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YOU CAN TAKE THE BOY OUT OF MICHIGAN,  BUT .  .  .  

By 

Edward J .  Recch ia 

Under any circunstances, John B e l l a i r s might well have grown up to 

become a successful writer. Certainly, the short, pudgy child who spent 

sumner afternoons on his porch, pouring through encyclopedias and history 

books, seemed better suited for i n t e l l e c t u a l pursuits than for the physcial 

a c t i v i t i e s of the playground. But i t certainly didn't hurt that he grew up 

i n Marshall, Michigan, one of the most picturesque towns i n his home state 

and a town perfectly suited to nurture the imagination of a future writer 

of children's l i t e r a t u r e . 

F i r s t of a l l , Marshall had the advantages that any small town would 

have for a growing boy: with a population of les s than 10,000 i t was small 

enough, i t s landmarks familiar enough, i t s local legends well-known enough, 

to provide an uncertain boyhood ego with a sense of s t a b i l i t y , of continu-

i t y , that must have offset some of the internal anguish caused by one's 

sometimes cruel playmates, occasionally thoughtless teachers, or consis-

tently nagging fears of inadequacy. Within those secure town boundaries, a 

boy's natural penchant for imagining could be indulged, and the town's 

landmarks—its cemeteries, i t s parks, i t s schools and churches—could be 

transformed into battlegrounds with the tr a d i t i o n a l imaginary enemies l i k e 

pirates, robbw»« and ghosts. Beyond these small-town advantages, though, 

Marshall had tb« additional virtue of being a community that had long 

cherished and sustained i t s traditions, so that every s t r e e t , every build-

ing within the town had an additional l e v e l of suggestiveness that worked 

upon the future writer's developing consciousness. 
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Marshall has worked c o n s c i e n t i o u s l y to preserve i t s h e r i t a g e . As a 

r e s u l t , i t contains today what i s arguably the f i n e s t c o l l e c t i o n of nine-

teenth-century small town a r c h i t e c t u r e i n the s t a t e — n o t as h i s t o r i c a l 

a r t i f a c t s , but as p r a c t i c a l abodes i n which people work and l i v e . At the 

end of a working day, a present-day i n h a b i t a n t of the town might w e l l leave 

one of the e l a b o r a t e l y - f r o n t e d nineteenth-century commercial establishments 

on Main S t r e e t to go home to a residence o r i g i n a l l y b u i l t a century before 

to house the family of one of the wealthy merchants involved i n the r a i l -

road or patent-medicine businesses that had helped b u i l d the town. Even 

as e a r l y as the 1940's and 50's, a young John B e l l a i r s had to walk only 

three or four blocks from h i s family home, a t 802 E. Green S t r e e t , to f i n d 

himself i n the midst of an a r c h i t e c t u r a l wonderland: austere Greek and 

Roman r e v i v a l homes s a t nestled i n the shadows of towering Gothic 

s t r u c t u r e s , which i n turn might be neighbors to rambling Queen Anne or 

imposing I t a l i a n a t e mansions. The homes would l i n e s t r e e t s named a f t e r the 

country's f o r e f a t h e r s : J e f f e r s o n , Madison, Washington, and Chief J u s t i c e 

John Marshall, a f t e r whom the town i t s e l f was named. Frequently B e l l a i r s 

would stay with h i s aunt and uncle a t a home on Madison, j u s t opposite the 

Cronin House, a t 407 North Madison, a foreboding I t a l i a n a t e s t r u c t u r e whose 

mansard-roofed tower r i s e s s i x t y f e e t i n t o the a i r — t h e highest point i n 

a l l of M a r s h a l l . Although B e l l a i r s never se t foot i n the house, i t must, 

l i k e the r e s t of h i s home-town s e t t i n g , have had a profound e f f e c t on h i s 

imaginative powers, fo r i t l a t e r became the primary focus of h i s f i r s t 

c h i l d r e n ' s novel. The House with a Clock i n I t s Walls (1973). He r e c r e a t e s 

i t s look and f e e l so e f f e c t i v e l y , i n f a c t , that today the home i s r e f e r r e d 

to by many Marshall r e s i d e n t s as "The Clock Mansion." 

E v e n t u a l l y , B e l l a i r s would incorporate many Marshall l o c a l e s and 

legends i n t o h i s s t o r i e s , whether h i s n a r r a t i v e adventures took place i n 
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"New Zebedee," Michigan (the name B e l l a i r s gave to h i s f i c t i o n a l version of 

M a r s h a l l ) , or i n the imaginary New England town of Duston Heights, Massa-

ch u s e t t s , where B e l l a i r s located h i s l a t e r t a l e s a f t e r he had moved to 

H a v e r h i l l , Massachusetts. However, the town fountain i n New Zebedee, the 

Ca t h o l i c church i n Duston Heights, Massachusetts—they are both a c t u a l l y 

born i n Marshall. The adventures that take place a t those s e t t i n g s a c t u -

a l l y know no r e a l geographical boundaries; they e x i s t i n the c o l l e c t i v e 

imagination of boys and g i r l s everywhere who have s u f f e r e d p r i v a t e anguishes 

and dreamed u n i v e r s a l dreams. B e l l a i r s can touch t h i s youthful conscious-

ness because the f a c t o r s that comprised h i s boyhood development were so 

intense that they sustained themselves even i n t o h i s adulthood. 

I once wrote him and asked what formula he used to cr e a t e a blend of 

the n a t u r a l and supernatural that would appeal to h i s young readers' minds. 

T h i s i s h i s r e p l y : 

. . . many of the things i n my books t h a t you think may r e s u l t 

from conscious s t r a t e g i e s are there . . , w e l l , because they're 

t h e r e . Sometimes when someone asks a w r i t e r why he did t h i s or 

t h a t , a l l you can say i s , i t seemed l i k e a good idea. My books 

combine ray strong childhood memories with the books I've read, 

and, yes, l o t s of the the ch a r a c t e r s ( e s p e c i a l l y i n the e a r l y 

books) are based on people I knew when I was young. . . . 

. . . The heroes of ray books are loners and outs i d e r s 

because t h a t ' s the way I f e l t when I was a k i d : i f you're f a t , 

brainy, can't play s p o r t s , and are p h y s i c a l l y cowardly, you don't 

f i t i n . . . . I do the kind of scary s t u f f t hat turns rae on, and 

i t succeeds w i t h k i d s because I have t h e i r kind of imagination. 
1 

I don't have a formula to follow. 
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Apparently, however p a i n f u l B e l l a i r s ' i s o l a t i o n from h i s playmates, i t 

sharpened h i s own sense of the t e x t u r e of a c h i l d ' s l i f e to the point where 

he can r e c r e a t e i t i n h i s present-day w r i t i n g s , and a t the same time i t 

b u i l t w i t h i n him an imaginative strength that allows him to touch respon-

s i v e chords w i t h i n h i s young readers' imaginations. Reinforced by the 

suggestive ambience of the town he grew up i n , h i s multiform childhood 

r e a c t i o n s to l i f e would s u r v i v e to be recreated f o r a new generation of 

youthful readers. 

His e a r l i e s t works r e f l e c t the ambivalent perspective that would 

f i n a l l y f i n d a form i n c h i l d r e n ' s f i c t i o n . The f i r s t published work, S t . 

