumb observer one paragraph and God A l m i gh t y 

t he ne x t . " 

Hemingway ' s own pugnac i ous en t hus i asm embro i l ed him i n a sc rape or two 

du r i ng h i s Kansas C i t y days .  Once he was hav i ng supper w i t h a f r i e n d named 

Leo F i t z p a t r i c k In a c a f e on 17th and Grand .  A t eams t er began b a i t i n g 



6 

F i t z p a t r f c k about h i s c o l o r f u l n e c k t i e ,  and when he wouldn ' t s t op ,  Hemingway 

t hrea t ened t o s lug him.  The two s tood up and exchanged punches .  In the melee 

Hemingway sha t t ered a g l a s s showcase con t a i n i ng c i g a r s .  H i s e x p l o i t was the 

t a l k of t he newsroom for severa l days ,  and t he young repor t er proud ly d i sp l ayed 

h i s cu t hand t o anyone who asked .  

Desp i t e h i s you t hfu l exuberance ,  he s t ruck many people as be ing b a s i c a l l y 

shy .  A s l i g h t speech impediment made him pronounce h i s " I ' s " as i f they were 

"w ' s." T a l l ,  gang l y ,  w i t h dark h a i r and dimpled cheeks ,  he a t t r a c t e d people 

i n s t a n t l y w i t h h i s v i t a l i t y and good humor.  H i s ches t and arms were muscu lar 

from a summer of hard work on h i s f a t h e r ' s farm i n M i ch igan ,  and he moved w i t h 

s l y ,  c a t - l i k e grace of a na t ura l a t h l e t e .  

One who succumbed t o t he Hemingway appeal was Ted Brumbeck ,  a f e l l o w cub 

r epor t er and member of a prominent Kansas C i t y f a m i l y .  The prev i ous summer 

Brumbeck had been an ambulance d r i v e r f o r t he Red Cross on the Western F r o n t .  

The s t o r i e s he t o l d of h i s aven t ures f i r e d Hemingway ' s d e s i r e f o r g l ory and 

a c t i o n .  Before coming t o Kansas C i t y ,  Hemingway had t r i e d t o e n l i s t i n the 

Army but had been r e j e c t e d due t o d e f e c t i v e v i s i o n i n h i s l e f t eye .  Together 

w i t h Brumbeck he app l i ed t o t he Red Cross i n t he spr i ng of 1918.  Whi le 

w a i t i n g f o r f i n a l c o n f i r m a t i o n ,  t he two f r i e n d s decided t o l eave t h e i r pos ts 

a t t he S t a r .  On A p r i l 30 t hey drew t h e i r l a s t paychecks and boarded the 

t r a i n t o Ch i cago .  Hemingway ' s f a t h e r had r e l u c t a n t l y g i ven h i s approval t o t he 

scheme,  and t he two men were f i s h i n g i n Michigan i n e a r l y May when word came 
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from t he Red Cross t o r epo r t  t o New York f o r t h e i r p h y s i c a l s .  

Hemingway l e f t  Kansas C i t y f u l l  o f hope and en t hus i asm .  Ahead o f him l ay 

a l i f e o f i n t e r n a t i o n a l  renown and l egendary fame;  beh ind him was a s o l i d s i x -

month ap p r en t i c esh i p i n t he arduous c r a f t  o f w r i t i n g .  Icihen he began composing 

f i c t i o n i n 1919,  Kansas C i t y was t o p r ov i de a r i c h r e s e r v i o r o f ma t e r i a l  f o r 

him t o draw on .  Se v e r a l  ske t ches s u r v i v e ,  a l ong w i t h two s t o r i e s — "A P u r s u i t  

Race" and "God Res t  You Merry ,  Gen t lemen ." E v i d e n t l y t he r e were o t he r s ,  bu t  

t hey were l o s t  i n December 1922 when a v a l i s e c on t a i n i ng t h r e e yea r s wor th o f 

manuscr i p t s d i sappeared i n t he Gare de Lyon i n P a r i s .  

Wh i l e p r o f e ss o r s and c r i t i c s have made much o f t he i n f l u e n c e of such 

l i t e r a r y f i g u r e s as Ger t rude S t e i n ,  Sherwood Anderson ,  and E r z a Pound upon t he 

young w r i t e r ,  not  enough c r e d i t  has been g i ven t o Pe t e We l l i ng t on and t he o t he r s 

a t  t he S t a r who had an i mpor t an t  e f f e c t  upon t he developmen t  o f h i s gen i us .  

