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Past attempts to assess Wallace Stegner have judged him on
the terms he preferred, as a writer of novels. Writing novels was
really all he wanted to do. But he had another full-time occupa-

tion and a part-time avocation. Stegner needed to teach in order to sup-
port his family, and the nonfiction words he produced propelled him,
somewhat reluctantly, into the ranks of the conservation activists.

Stegner made remarkable contributions as a writer, teacher, and
conservationist. What he achieved in any one of those fields would have
gained him lasting recognition in the West. The complete Stegner
package, however, reached beyond regional boundaries. The unique-
ness of Stegner’s contributions was also the cause of his diminishment,
because scholars and critics were unable to recognize the totality of the
man’s achievements. They needed to put him into a niche. So they
made him a novelist, as he asked them to.

The two previous biographies of Stegner were written by professors
of literature who were mainly interested in him as a literary figure.
They didn’t deal very extensively with the fact that he was human,
meaning that, like the rest of us, he was flawed. I am more intrigued by
the whole man—or as close as I can get to him—set against the passing
backdrops of his life. This is a book about a man and the physical land-
scapes he inhabited and how they influenced him. Within that frame-
work it is also the story of a quintessential westerner who eventually
could not deal with the wrenching changes that are a constant of the
American West.

Synecdoche, meaning a specific example used to illustrate a general-
ity, was one of Stegner’s favorite words and writing techniques. In a
similar fashion, I use the life of Wallace Stegner as the vista from which
to gaze upon the panorama of the American West in the twentieth cen-
tury, for his time spanned the transition from prairie frontier to Silicon
Valley. Stegner inhabited all of the West’s different landscapes physi-
cally, emotionally, and mentally, as well as in his writings. The prairies,
mountains, deserts, plateaus, rivers, coast, remote villages, small towns,
and cities of the West were intimately known to him.



The man embraced those spaces and that time and gave them
meaning. The dense mosaic of human experience within the West
that he wrote about, the many gifted writers he unleashed as a teacher,
and the lands and water he placed a value upon and actively protected
as a conservationist were his lasting gifts to the nation. Those offer-
ings made him far more than a regional presence—they made him
unclassifiable.

The first biography , titled Wallace Stegner, was written by Forrest
G. Robinson and Margaret G. Robinson and published in 1977, at the
height of Stegner’s writing career. Robinson is a professor of literature
at the University of California at Santa Cruz, and his wife was a refer-
ence librarian at the university. The second biography, Wallace Stegner:
His Life and Work by Jackson Benson, was published in 1996, three
years after Stegner’s death. Benson taught American literature at San
Diego State University.

The Robinson and the Benson books gave me the basic structure of
Stegner’s life, to which I could affix the themes and details that I
thought were most meaningful. In addition, Benson’s many taped and
transcribed interviews with Stegner and Stegner’s colleagues and
friends, which became available in 2005, provided information that
would otherwise have vanished. I thank the Robinsons and Benson for
breaking the Stegner Trail. Along the way I was able to gather much
material that has never before been published.

There was room, I thought, on the eve of the centennial of Stegner’s
birth, for another biography, one by an environmental historian with
no advanced degree. I have been attempting in recent years, through a
variety of subjects (the West, California, and earthquakes), to demon-
strate the effect of landscape—meaning nature—on human destiny,
history, culture, and character. This book allows me to focus that
inquiry on one individual.

When I embarked upon this project, in the spring of 2004, Stegner’s
widow, Mary, was ailing. The Stegners’ only child, Page Stegner, and Jo
Ann Rogers, a longtime family helper, jointly held the power of attorney
of the Stegner estate. Neither Page nor Jo Ann placed any restrictions
on my use and interpretations of the material, and both were extremely
helpful. In fact, Page and I aided each other: I sent him letters for his
projected volume of selected correspondence, and he did the same for
my book. Our projects were mutually enriched by this exchange.
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A word—or rather an image—about the structure. Picture, and
remember for the time it takes to read this book, a piece of rope eighty-
four inches long. I am suggesting neither a piece of natural hemp nor
an artificial Dacron or nylon product but rather a combination—
something with a roughened internal texture and an even exterior, like
Stegner. Each inch corresponds to a year in his life, and the whole rep-
resents most of the twentieth century in the American West.

At the start of the rope (“Unformed Youth”) all the strands lie neatly
plaited together. A considerable number of pages are devoted to his
youth, not only because it was so formative but also because Stegner
wrote about it so extensively. I twist the rope in the middle sections just
enough to reveal three narrative threads (“Talented Teacher,” “Reluc-
tant Conservationist,” and “Prominent Author”). Stegner’s three prin-
cipal contributions deserve separate examinations in order for me to
portray the uniqueness of this individual and his legacy. Some chronol-
ogy is involved, however, among those overlapping components of a
career. He was a teacher first, a conservationist second, and although he
was a writer from the beginning of his adult years, he was a prominent
writer only in the last quarter century of his life.

Some of the best biographies are written because the biographer
recognizes a part of himself or herself in the subject. This is certainly
true of me. Although I’m not a native of the West and have written no
fiction, I have traveled to many of the same places in the West and New
England that Stegner traveled to and have written about the West in
newspapers, magazines, and books. I met Wallace Stegner only once,
when I drove from my home north of San Francisco to his home south
of that city and interviewed him for an Audubon magazine article in
1981. That was shortly after I had received a typewritten postcard stat-
ing that he was reviewing my “splendid book,” A River No More: The
Colorado River and the West for The New Republic. His note hangs on the
wall of my office; it was my first validation as an author.

I corresponded with him briefly after the visit and asked for letters
of recommendation and feedback on what I was writing. This busy man
always replied in a courteous manner and was generous in fulfilling my
requests, just as he was in response to the requests of many other writ-
ers. Stegner didn’t tell me, and I didn’t discover until I read my file at
the University of Utah after beginning research on this book, that he
had nominated me for a MacArthur fellowship in 1982. I didn’t receive
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that grant, nor did I receive any of the others for which he wrote rec-
ommendations on my behalf, but that certainly was not his fault.

In reference to my subject I use the more familiar Wally rather than
the formal Wallace not because I was close to the man but because that
was how he asked me and others to address him once we passed the ini-
tial formal “Mister,” “Doctor,” or “Professor Stegner” stage. Although
I felt uncomfortable using his nickname when corresponding with him,
he was not the kind of man you contradicted. Besides, Wallace just
sounds wrong. This is the West, where we tend to be less formal.
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