Fidgeta and Other Parodies (1966), i s a mild s a t i r e of the e a r l y C a t h o l i c 

t r a i n i n g t hat B e l l a i r s had abandoned i n adulthood. His treatment of S t . 

Fidgeta h e r s e l f (patron s a i n t of f i d g e t y c h i l d r e n ) ; S t . Adiposa, who de-

voted a l i f e of being i n t e n t i o n a l l y overweight to God; and S t . F l o r i d o r a , 

who i s i l l u s t r a t e d wearing an off-the-shoulder s h i f t , makes mild fun of the 

i n t r i c a t e system of r u l e s , r e g u l a t i o n s , and hagiography which might have 

made l i f e complicated f o r him as a c h i l d . He does r i d i c u l e Catholicism's 

f a s t i d i o u s p r o s c r i p t i o n s : "Q: Does the o l i v e i n the m a r t i n i break the 

Lenten f a s t , or i s i t considered part of the d r i n k ? " (39) And he i s 

w i l l i n g to make i t a t a r g e t of puns: "Q: Why does a C h r i s t i a n c ross 

himself? A: To get to the other s i d e " ( 1 2 ) . But i t seems a very gentle 

humor, even here, and i n h i s l a t e r c h i l d r e n ' s novels, B e l l a i r s ' heroes f i n d 

that the i n f r a s t r u c t u r e provided by the comforting routines of catechism 

c l a s s e s , morning masses, and evening benedictions helps them withstand the 

ravages of childhood. Therefore, even as he attempts to d e f l a t e what he 

sees as the pretentiousness of h i s childhood r e l i g i o n , B e l l a i r s seems to 

f i n d a comforting warmth i n i t s r i t u a l s and i t s p r a c t i c e s . 
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I t i s an ambivalence that w i l l appear i n other of h i s w r i t i n g s . I n 

h i s t h i r d work. The Face i n the F r o s t (1969), f o r i n s t a n c e , he c r e a t e s a 

grandiose T o l k i e n - l i k e world as a battleground upon which two powerful 

wizards w i l l p i t t h e i r magical a b i l i t i e s , with the f a t e of that world's 

i n h a b i t a n t s r i d i n g on the outcome. Yet i t i s a l s o a world populated with 

inept r u l e r s , bumbling s o l d i e r s , s a r c a s t i c peasants—and even a wisecracking 

magic mirror. B e l l a i r s f i n d s a way to bring the grandiose down to earth 

through humor, so that the grand, the suggestive, f i n d s i t s e l f a t home with 

the common, the everyday. 

Perhaps the most overt example of h i s attempt to r e c o n c i l e those 

elements, though, i s provided by the middle of those f i r s t three works. The 

Pedant and the S h u f f l y (1968). I n t h i s s h o r t , f a i r y t a l e - l i k e s t o r y , 

Snodrog, a pedant who ambushes wandering t r a v e l e r s and badgers them i n t o 

nonexistence with s y l l o g i s m s that are obvious parodies of the formulas we 

s u f f e r e d to l e a r n i n Formal Logic 101, i s defeated by the S h u f f l y , an 

undefined and undefinable mound of animal/ vegetable energy whose motto i s , 

"WANNA PLAY!" (47) B e l l a i r s says that the t a l e " i s a f a b l e p i t t i n g l o g i c 

against chaos. I am on the s i d e of the l a t t e r , s i n c e I know no one who 

uses l o g i c who does not use i t as a hammer. And chaos i s more the r u l e i n 
2 

l i f e anyway." He a f f i r m s that b e l i e f by allowing the S h u f f l y ' s good 

nature to f o i l a l l of Snodrog's d e s t r u c t i v e ploys before the S h u f f l y even-

t u a l l y conquers the master of perverted knowledge. 

I t i s t h e r e f o re not merely "chaos" that defeats the pedant; i t ' s 

youth, innocence—an authentic perspective towards l i f e based on wonder 

rathe r than perverted knowledge, an approach that promotes appreciation 

for the good things of l i f e r a t h e r than the manipulation of power for 

d e s t r u c t i v e ends. Even the f i g u r e s of speech B e l l a i r s uses i n The Pedant 



and the S h u f f l y r e f l e c t t h i s d e s i r e f o r a f r e s h view of r e a l i t y : "a 

ghastly g r i n t h a t looked l i k e the ragged hole i n the top of a badly opened 

beer can" ( 1 0 ) ; "a l i t t l e c r y that u s u a l l y sounded l i k e a i r escaping from a 

leaky v a l v e on an automobile t i r e " ( 1 4 ) ; ". . . h i s voice was ominous, l i k e 

soapy water d r i z z l i n g from an overflowing bathtub" ( 2 7 ) . The c h i l d r e n who 

see c a s t l e s and knights on horseback as they s t a r e a t the clouds overhead, 

who know what monsters l i e with the dust bunnies under t h e i r beds, and who 

f i r m l y b e l i e v e that the blankets pulled over t h e i r heads w i l l protect them 

from the beasts that roam the bedroom as soon as mom or dad turns out the 

l i g h t — t h o s e c h i l d r e n can connect with the mind that gives r i s e to such 

images. For there i s a sense of c h i l d i s h wonder i n such apparent nonsen-

s i m i l e s . The man who created them r e v e a l s a dichotomous mentality: a 

learned mind which has come to terms with the r u l e s of everyday e x i s t e n c e , 

yet a c h i l d ' s a p p r e c i a t i o n f o r the wonder which always l i e s j u s t below 

l i f e ' s s u r f a c e — j u s t w a i t i n g f o r mom or dad to leave the room before i t 

springs out from under the bed. Strengthened by memories of h i s own some-

times p a i n f u l , sometimes pleasurable boyhood, B e l l a i r s w i l l blend that 

dichotomy i n t o gothic t a l e s t h a t , f a r from h o r r i f y i n g t h e i r young readers, 

w i l l instead f i n d responding minds that want to b e l i e v e that everyday l i f e 

can harbor great mysteries and that everyday c h i l d r e n are capable of great 

achievements. 

When B e l l a i r s c r e a t e s a world f o r these young readers, he therefore 

i n v e s t s the world of the commonplace with an aura of mystery, of heightened 

s i g n i f i c a n c e , by adding the ingredient of magic, of the other world that 

l i e s beyond the everyday. I t i s a perfect world to appeal to the c h i l d ' s 

mind: a s u r r e a l world, where the supernatural f l i t s i n and out of what 

might otherwise be a normal childhood e x i s t e n c e , c r e a t i n g dramatic s i t u a -

t i o n s not u n l i k e the strange word l i n k s that i n h a b i t The Pedant and the 
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S h u f f l y ; but to any young reader who has f a n t a s i z e d or feared, who has 

wondered what the r e a l l i m i t a t i o n s of h i s or her e x i s t e n c e might be, i t i s 

a world that i s recognizable and eminently conceivable. There i s so much 

there for the c h i l d to i d e n t i f y with: the f e a r s , the i n s e c u r i t i e s , the 

l i t t l e hurts that bedevil a c h i l d ' s everyday e x i s t e n c e ; the compensating 

p l e a s u r e s — a s simple as a warm meal, as profound as a l o v i n g f a m i l y — t h a t 

make l i f e good. Beyond the " r e a l , " though, there are those elements that 

appeal to the world where c h i l d r e n spend so much of t h e i r t i m e — t h e i r 

imaginations. Ghosts, wizards, magic s p e l l s , and miraculous f e a t s defy 

those laws of everyday l i f e which seem to c h i l d r e n to have been designed to 

repress any human being who j u s t happens to be ten or eleven or twelve 

years o l d . I n B e l l a i r s ' world, such r e p r e s s i v e laws w i l l be suspended, and 

ev e n t u a l l y the r e a l - l i f e values that h i s readers have been taught to 

be l i e v e i n — l o v e , f r i e n d s h i p , l o y a l t y , f a m i l y — w i l l somehow be a f f i r m e d , as 

one s m a l l , pudgy protagonist faces the powers of the netherworld and some-

how comes out on top. 