Perhaps t he most  s i g n i f i c a n t  p r a i s e came from Hemingway h i m s e l f ,  who,  i n an 

i n t e r v i e w i n 1940,  s a i d t h a t  " t hose were t he bes t  r u l e s I ever l earned f o r t he 

bus i ness o f w r i t i n g .  .  .  No man w i t h any t a l e n t  who f e e l s and w r i t e s t r u l y abou t  

t he t h i n g he i s t r y i n g t o say ,  can f a i l  t o w r i t e we l l  i f he ab i des by them ." 
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The Worth of t he Harves t : James Hears t and H i s Poe t ry 

J e f f Sears 

P a r t I : INTRODUCTION—A PERSONAL APPRECIATION 

To t r u l y appre c i a t e t he poe t ry of James He a r s t ,  you have t o have known t he 

man.  I t I s not enough t o know t h a t i n t he s i x t y years of h i s w r i t i n g c a r e e r ,  

Hears t pub l i shed over 600 poems; t h a t he re c e i ved two awards from t he S t a t e of 

Iowa f o r l i f e t i m e ach ievemen t i n t he a r t s ; t h a t he has been c a l l e d "Iowa ' s bes t 

poet^ by such exper t s In Midwestern l i t e r a t u r e as C l arence Andrews and 

John T .  F r e d e r i c k ; and t h a t s evera l n a t i o n a l l y I n f l u e n t i a l f i g u r e s — H a r r i e t 

Monroe and Robert F r o s t among them—have a t one t ime or ano ther championed the 

cause of h i s poe t ry t o a l arger aud i ence .  C e r t a i n l y t hese f a c t s a l one suggest 

t h a t Hears t ' s poe t ry deserves t he k i nd of s e r i o u s a t t e n t i o n t h i s s tudy represen t s 

ye t an even more conv i nc i ng argument i s t he man h i m s e l f .  

I f i r s t became aware of James Hears t t he man through a t e l e v i s i o n program 

which I happened t o have t he oppor t un i t y t o see wh i l e l i v i n g In Wa t er loo ,  Iowa ,  

i n t he s p r i n g of 1976 .  I d i dn ' t r e a l l y know what t o expec t when I tuned i n ,  

though some years e a r l i e r I had heard of Hears t vague ly r e f e r r e d t o as " the 

Robert F r o s t of t he Middlewest ." Would he use t he dry w i t and r u s t i c prose of 

F r o s t ? Would h i s work (very l i t t l e of which I had seen) be an adap t a t i on of t he 

F r o s t s t y l e t o Midwestern m a t e r i a l s ? S e c r e t l y ,  I perhaps hoped f o r someone 
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and someth ing more o r i g i n a l ; y e t i t had been t he compar ison t o Amer ican ' s bes t -

l oved poet t h a t had o r i g i n a l l y made H e ars t ' s name s t i c k i n my mind .  

As I wa i t ed f o r t he program t o b e g i n ,  I ha If- i mag i ned 1 was about t o see 

F r o s t a t t he l e c t e r n : a g r e a t ,  impos ing ,  a l mos t h u l k i n g f i g u r e ,  w i t h deepes t 

eyes under famous bushy eyebrows ,  t he head topped w i t h a d i s t i n c t i v e shock of 

wh i t e h a i r .  But when Hears t appeared on t he s c r e e n ,  t h i s image ,  as we l l as my 

o t her p r e co n ce p t i o n s ,  v a n i s h e d .  For here was a man whose p h y s i c a l appearance ,  

beyond i t s extreme c o n t r a s t t o F r o s t ' s ,  was a b s o l u t e l y un ique ; and i n i t s 

un i queness .  I t bespoke a l i f e t i m e of un ique s u f f e r i n g ,  and a un ique c h a r a c t e r 

t h a t had somehow emerged t o endure t h a t s u f f e r i n g .  

F i r s t ,  he was i n a w h e e l c h a i r — t h a t f a c t s t r u c k t h e eye l i k e a sh o t .  And 

c l o s e r exam i na t i on showed a man who c l e a r l y be longed t h e r e ,  and who had most 

l i k e l y been t h e r e f o r a long t i m e .  H i s arms were t h i n and h i s l egs u s e l e s s .  

H i s sma l l frame sagged ,  and ,  elbows on knees ,  he had t o prop h i s r a t h e r l arge 

head on t he h e e l s of h i s r a t h e r l ar g e hands t o keep i t from s i n k i n g t o h i s b e l l y .  