Lewis Barnavelt i s one such protagonist. He i s the "hero" of the 

f i r s t of B e l l a i r s ' c h i l d r e n ' s novels. The House with a Clock i n I t s Walls 

(1973) and co-protagonist of the second. The Figure i n the Shadows (1975). 

As do a l l of B e l l a i r s ' c h i l d r e n ' s t a l e s , these two novels take place i n the 

1950's, when B e l l a i r s himself was growing up. T h e i r a c t i o n i s located i n 

New Zebedee, and Lewis' shares h i s adventures i n the second novel with a 

diminutive, t h i n , bespectacled g i r l with the unromantic name of Rose R i t a 

P ottinger. She becomes the heroine of the t h i r d of the Michigan-based 

novels. The L e t t e r , the Witch, and the Ring (1976), whose st o r y ranges 

across the northern part of lower Michigan and i n t o the s t a t e ' s upper 

peninsula. Throughout a l l the novels are woven recognizable place names. 
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ranging from r e a l towns l i k e Big Rapids, Ironwood, and Petoskey; through 

reminiscent landmarks l i k e The C i t y of Escanaba f e r r y , which used to ply 

the S t r a i t s of Mackinac between Mackinac C i t y and S t . Ignace; to f i c t i o n a l 

l o c a l e s , l i k e Heemsoth's Drug Store on Main S t r e e t i n New Zebedee, which i s 

obviously named a f t e r Hemmingsen's Drug Store on Marshall's Main S t r e e t . 

But these r e a l - l i f e counterparts are secondary to a more s i g n i f i c a n t 

one that B e l l a i r s d e f i n e s . His sense of the t e x t u r e of childhood i s sharp, 

and h i s r e c o l l e c t i o n of i t i n h i s w r i t i n g s strongly evocative. He r e -

c r e a t e s the b i t t e r s w e e t memories of h i s childhood through reminiscent pas-

sages which r e c a l l both the p e r i l s and the pleasures of childhood. Here, 

i n an e a r l y passage from The Figure i n the Shadows, he r e c r e a t e s the kind 

of anguish that any young person v i c t i m i z e d by the c r u e l t y of a peer can 

i d e n t i f y w i t h , as Lewis Barnavelt must submit to having h i s f a v o r i t e "Sher-

lock Holmes" hat c o n f i s c a t e d by the town b u l l y : 

"Come on. Lemme see the hat." Woody sounded 

impatient. Lewis's eyes f i l l e d with t e a r s . Should he run? I f 

he d i d , he wouldn't get very f a r . L i k e most f a t k i d s , Lewis 

couldn't run very f a s t . He ran out of breath i n a hurry, and he 

got pains i n h i s s i d e . Woody would catch him and take the hat 

and pound on h i s shoulders t i l l he was sore. Sadly, Lewis l i f t e d 

the hat o f f h i s head. He handed i t to Woody. . . . 

[Afterward] Lewis stumbled b l i n d l y down the s t r e e t . He was 

c r y i n g hard. . . . How come he hadn't been strong l i k e the other 

k i d s ? Why did everybody have to pick on him? I t wasn't f a i r . 

(8-10) 

"Why does everybody have to pick on me? I t i s n ' t f a i r . " I t ' s an 

anthem played i n every l i t t l e boy's heart; and there, place-names, are 
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unimportant. I n f a c t , a f t e r B e l l a i r s moved to H a v e r h i l l , he s h i f t e d h i s 

s t o r i e s ' l o c a l e to Duston Heights, Massachusetts, and created a new hero 

named Johnny Dixon; but Johnny i s a c t u a l l y j u s t Lewis r e l o c a t e d . L i k e 

Lewis, he i s pudgy, n o n a t h l e t i c , c e r e b r a l — a n d often unhappy. L i k e Lewis, 

he i s deprived of parental guidance but supplied with a more-than-adequate 
3 

parental s u b s t i t u t e : Lewis' parents had been k i l l e d i n an auto crash; so 

he moved i n with h i s Uncle Jonathan, an e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y understanding and 

sympathetic man—who j u s t happened to p r a c t i c e "white magic," a benevolent 

form of w i t c h c r a f t , and who, f o r t u i t o u s l y , j u s t happened to have as a 

f r i e n d an e c c e n t r i c neighbor named Mrs. Zimmermann, a l s o a "good" wizard. 

Johnny Dixon i s not q u ite orphaned—his mother i s dead, and h i s f a t h e r , a 

p i l o t i n the Korean War, has been shot down and taken prisoner. Johnny i s 

therefore l i v i n g w i t h h i s grandparents; h i s v e r s i o n of "Uncle Jonathan" i s 

Professor Childermass, a h i s t o r y professor at a nearby u n i v e r s i t y . The 

Professor has a penchant f o r baking chocolate cakes and then sharing i t 

with h i s young neighbor; he d i s p l a y s an unflagging a l l e g i a n c e to Johnny and 

h i s grandparents; and he has the uncanny knack of becoming involved i n 

o c c u l t adventures which w i l l t e s t the l i m i t s of h i s and Johnny's l o y a l t y 

and c o u r a g e — a l l of which, of course, makes fo r e x c i t i n g n a r r a t i v e s for 

B e l l a i r s ' readers. 

Wise a d u l t s l i k e Uncle Jonathan and Professor Childermass provide the 

Lewises and the Johnnies with the occasional s a n c t u a r i e s of love, warmth, 

and understanding that compensate f o r the i n e q u i t i e s B e l l a i r s ' young heroes 

often encounter i n the classroom, i n the schoolyard, or on the s t r e e t s . A 

sense of the value of that consoling warmth i s an i n t e g r a l part of the 

f i c t i o n a l l i f e B e l l a i r s weaves f o r h i s readers. The sensations Johnny 

Dixon experiences as he s i t s down to dinner i n The Curse of the Blue 



F i g u r i n e (1983), f o r example, have been shared by a l l B e l l a i r s ' readers, 

old as w e l l as young: 

Johnny smiled happily as Gramma spooned mashed potatoes onto h i s 

p l a t e . I t was snowing outside, but i t was warm and comfy i n the 

big old house. A coal f i r e was roaring inn the furnace i n the 

basement, and the r e g i s t e r i n the f l o o r breathed warm a i r i n t o 

the room. The black Sessions clock on the sideboard t i c k e d 

q u i e t l y and r e a s s u r i n g l y . The dining room t a b l e was covered with 

a white l i n e n c l o t h , and on i t were good things to eat: roast 

beef, cabbage s a l a d , mashed potatoes,,and plenty of think dark-

brown gravy. And f o r dessert there would be e i t h e r chocolate 

pudding or lemon meringue p i e . The food that Gramma Dixon made 

tended to be the same, day a f t e r day, but i t was always good. ( 6 ) 

But there i s something e l s e that f l e s h e s out a young person's e x i s -

tence; and t h a t , too, B e l l a i r s remembers—obviously f o n d l y — a n d can commu-

ni c a t e to h i s own young readers. The passage continues: 

Johnny . . . munched and drank and went back to l i v i n g i n h i s own 

l i t t l e dream world. He thought about how great i t would be to be 

an a r c h e o l o g i s t . That was what he wanted to be, r i g h t now, more 

than anything i n the world, he imagined himself with a p i t h 

helmet on h i s head and a pickax i n h i s hand, wading through sand 

while the hot sun s i z z l e d i n the sky. Or e x p l o r i n g by moonlight, 

which was much more dramatic. Johnny saw himself wandering among 

the columned w a l l s of the temple of Dendur or Karnak a t night, 

when a pale, s i l v e r y sheen f e l l upon the mysterious hieroglyphs 

and the carved shapes of pharaohs and beast-headed gods. Was 
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there danger here? Who could t e l l ? What i f a shape wrapped i n 

-" t a t t e r e d bandages stepped from the shadows and confronted him? 

. . . Of course there was the la r g e B r i t i s h Army s e r v i c e revolver 

i n the h o l s t e r that hung from h i s b e l t . But i t would not be much 

use against . . . 

The doorbell rang. ( 7 ) 

And so the plot begins. But not before B e l l a i r s has recreated for h i s 

young readers e x a c t l y the warm sensations of home and hot meals that they 

have shared with t h e i r f a m i l i e s — a n d , as importantly, not u n t i l he has 

rekindled memories w i t h i n them of the w i l d imaginings that they sometimes 

had i n p r i v a t e but perhaps did not know that they shared with a l l the other 

Johnny Dixons and Lewis B a r n a v e l t s across America. 

I n c o n t r a s t to h i s d e t a i l e d d e s c r i p t i o n s of the warm, reminiscent 

experiences of adolescent l i f e , B e l l a i r s ' treatment of oc c u l t adventures 

tends to be l e s s concrete. He r e l i e s much more on h i s readers' imagina-

t i o n s — t h o s e same imaginations that can c a l l up images of young boy-heroes 

s t a l k i n g amid the pyramids i n the desert moonlight—to do the work of 

envisioning the more f r i g h t e n i n g ingred ients of h i s supernatural adven-

t u r e s . By making h i s d e s c r i p t i o n s of supernatural occurrences more sugges-

t i v e and l e s s s p e c i f i c , B e l l a i r s thereby avoids the double danger of becom-

ing so d e t a i l e d that h i s s t o r i e s w i l l a c t u a l l y become overpowering for h i s 

young readers, while a t the same time allowing t h e i r own imaginations to 

work f o r him. For example, i n The House with a_ Clock i n I t s Walls, when 

Lewis and h i s f r i e n d , Tarby, t r y to r a i s e a body from a grave one midnight, 

t h e i r success exceeds t h e i r expectations: 

From deep w i t h i n the the tomb came a sound. Boom! A deep hollow 

sound. The i r o n doors j o l t e d , as i f they had been s t r u c k a blow 
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from i n s i d e . The padlock had f a l l e n o f f . And now, as the boys 

k n e l t , t e r r i f i e d , two small spots of f r e e z i n g gray l i g h t 

appeared. They hovered and danced before the doors of the tomb, 

which now stood a j a r . And something b l a c k — b l a c k e r than the 

night, blacker than i n k s p i l l e d i n t o water—was oozing from the 

space between the doors, 

Tarby shook Lewis and squeezed h i s arm harder. "Run!" he 

shouted. ( 8 7) 

I n i t s own way, i t ' s a t e r r i f y i n g s c e n e — t h e drama i s ther e . What 

i s n ' t i s concreteness. You don't f e e l or hear or touch the p h y s i c a l sensa-

t i o n of the experience; you f e e l , hear, and touch the imaginative moment. 

How much blacker than black i s the black that i s blacker than night, a f t e r 

a l l ? How much blacker i s ink that i s s p i l l e d i n t o water than ink that i s 

not s p i l l e d i n t o water? Our senses don't perceive that kind of blackness; 

only our imaginations do. And t h a t , I t h i n k , i s the key to the a t t r a c t i v e -

ness of B e l l a i r s ' gothic "horror." L i k e the kind of ghost s t o r i e s we used 

to t e l l each other around the camp f i r e a t night, h i s d e s c r i p t i o n s of the 

"horror" part of h i s t a l e s does not have the kind of p h y s i c a l repulsiveness 

that a c t u a l l y might r e p e l a young ( or even an o l d e r ) reader; he a l l u d e s to 

horror and r e p u l s i v e n e s s , but he doesn't a c t u a l l y describe i t . Not only 

does h i s technique enable him to avoid r e p e l l i n g h i s young readers, i t 

a c t u a l l y encourages t h e i r imaginations to work as f u l l y as they're capable 

of doing. "Something black . . . was oozing from the space between the 

doors." What i s that "something"? Let the imagination decide. Likewise, 

i n The Curse of the Blue F i g u r i n e , Johnny Dixon and Professor Childermass 

are confronted by the ghost of an e v i l p r i e s t , which emits "a h o r r i d , 

s i c k e n i n g odor, the odor of corr u p t i o n " ( 1 7 4 ) . C e r t a i n l y words l i k e "hor-
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r i d " and " s i c k e n i n g " convey the idea; what they do not ( t h a n k f u l l y ) convey 

i s the r e a l i t y i n such palpable terms that the young mind cannot avoid i t . 

The terms are broad enough to accommodate themselves to the requirements of 

the young imaginations. And that i s the kind of f l e x i b i l i t y required to 

make a c h i l d r e n ' s "ghost s t o r y " e x c i t i n g without being r e p e l l e n t . 

Of course, the f a c t that ghosts e x i s t at a l l i n the world that B e l -

l a i r s c r e a t e s , that one's uncle j u s t happens to be a wizard, that a pre-

teenager j u s t happens to stumble across enchanted objects and reawaken old 

c u r s e s , that that same adolescent j u s t happens to l i v e i n a haunted house— 

such coincidences should, no doubt, v i o l a t e any-adult's sense of r e a l i t y . 

But these novels are not aimed a t an a d u l t ' s world; they're aimed a t a 

c h i l d ' s . And t h a t i s a very d i f f e r e n t t h i n g . I f you're eleven years o l d , 

you haven't been schooled i n A r i s t o t e l i a n t h e o r i e s of probable impossibi-

l i t i e s or improbable p o s s i b i l i t i e s . The important thing to you i s that 

Lewis B a r n a v e l t , when he i s c a l l e d upon to do so, summons up the courage to 

face the most h o r r i f y i n g demonic power imaginable to save the world from 

d e s t r u c t i o n ; that i n the next novel. Rose R i t a Pottinger r e t u r n s the favor 

by saving Lewis when he faces c e r t a i n d e s t r u c t i o n ; that i n l a t e r novels 

Professor Childermass saves Johnny Dixon, and that Johnny, i n t u r n , l a t e r 

saves the Professor. 