Every movement was a s t r u g g l e ; and every p h y s i c a l t a s k took two or more than t h r e e 

t r i e s t o accomp l i sh : r e p o s i t i o n i n g a l eg t h a t perhaps had become s t i f f ; a d j u s t i n g 

h i s pos t ure t o show more a t t e n t i v e n e s s t o t he i n t e r v i e w e r ; grasp i ng and open ing 

t he book or magazine from wh ich he w ished t o r e a d .  As 1 wa tched ,  i t occurred 

t o me t h a t he used h i s hands l i k e s p a t u l a s t i e d t o t he ends of h i s arms ,  keep ing 



them f l a t  and wedging them under a knee ,  or p i nn i ng a page between them as he 

t u rned i t  over i n h i s l ap .  As t he i n t e r v i e w went  on ,  even t he e f f o r t  t o t ake 

a b r ea t h and beg i n speak i ng seemed a l mos t  t oo much.  S u r e l y o l d age a l one wou ld 

no t  accoun t  f o r a l l  o f t h i s .  S u r e l y t he r e must  have been an o l d ,  and seve r e ,  

i n j u r y ,  I t hough t ;  and I found myse l f wonder ing ,  how o l d ,  and how severe? and 

how cou l d a man s t and i t . " And more t o t he p o i n t ,  why,  d esp i t e t h i s man ' s 

ev i den t  h e l p l e s s n e s s ,  d i d he arouse no p i t y i n me? The l onger I wa tched ,  

p a r a d o x i c a l l y enough ,  t he l e s s I found myse l f t h i n k i n g o f him as " i n a whee l -

c h a i r . " How cou l d someone i n h i s c ond i t i on f i n d and p r o j e c t  t he k i nd o f d i g n i t y 

t h a t  r ebu f f ed every f e e l i n g bu t  r espec t ? P a r t  o f t he answer showed i n h i s f a c e .  

There were t o be su r e ,  t he l i n e s o f hard y ea r s on h i s h i gh forehead and around 

t he edges o f h i s w ide mouth .  Bu t  as he l i s t e n e d t o h i s i n t e r v i e w e r ,  h i s s t r ong 

jaw seemed t o se t  i n an a l mos t  subconsc i ous e xp r ess i on o f de t e rm i na t i on ,  and 

t he r e was a preoccup i ed i n t e n s i t y i n h i s sharp eyes .  Oh,  and he cou l d l augh! 

A f u l l ,  open sm i l e o f t en s t r e t c h e d a c r oss h i s f a c e .  In a p p r e c i a t i o n o f a c l e v e r 

remark by h i s I n t e r v i e w e r .  

And t hen he read from h i s work ,  and t he r e v e l a t i o n was comp l e t e .  He read 

j u s t  f ou r sho r t  poems.  Bu t  here ,  i n t he d r y ,  c o l l o q u i a l ,  and d i s t i n c t i v e l y 

M idwes tern ma t t e r - o f - f a c t n ess o f h i s v o i c e ,  were Immed i a t e l y ev i den t  a c e r t a i n 

s t r eng t h and a s o r t  o f accep t ance .  And t hen .  In r ead i ng t he l a s t  poem,  he 

10 
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spoke of "the smel l of f e a r ,  of hate and despa ir" as calmly as another poet 

might speak of a day in June—and I thought again of the phrase "the Robert 

Fros t of the Middlewest ," and I thought for an i rreveren t moment that one could 

Just as w e l l ,  had Fros t been born a couple of decades l a t e r ,  have ca l l ed him 

"the James Hearst of New England ." For beyond general s i m i l a r i t i e s of tone and 

sub jec t matter (Hearst h imse lf had commented on the "far or i en t a t i on" of h i s 

poe t ry) ,  the o r i g i n a l i t y and force of both ,  as men and as poe ts ,  seemed equa l ly 

obvious to me.  

But was the whole of t h i s man's work as In t eres t i ng as a b r i e f sample 

ind icated? And i f i t was,  why hadn ' t I heard more about him and h is work? I t 

took a long t ime ,  in the weeks,  months,  and years that fol lowed my viewing of 

tha t program,  for me to f i nd what I fee l to be the answers to these quest ions ; 

but I would not have spent the t ime any other way.  For I got to know a body of 

poetry tha t i s indeed of cons iderab le mer i t ; and I had the immeasurably rare 

opportuni ty to get to know i t s crea t or ,  a man so modest that he didn ' t even fee l 

he deserved the t i t l e "poet ." {"I c a l l myself a 'man who makes poems, '" he to l d 

me when I f i r s t v i s i t e d him,  in May of 1980.  "I ' ve always thought that a rea l 

poet can j u s t wr i t e out of i n sp i r a t i o n ,  and not have to work as hard a t i t as 

I do."-^) To speak of Jim ' s cons i s t en t l y or i g i na l work In terms of broad 

comparisons ,  i t could be sa i d tha t he shared the best q u a l i t i e s of three of h is 
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o l de r con t emporar i es ;  F r o s t ' s exp r ess i on I s t i c use o f t he m i l i e u he knew bes t ;  

Sandburg ' s a b i l i t y t o p r a i s e t he common and women he knew,  i n a m i x t u re o f t h e i r 

own language and t he language o f B i b l i c a l  and c l a s s i c a l  ep i c ;  and W i l l i am Ca r l os 

W i l l i a ms '  emphasis on t he sh a r p l y concre t e p o r t r a y a l  o f immed iate r e a l i t y .  