F i n a l l y , B e l l a i r s ' children-heroes triumph. They may not do so i n a 

very glamorous manner; but t h a t , I suspect, c o n s t i t u t e s much of B e l l a i r s ' 

a t t r a c t i v e n e s s to h i s readers. They do not want a l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e heroes; 

they want somebody they can i d e n t i f y w i t h . I f that somebody triumphs, 

despite being a f r a i d , despite being u n a t t r a c t i v e , despite being clumsy—and 

i f t h at triumph a f f i r m s the t r a d i t i o n a l values of f a m i l y , f r i e n d s h i p , 

l o y a l t y , and personal i n t e g r i t y that a l l c h i l d r e n are brought up to b e l i e v e 
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i n — t h e n B e l l a i r s has provided f a r e f o r h i s youthful readers that i s both 

s a t i s f y i n g and u p l i f t i n g . 

Examples of such bravery, such c a r i n g , abound i n B e l l a i r s ' novels. I n 

The Figure i n the Shadows. fo r example. Rose R i t a Pottinger i s w i l l i n g to 

brave the d i r e s t consequences i n order to save her f r i e n d , Lewis Barnavelt, 

from being led by a malignant s p i r i t to h i s death at the bottom of a w e l l : 

Lewis's f e e t were touching the rock rim of the w e l l . A 

s l i g h t push would send him plunging head f i r s t i n t o darkness. 

With a loud screech Rose R i t a ran forward. "Get away from him! 

Get away from him, don't you dare touch him, you f i l t h y r o t t e n 

t h i n g ! " she y e l l e d . 

The shadow turned and faced Rose R i t a . And now i t changed. 

Before, i t had been a hooded, muffled shape. Now i t was a 

ragged, spindly s i l h o u e t t e . A blackened, shrunken corpse w ith 

l i v i n g eyes. I t moved toward her with outstretched, hungry arms. 

And Rose R i t a heard what i t was saying. She heard the words i n 

her b r a i n , although no sound was u t t e r e d . The thing was saying 

that i t would wrap i t s arms around her and dive with her to the 

bottom of the dark, i c y w e l l . And there they would be, face to 

face, f o r e v e r . 

Rose R i t a knew that i f she thought, she would f a i n t , or d i e . 

She clenched her teeth and rushed forward . . . . The f e a r f u l 

shape rushed a t her, and f o r a moment there was blackness a l l 

around her and the s i c k e n i n g , s t i f l i n g smell of wet ashes. And 

then she was past i t and standing by Lewis's s i d e . 

[Rose R i t a then dispatches the s p i r i t by throwing a magic amulet 

down the w e l l , making the s p i r i t v a n i s h . ] 
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. . . Rose R i t a was caught i n a s i c k convulsive shudder. She 

trembled from head to foot. But when she stopped trembling, her 

mind was c l e a r . She stepped back from the edge of the w e l l and 

turned to see i f she could help Lewis. 

Lewis was s i t t i n g on the ground, c r y i n g . His face was red 

and raw from the wind and snow and c o l d , h i s gloves were gone, 

h i s hat was gone, and there was a big piece torn out of h i s 

trouser l e g . The f i r s t things he s a i d was, "Rose R i t a , do you 

have a handkerchief? I have to blow my nose." Weeping with joy. 

Rose R i t a threw her arms around Lewis and hugged him t i g h t . 

(136-140) 

" I have to blow my nose" i s consciously anti-romantic. I t i s the kind of 

prosaic response to the t r i a l s t h at l i f e imposes upon us that any adoles-

cent (and any post-adolescent) can understand: defeat our ghosts, we blow 

our noses. Then we move on to the next dilemma, counting on our own 

f o r t i t u d e — a n d a l i t t l e help from our f r i e n d s — t o get us through. 

Two of B e l l a i r s ' novels. The House with a Clock i n I t s Walls and The 

Treasure of Alpheus Winterborn (1978), have been adapted to t e l e v i s i o n for 

the P u b l i c Broadcasting System's Wonderworks c h i l d r e n ' s s e r i e s . But the 

strength of B e l l a i r s ' t a l e s i s that they ennoble the human p e r s o n a l i t y , 

even when that p e r s o n a l i t y i s ensconced i n a body other than the type 

u s u a l l y depicted i n Hollywood f i l m s or on t e l e v i s i o n f e a t u r e s . Likewise, 

the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the kind of drama B e l l a i r s forges for h i s youthful 

readers l i e s i n something deeper than the f a c t that some of the characters 

involved i n those dramas have t i e s with h i s childhood home town. I t i s of 

i n c i d e n t a l i n t e r e s t to us that New Zebedee bears a remarkable p h y s i c a l and 

geographical resemblance to Marshall; and Marshall's c i t i z e n s , proud of 
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their town's heritage, are pleased to note that even af t e r B e l l a i r s moved 

to New England, he carefully packed precious memories of l o c a l folklore 

to t r a v e l with him to use i n his l a t e r "Massachusetts" t a l e s . They w i l l 

point out, for example, that Father Higgins, Johnny Dixon's co-hero in The 

Spell of the Sorcerer's S k u l l , was not an actual Massachusetts figure, even 

though the 1984 novel i s placed i n Duston Heights, but was a r e a l - l i f e 

Marshall priest who said said mass at St. Mary's in Marshall. B e l l a i r s ' 

memory of that priest's reputation i s certainly more favorable than his 

memory of the rumors he must have heard about the occult practices of 

Father Baart, who was pastor of St. Mary's i n Marshall back i n the nine-

teenth century. B e l l a i r s made Father B a a r t — o r , at l e a s t , his ghost—the 

v i l l a i n of The Curse of the Blue Figurine, even though B e l l a i r s again moves 

the location of the action from r e a l - l i f e Marshall to imaginary Duston Heights. 

The church i n The Blue Figurine. Main Street i n The Figure i n the 

Shadows, the town fountain and the Cronin mansion i n The House with the 

Clock—any novelist w i l l turn the material of his own personal experience 

to the service of what he feels i s a palpable drama, one that his readers 

w i l l find worthwhile. One day in Minnesota, John B e l l a i r s saw a woman 

dressed a l l in purple. She became Mrs. Zimmerraann, a major character i n 

his f i r s t three novels. Although Michiganders—and Marshall inhabitants i n 

p a r t i c u l a r — c a n take some pride i n the fact that a nationally known c h i l -

dren's novelist makes topographical references to i d e n t i f i a b l e places i n their 

home state and town, they may well take greater pride in the knowledge that 

a native son has used that small town heritage to create a f i c t i o n a l world 

that represents the best blend of r e a l i t y , imagination, and idealism for a 

nation's worth of young readers. 

M ich igan S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y 
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NOTES 
1 

Letter of April 27, 1987. I am indebted to Ms. Anne LaPietra, pro-

prietor of The Kids' Place in Marshall, who has become the loc a l expert on 

B e l l a i r s ' f i c t i o n and who provided me with valuable background knowledge 
about the author, as well as putting me i n contact with him. 

2 
Something about the Author: Facts and Pictures about Contemporary 

Authors and I l l u s t r a t o r s of Books for Young People, vol. 2 (1971), 20. 
3 

When I asked B e l l a i r s why he created substitute father-figures l i k e 

Uncle Jonathan and Professor Childermass for his novels, he answered, "My 

heroes have elderly eccentric friends because my grandfather was very close 

to me when I was l i t t l e ; he taught me to read and was a model of kindness 

and friendship that inspires me even now" ( A p r i l 27 l e t t e r ) . 
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Women C r i t i c s and Marianne Moore 

by 

Bernard F .  Engel 

Though In the present exuberance of fem in is t c r i t i c i s m women have been 

generous In embracing the work of members of t h e i r gender ,  they have not un t i l 

recen t l y been quick to value the work of Marianne Moore,  the S t .  Louis-born 

wr i t er who became a poe t -ce l ebr i t y of Brooklyn and Manhattan.  Some women 

c r i t i c s were en t hus i as t i c during Moore 's l i f e t i m e .  But a t l eas t as many 

re j ec t ed her work because ,  as Margaret Anderson of The L i t t l e Review put I t ,  

poetry should not be "made from ,  nor read w i t h ,  the mind." The book-length 

s tud i es of the 1960s tha t f i n a l l y convinced the academic world tha t Moore was a 

readable poet were a l l by men.  

Susp icion of Moore on the par t of women cont inued Into the 1970s.  I 

remember In tha t decade hearing Moore 's work dismissed as " e l i t i s t " by panel 

d i scuss i on groups of women a t convent ions of both the Modern Language 

Assoc ia t ion and the Midwest Modern Language Assoc i a t i on .  As l a t e as 1977,  Emi ly 

S t i pes Watts In The Poetry of Amer1 can Women showed p leasure t ha t ,  as she saw 

I t ,  Moore 's work,  was disappearing from the canon .  

A t t i tudes began to change ,  however,  as fem i n is ts s t ar t ed to take ser i ous l y 

t h e i r own argument tha t women need not l i v e up to the stereotypes tha t made 

Ml Hay and H.  D.  acceptab le because they wore t he i r hear ts on t h e i r s leeves but 

Moore suspect because she was seemingly calm ,  r a t i o n a l ,  and d i s c i p l i n e d .  Moore,  

Indeed ,  was determined not to be a "lady poet ." She c l e a r l y thought that 

Dickinson and she he rse l f were the only American women who had made the effor t 

to wr i te f i r s t - r a t e poetry .  
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The change was s i gna l l ed by Laurence Stapleton ' s Marianne Moore: The 

Poet ' s Advance (1978) ,  the f i r s t book to make use of Moore 's "papers," now 

ava i l ab l e In the Rosenbach Museum & L i brary In Ph i l ade l ph i a (add i t iona l material 

Is In the Belnecke L i brary a t Y a l e ) .  Stapleton ' s readings are percep t ive ,  

though she makes the unusual argument tha t the poetry of Moore 's l as t decades ,  

seen as a dec l i ne by most readers .  Is an "advance" over her e a r l i e r work.  

In the 1980s,  books have begun to pour ou t .  Women now recognize not only 

tha t a woman need not devote her career to s ighs and swoons over love a f f a i r s ,  

but a l so tha t Moore,  desp i te the absence of d i r e c t so c i o p o l i t i ca l observat ion 

from her verse ,  was In fac t a suffrage t t e and In her prose essays and reading 

d i a r i e s made note of the work of other women and ,  sometimes,  of d i f f i c u l t i e s 

they faced .  

Even In the present flood of s tud i es by women,  however,  no thoroughly 

fem in is t In t erpre t a t i on has appeared .  Two recent books by women give sound 

academic readings tha t use t rad i t i ona l approaches ,  rather than s p e c i f i c a l l y 

fem in is t arguments.  

Taffy Mart in ' s Marianne Moore; Subversive Modernist (Texas 1986) Is 

adver t ised as a fem in is t study ,  but Is In fac t a good reading tha t Is fem in ist 

only In tak ing an occasional d ig a t "male c r i t i c s . " Martin argues that Moore 

d i ffered from other Modernists In perce iv ing what she termed "confusion" In our 

c i v i l i z a t i o n .  Cer t a i n l y Moore recognized fragmentat ion; i t can scarce l y be 

dec l ared ,  however,  tha t she saw more of t h i s than E l i o t ,  Pound,  W i l l iams ,  or 

Stevens ,  the men whose poetry she recognized to be the best American work of her 

time (and whose company she sought ,  succe ssf u l l y ,  to j o i n ) .  

Mart in a l so t r i e s to read Moore as subvert ing the s t a b i l i t y of language and 

thus ant 1c1poat1ng the work of the postmoderns.  I would argue tha t Moore 's 
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work Is ne i ther more nor l ess an t i c i pa t ory of the postmodern than Is that of 

other Modernists .  

But ,  such e f f o r t s a t h l f a l u t i n c r i t i c i s m as i de ,  Martin g ives imaginat ive ,  

evidence-based understandings of a number of Moore 's poems.  She Is at her best 

In her recogn i t ion tha t Moore 's view of the "confusion" in our l i ve s sees our 

I n a b i l i t y to comprehend the dangers in ex i s t ence ,  our pers i s t ence in tak ing the 

op t i m i s t i c view ,  in dev is ing romantic f i c t i o n s tha t blunt what Moore in her 

poems "The Hero" c a l l s the "rock / crys ta l t h i ng to see ." 

D iscuss ing the poem "A Grave," for example,  Martin remarks on the warning 

In the opening l i nes of t h i s wel l known presen tat ion of the ocean ,  and notes how 

the l i nes go on to In t ens i fy the premonition of danger by "turn ing order ly 

beauty into reserve ,  then to repress i on ,  and f i n a l l y to ac t i ve .  .  .  vengeance." 

Martin observes tha t Moore makes the sea a t t r a c t i v e to us ,  fasc i na t es us .  

Indeed ,  to the point tha t we overlook i t s danger .  

Martin sees ,  moreover,  tha t Moore 's exact use of p a r t i cu l a r s forces her 

readers to face "not j u s t the i nsuff i c i ency and the error of t he i r percept ions ,  

but t h e i r i n a b i l i t y . . .  to abandon hope" in them.  The d i scuss i on succeeds in 

showing how Moore goes beyond surface rea l ism to reveal decept ion and threa t as 

elements not to be overlooked in our ex i s t ence .  

Martin con tras ts Moore wi th Stevens ,  the contemporary whose work she most 

admired .  Stevens ,  she no tes ,  would a t t imes escape into romance,  take refuge in 

such romantic f i c t i o n s as those offered by music .  Moore s tays wi th her 

amalgamations of mu l t ip le r e a l i t i e s : she w i l l not produce ,  Martin d i scerns ,  

"e i t her a transformed or a transcendent analogue" to exper ience .  

Less i nc l i ned to c a l l up tags of fem in is t or postmodern c r i t i c i s m ,  Grace 

Schulman In Marianne Moore: The Poetry of Engagement (111 ino is 1986) a l so draws 
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on percep t i ve read ings t o show how Moore at tempts t o perserve I n t eg r i t y In a 

wor ld of "confusion ." 