J i m ' s poe t ry i s ,  on t he who le ,  l e s s amb i t i ous t han t h a t  o f F r o s t ,  Sandburg ,  or 

W i l l i ams ,  wh i ch may he l p t o e x p l a i n why he has y e t  t o share t h e i r na t i ona l  

r e p u t a t i o n s ;  f o r i t  was never J i m ' s a im t o do any t h i ng bu t  r e g i s t e r w i t h 

a r t i s t i c ca r e h i s own adm i t t ed l y l i m i t e d range o f expe r i ence and emot ions .  Ye t  

he i s more t han a "farmer -poe t , " as he has o f t en been l abe l ed i n acknowledgemen t  

o f h i s l i f e t i m e o f farm i ng and i nvo l vemen t  i n farm a f f a i r s .  Ra t her ,  J i m shaped 

mean i ngfu l  poe t ry ou t  o f eve ry aspec t  o f h i s expe r i ence ,  p r i m a r i l y as farmer ,  

bu t  a l s o as c i t y - d w e l l e r ,  t eache r ,  b r o t he r ,  son ,  husband ,  and l o v e r .  And wh i l e 

he va l ued t he au t h en t i c q u a l i t y he cou l d g i v e t o poems drawn e x c l u s i v e l y from 

h i s own l i f e and t he l i f e around h im ,  he a l ways sough t  f o r an e lemen t  o f t he 

u n i v e r s a l  i n t he p a r t i c u l a r .  

As f o r J i m ' s connec t i on w i t h F r o s t ,  i t  i s we l l  known t h a t  he and F r o s t  had 

a long and c l o s e acqua i n t ancesh i p t h a t  spanned t he l a s t  t h i r t y y ea r s o f F r o s t ' s 

l i f e .  Ye t  J i m ' s s t y l e o f w r i t i n g ,  e s p e c i a l l y i n t he m idd l e and l a t e s t ages o f 

h i s c a r e e r when he knew F r o s t  bes t ,  was c l e a r l y h i s own:  a un ique comb ina t i on 

o f fundamen t a l  p o e t i c de v i ces ( e s p e c i a l l y p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n ,  and t he l ong .  
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cumu l a t i ve ,  o f t e n comma-sp l iced sen t ence) i n a f l e x i b l e ,  comp lex t oo l  p e r f e c t l y 

s u i t e d t o J i m ' s own way o f obse r v i ng ,  f e e l i n g ,  t h i n k i n g ,  and t a l k i n g .  C e r t a i n l y 

he shared many q u a l i t i e s w i t h F r o s t ,  wh i ch no doub t  he l ped b r i n g them t oge t her :  

i n t r o s p e c t i o n and a somet imes h idden s e n s i t i v i t y ;  i n t e l l e c t u a l  r e a l i s m and 

f o r t h r i g h t n e s s ;  c l oseness t o na t u r e and t o t he men and women who make a l i v i n g 

i n i t ;  and democra t i c c o n v i c t i o n s r ega r d i ng a r t ,  p o l i t i c s ,  and human r e l a t i o n s 

i n g en e r a l .  Bu t  a l l  t hese q u a l i t i e s came t o J i m ,  as t hey came t o F r o s t ,  ou t  o f 

h i s own g en e t i c ,  f a m i l i a l ,  s o c i a l ,  and c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e .  J i m Hears t  was a l ways ,  

and o f t e n s t ubbo r n l y ,  h i s own man.  

How,  t hen ,  does one accoun t  f o r t he p r esen t  s t a t e o f J i m ' s p o e t i c repu t e? 

An overemphas i s on h i s l i m i t a t i o n s ;  an overs t a t emen t  o f h i s i n f l u e n c e s ;  and ,  a t  

r o o t ,  an i n a b i l i t y and d i s i n c l i n a t i o n on J i m ' s own pa r t  t o promote h i s own cause .  