Most  notab le In Schulman ' s read ings of poems,  however.  I s her a b i l i t y t o 

app ly Freud ian Ins i gh t s w i thou t  r eso r t i ng t o the t i r e d Jargon of most  

p r ac t i t i one r s of psycho log ica l  c r i t i c i s m .  D i scuss ing "The Pangol in ," f o r 

example,  Schulman sees t ha t  the way the poem uses pa r t i cu l a r s of the an t ea t er ' s 

appearance and behavior t o work toward a d e f i n i t i on of man fo l l ows Freud ' s 

remarks t ha t  In most  dreams thoughts are t ransformed In t o v i sua l  Images and 

of t en combine two or more be i ngs—here ,  the an t ea t er and man—In such a way as 

t o cause a new Image t o emerge.  

Using such dev i ces as se l f - c o r r ec t i on and an enactment  of the fus i on of the 

expe r i en t i a l  and the env is i oned ,  Schulman po in t s ou t ,  the poem succeeds In 

employing " techn iques of the unconscious" not  on l y "as form but  as theme." The 

r esu l t  I s the poem 's ending recogn i t i on t ha t  man 's l i m i t a t i ons make poss i b l e h i s 

po t en t i a l  exce l l ence .  The po in t  has been s t a t ed before ,  but  Schulman g i ves the 

best  exp l ana t i on I have seen of the way Moore employs her Imagery.  

Mar t in and Schulman are the l a t e s t  In the growing number of women c r i t i c s 

t o recogn ize t ha t  Moore was the lead ing woman w r i t e r of poet ry In our cen tury ,  

an a r t i s t  rank ing w i th the men she compared he r se l f w i t h .  

The best  work ye t  t o appear on Moore I s Bonnie Cos t a l l o ' s Marianne Moore;  

Imaginary Possess ions (Harvard 1981) .  One cou ld c i t e a l so E l i zabe t h P h i l l i p ' s 

Marianne Moore (Freder i ck Ungar 1982) ,  usefu l  as a handbook even though I t  

r e l i e s on S t ap l e ton ' s f i nd i ngs In the papers ,  and P a t r i c i a W i l l i s ' s Mar 1anne 

Moore;  V i s i on |n Verse (Rosenbach Museum & L i b ra ry 1987) ,  an expanded ca t a l og of 
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a Moore exh i b i t i on ,  as con t r i bu t i ons t o understand ing .  I f s t ud i es today 

threa t en t o become voluminous,  a t  l eas t  they demonstrate t ha t  the delayed 

recogn i t i on of Moore by members of her own gender has a t  l a s t  a r r i v ed .  

Michigan S t a t e Un i ve rs i t y 
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Sherwood Anderson,  D i a r i s t 

by 

David D.  Anderson 

Sherwood Anderson was one of the most autobiographical of w r i t e r s ,  

frequent ly r e - t e l l i n g and re-order ing In os t ens i b l e fac t and purported f i c t i o n 

the twin myths of h i s l i f e ,  those of h i s escape from stagnat ion in a smal l Ohio 

town and of h i s escape from the corrupt ion of a business career in a small Ohio 

Indus t r i a l c i t y .  Furthermore ,  he was one of the most p r o l i f i c of l i t e r a r y 

l e t t e r - w r i t e r s ,  the more than f i v e thousand of them extant in three publ ished 

volumes of l e t t e r s ,  In other anthologies and c o l l e c t i o n s .  In pr i va t e and l i b r ar y 

c o l l e c t i o n s ,  and In the Sherwood Anderson Papers In the Newberry L i brary 

providing the substance of a l i t e r a r y and s p i r i t u a l biography of a very high 

order .  

With Anderson 's almost contant concern wi th the wonder of h i s own l i f e ,  

wi th h i s ded icat ion to h i s c r a f t of wr i t i ng ,  and wi th h i s conv ict ion t ha t ,  as 

h i s epi taph points ou t ,  " L i f e ,  not death .  Is the great adventure ," i t was 

perhaps inevi^-able tha t Anderson would be a d i a r i s t ,  a keeper of the day-to-day 

record of h i s own l i f e .  

Ye t ,  perhaps fee l i ng tha t h i s worl< and h i s l e t t e r s ,  the means by which he 

reached out to o t hers ,  were the best poss i b l e means by which to keep the record 

of h i s l i f e ,  only during two periods of h i s l i f e did he regu l ar l y wr i te 

Immediate records of h i s experience in anything resembl ing a d i ary ,  a j ourna l ,  

or a notebook.  The f i r s t covered the Summer of 1921; the second ,  the l as t f i v e 

years of h i s 1If e .  

The f i r s t period covered almost three months In the summer of 1921,  when 
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Anderson,  w i th h t s second w i fe Tennessee M i t che l l  and h i s f r i end ,  Paul  

Rosenfeld ,  spent  almost  two months In France and two weeks In England .  Anderson 

had j u s t  pub l ished Poor Whi te,  h i s f i f t h book,  and had a modest ly successfu l  

show of h i s wa t ered ors a t  the Sunwise Turn ,  a New York book s t ore ,  but  h i s 

a r t i s t i c success had not  ye t  — nor was I t  ever t o be — t r ans l a t ed In to 

f i nanc i a l  success .  He had not  been abroad s i nce h i s b r i e f s t ay In Cuba In the 

Army dur ing the Spanish-American War,  and h i s t r i p and t ha t  of h i s w i fe was made 

poss i b l e by the sa l e of two of h i s pa i n t i ngs for $200.00 each t o h i s f r i end 

Mar i e t t a D.  F i n l ey and by the generos i t y of Paul  Rosenfeld .  

In France and England Anderson sa t  a t  cafes ;  he met  American expa t r i a t es ,  

Inc lud ing Ger t rude S t e i n ,  thus beginn ing a l i f e l on g f r i endsh i p and mutual  

adm i ra t ion ;  he walked f o r m i l es through the s t r e e t s ;  he admired Char t res and 

magn l f i c i en t  French d r a f t  s t a l l i o n s ;  he met  Joyce and pred i c t ed t ha t  U l ysses 

might  we l l  be "the most  important  book t ha t  w i l l  be pub l ished i n t h i s 

genera t ion ;" he met  Ezra Pound and Ford Maddox Ford .  He re turned t o the Un i ted 

S t a t es in August  1921,  refreshed and renewed and more conf iden t  of h imse l f and 

h i s a r t  than he had ever been before .  

Dur ing h i s b r i e f exper ience Anderson kept  ne i t her a dated da i ry nor a 

formal  j ourna l  but  a notebook in which he wrote h i s observa t i ons and ideas ,  

ranging from observa t i ons of Pa r i s s t r ee t  l i f e t o ideas for and fragments of 

shor t  s t o r i e s ,  b i t s of poe t i c prose ,  and the framework of a p l ay .  Thus,  a t  one 

moment,  he wrote .  

To stand on the Pont  Arco l e a t  n i gh t ,  when there i s a 
new moon.  In Pa r i s i n summer the darkness comes l a t e f a l l i n g 
s o f t l y .  Along the wharfs boys are p l ay i ng .  Three t a l l  boys 
are t each ing a youngster t o f i gh t  w i th h i s f i s t s .  They run 
l augh i ng . . . L i t t l e p r os t i t u t es decked out  In cheap fea t hers 
hurry away out  of s t r ee t s behind you on the r i gh t  bank. . .  
There i s a drunken man whose w i fe i s sco ld ing .  He laughs 
l oud l y . . .  
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And aga in .  

When beauty comes o f f I t  seems t o J u s t i f y always the 
t e r r i b l e cos t .  What  would I t  mean i f every American c h i l d 
cou ld see Sa i n t e Chapel le ,  Chat res ca t hedra l ,  the l i b r a r y 
in the pa lace a t  Fon t a inb l eu . . . .  

And aga in ,  the s t ory fragment  t ha t  begins ,  "Mother W in ters had got  

suddenly o l d .  She d i d not  understand what  had happened and perhaps d id not  t r y .  

She was on l y 36 but  how long her l i f e had been," and t ha t  may be the beginning 

of "Death In the Woods," perhaps the grea t es t  of Anderson ' s s t o r i e s .  

Anderson re turned from Europe t o fur t her ' success^ i nc l ud i ng winning the D i a l  

p r i ze of $2,000.00;  he pub l ished The Tru inyh of the Egg t ha t  F a l l ,  and In the 

next  year he broke w i t h Tennessee and w i th Chicago and began a new l i f e .  

Four teen years l a t e r ,  a f t e r another f a i l e d marr iage ,  another s i x t een books 

pub l i shed ,  the purchase and temporary ed i t orsh i p of two weekly newspapers i n 

Marion ,  V i r g i n i a ,  having es t ab l i shed a permanent  home in the stone and t imber 

house he bu i i ' v . a t  the convergence of R ipsh in and Laure l  creeks near Trou tda le ,  

V i r g i n i a ,  and for three years had enjoyed h i s l a s t ,  happy marr iage t o E leanor 

Copenhaver of Marion and New York ,  Anderson began once aga in ,  t h i s t ime w i th 

da i l y en t r i es ,  t o record h i s exper iences and observa t i ons .  The f i r s t  en t ry ,  

perhaps the r esu l t  of a New Years reso l u t i on or a promise t o E l eanor ,  i s dated 

January 1 ,  1936;  the l a s t ,  February 28,  1941,  was w r i t t en aboard the S.S.  Santa 

Luc i a ,  on h i s way,  w i t h E l eanor ,  t o South America.  He f e l l  i l l  almost  

immediately,  and e i gh t  days l a t e r ,  on March 8,  1941,  he was dead.  

The record of the l a s t  f i v e years of h i s l i f e was t o be Anderson ' s most  

cons i s t en t  a t t en t i on t o any of h i s p ro j ec t s for such a long per iod of t ime ,  and 

i t  was a t  the same t ime ,  al though Inev i t ab l y sub j ec t i ve ,  h i s most  ob j ec t i ve 

appra i sa l  of h i s own exper iences ,  ideas ,  and impressions .  Un l ike the e a r l i e r 
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notebook of h i s French v i s i t  and un l i ke h i s e a r l i e r autobiography,  A S t ory-

Te l  l e r ' s S t ory (1924) or posthumous Memoirs (1942) Anderson ' s d i a r y ,  kept  in s i x 

smal l  bound volumes,  commercial ly produced In d i a ry form and g iven as 

adver t i s i ng favors by a Marlon insurance agency,  cou ld serve as a model  for the 

genre.  

Al though Anderson had w r i t t en In A S t ory T e l l e r ' s S t ory t ha t  " I n the wor ld 

of fancy . . .  no man I s ugly .  Man I s ugly In f a c t  on l y , " t ha t  one must  be t rue t o 

the essence ra t her than the f a c t s of human l i f e ,  h i s d i a ry provides the fac t ua l  

ou t l i ne of those l a s t  f i v e years of h i s l i f e ,  record ing d e t a i l s of weather ,  

hea l t h ,  encoun ters ,  work accompl ished or not ,  op in i ons ,  l i t e r a r y goss ip ,  moods,  

m i sfor tune ,  even t ragedy .  Thus,  on November 7,  1937,  In New York ,  he wrote .  

Lazy day.  Beau t i fu l  weather .  We s l ep t  l a t e r and went  t o 
walk .  Got  a room In which I w i l l  work when I re t urn here 
a f t e r Char les ton t r i p .  Broadway Cen t ra l  Ho te l ,  lower Broadway.  
Went  t o see B i l l  Fau lkner ,  Algonquin Ho te l .  He had f a l l e n 
aga i ns t  a hot  rad i a t or and burned h imse l f .  Went  t o Newspaper 
Gu i l d Cock t a i l  par t y .  Broun got  $5 out  of E,  $10 out  of me.  
Went  t o d ine w i th Bur ton and Hazel  Rascoe.  Bur ton ' s t ragedy 
has aged him t e r r i b l y .  

One occasion he wrote about  h i s own work,  once commenting i n wonder t ha t  

" I n w r i t i ng you of t en s t a r t  one t h i ng and I t  t urns In t o another .  I t  i s 

happening t o me in the presen t  s t o r y . . . , " and upon the death of h i s mother- in-

law,  Laura Lu Copenhaver,  on ly months before h i s own,  he recorded t ha t  "The 

house a t  Marlon stunned ,  the cen t er of a l l  l i f e here gone," and aga in ,  "The 

savage and barbar i c long wa i t i ng . . . , " "another dreadfu l  day of wa i t i ng . . . , " and 

then "A very beau t i fu l  day,  as though nature were welcoming Mother. . . ." 

More than anyth ing e l se the d i a r i e s record the a im l ess wandering,  the 

r e s t l e s s movement  t ha t  charac t er i zed those l a s t  f i v e years — from RIsph in t o 

New York ,  t o F l o r i da ,  t o Michigan ,  t o C lyde ,  Ohio,  t o C a l i f o r n i a - - ,  the 
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n i n e ss e s tha t so often i n t erfered wi th h i s work,  the occasional bouts wi th 

despa i r .  Yet f l ashes of the o ld Anderson recurr : "A f i ne day a t the races 

I t ' s n ice in the morning,  see ing the horses run . . . ," and "The f i r s t rea l spr ing 

day .  I t was d i f f i c u l t to stay a t the desk." 

The d i ary ends as i t had begun,  casua l l y ,  c l e a r l y ,  in the course of a l i f e 

more dramat ic than most and too soon to end.  As the Santa Luc i a t hrus t s out to 

sea ,  "The sea got so rough tha t everything In the room flew back and for t h . . . . " 

Tomorrow,  I'm sure Anderson thought ,  would be be t ter 

Anderson 's Par i s notebook had been ed i t ed ,  introduced ,  and Interpreted by 

Michael Fanning In France and Sherwood Anderson; Par i s Notebook,  1921,  and 

publ ished by the L.S.U.  Press In 1976,  Anderson 's centennial year ,  and now 

happ i ly ,  the d i a r i e s ,  s k i l l f u l l y and thoroughly ed i ted by H i l ber t H.  Campbel l ,  

have been brought out of the Newberry 's vau l t and publ ished by the Un i vers i t y of 

Georgia Press .  Anderson has been dead for near ly ha l f a century ,  but In the 

d i a r i e s he l i v e s ,  sometimes conf iden t ,  sometimes confused ,  a t t imes commonplace,  

a t others touching ,  even poe t i c .  Because of the fa i t hfu l ness of h i s ed i t i ng .  

Professor Campbell has us a l l in h i s debt ,  j u s t as Anderson cont inues to hold us 

In t h r a l l .  

Michigan S ta te Un i vers i t y 
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