Ye t ,  r e g a r d l e s s o f t he op i n i ons o f t hose who have g l anced on l y c a s u a l l y a t  J i m ' s 

work and d i sm i ssed i t — a n d indeed ,  r e g a r d l e s s o f t he op i n i on o f h i s work wh i ch 

he h i mse l f appears t o have h e l d — J i m does deserve a p l a c e among t hose Amer ican 

o r i g i n a l s who have made a t r a d i t i o n o f r a i s i n g t he l o c a l  id i om and t he common-

p l a c e d e t a i l  t o an e xp r ess i on o f human s p i r i t .  To be su r e ,  J i m ' s poe t ry has i t s 

f a u l t s :  more o f t en t han he wou ld have l i k e d ,  h i s poems have not  escaped t he 

r e s i d u a l  i n f l u e n c e o f t he f l owe r y q u a s i - V i c t o r i a l  s t y l e he was c onsc i ous l y 

r e b e l l i n g a g a i n s t ;  and o c c a s i o n a l l y a poem o f h i s does f a i l  t o r i s e above t he 
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p r o s a i c f a c t s and words t h a t  a r e i t s b a s i c subs t ance .  Bu t  t o t hose i n sympathy 

w i t h J i m ' s a i ms ,  h i s worl< as a whole a f f o r d s un ique p l e a s u r e s .  And not  t he 

l e a s t  o f t hese i s an i n s i g h t  i n t o t he hea r t  o f a ve r y remarkab l e human be i ng .  

J i m ' s u l t i m a t e c l a i m t o l i t e r a r y r e c o g n i t i o n may i n f a c t  b e ~ t o b r i ng my 

persona l  a p p r e c i a t i o n back t o where I t  be g an — t ha t  t o know J i m ' s poe t ry i s t o 

come t h a t  much c l o s e r t o hav i ng known J i m .  How o l d ,  and how s e r i o u s ,  was t he 

i n j u r y t h a t  pu t  him i n t he whee l cha i r i n wh i ch I f i r s t  saw him? Very o l d ,  and 

ve r y s e r i o u s :  t he r e s u l t  o f a n e a r l y f a t a l  a c c i den t  he s u f f e r e d i n h i s t eens .  

How d i d he f i n d t he courage t o come through t h i s ,  and a long s e r i e s o f o t her 

profound persona l  r e v e r s e s ,  i n c l u d i n g t he un t i me l y dea t hs o f two peop l e ve r y 

c l o s e t o him? P a r t l y by t u r n i n g t hese e xpe r i ences ,  or a t  l e a s t  h i s r e a c t i o n s 

t o them ,  i n t o ma t e r i a l  f o r h i s v e r se .  

For much o f J i m ' s l i f e s t o r y ,  I must  de f e r t o J i m ' s own au t ob i o g r aph i ca l  

accoun t s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y M̂/  Shadow Below Me (Iowa S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y P r e ss ,  1981) 

and Time L i f e a Furrow ( S t a t e H i s t o r i c a l  S o c i e t y o f Iowa ,  1981) .  The re f o r e ,  

I have not  t r i e d t o cover every a v a i l a b l e b i o g r aph i ca l  d e t a i n i n t he pages t h a t  

f o l l o w .  Ra t her ,  I have t r i e d t o t r a c e t he genera l  developmen t  o f a un ique poet  

and h i s poe t r y ,  t o o u t l i n e t he cou rse o f h i s long w r i t i n g c a r e e r ,  and t o desc r i be 

and a s s e s s t he whole o f h i s no t ab l e l i t e r a r y c o n t r i b u t i o n .  My methods i n 

p r epa r i ng t h i s s t udy have been s c h o l a r l y ;  I have exam ined hundreds or p r e v i o u s l y 
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unexamined .  In some cases p r e v i o u s l y unknown,  i tems of correspondence ,  o r i g i n a l 

manuscr i p t s ,  newspaper a r t i c l e s ,  and o t her pr i mary sources ,  and 1 have f o r m a l l y 

In t erv i ewed many of Hears t ' s Importan t l i t e r a r y a s s o c i a t e s as we l l as hav i ng 

f r e q u e n t l y en joyed t he h o s p i t a l i t y of my sub j e c t h i m s e l f .  Yet non-scho l ar and 

scho l ar a l i k e w i l l f i n d I n t e r e s t i n t he s t o r y and e x p l i c a t i o n s t h a t fo l l ow ; and 

indeed ,  i t may we l l be f o r o t her than s c h o l a r l y reasons t h a t James Hears t ' s 

poe t ry becomes a p a r t of your l i f e .  

Co l o ,  Iowa 
October 29 ,  1983 
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