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  PREFACE


  
    Poets, for instance, made poems that mightif the poet was lucky and talented and carefulendure for a thousand years. But what was it that a lawyer made, preparing a brief of, say, four hundred closely reasoned, meticulously researched, precisely stated pages? Did the poet put in any more of his heart’s blood, his brain’s electricity, torment of soul?


    At best, the lawyer established a precedent. . . . At best. Where will I go? he had asked himself. What will I do? Nowhere. Nothing.


    The Sunlight Dialogues

  


  WHEN I TYPED that passage on a card and taped it to a wall in my Chicago apartment in the winter of 1973 I was twenty-three and unemployed. A couple of months before, I had quit a job I hated, teaching sixth- and seventh-graders in an inner-city school, and mainly I had been relieved. I collected applications for law schools, in preparation for the career most of my relatives expected me to choose, as I had expected too for most of my life. I had to make a living.


  I worked sporadically at application essays, played my guitar (not very well), wrote poetry (badly), and read books I wished I could have written. Short of money, like some who buy clothes or food they’ll never need to salve their anxieties, I splurged to buy a hardback first edition of The Sunlight Dialogues for the outrageously expensive price of $8.95. It was an unusual bestseller, I’d heard.


  From the first page, it had me. My apartment slipped further into shadow, and the more I thought about the suits and cocktails and legal nit-picking that seemed usually to benefit the wrong people, the more the whole business of being a lawyer seemed a grim prospect.


  It was a prospect one of the novel’s characters had faced, and succumbed to, leaving him restless and unhappy. Even more involving was the struggle between the young, disaffected protagonist and the small-town police chief, whose discussions were driven by ancient Babylonian ideasI found out laterthat Gardner used to establish their conflict. The novel’s most striking feature, however, was the language itself, which created that world so convincingly, as I realized it creates ours. In short, I knew I had found something important, even if I didn’t quite know what it was. Nothing I could do, I was certain, nothing anyone can do, could be more worthwhile than the work Gardner was doing.


  JOHN GARDNER WAS ALREADY a figure in the literary world when The Sunlight Dialogues was published in December 1972. He had published three novels before, the first of which didn’t do well enough to merit a paperback edition. The second and shorter one, published a year earlier and told from the point of view of Beowulf’s monster, Grendel, received wide-spread praise from critics and achieved a certain popular following, but it was far from a best-seller.


  After the new one had spent fourteen weeks on the New York Times best-seller list, though, Gardner was a major American novelist, and by the end of the decade his penchant for picking intellectual fights with his peers, as much as his seemingly continual outpouring of serious books, three more of which achieved best-seller status, made him as close to a household name as any serious author could be. Few other novelists had generated as much critical respect or controversy by the end of their lives as Gardner had by the end of his.


  Though he hadn’t published more than a few critical articles and one short story by the time he was thirty, when he died at age forty-nine, he had published twenty-nine books including nine novels, two collections of short stories, an epic poem, three books of children’s stories, two instructional books for writing fiction, a book-length critical essay, six books of medieval criticism, and a major biography. Twenty years later, given publishers’ increasingly voracious appetite for the next big thing, most of Gardner’s books had gone out of print. The fate still surprises the countless fans he attracted.


  Many writers and critics agree that his ideas changed the way the art of fiction has been practiced since. Novelist and commentator Alan Cheuse, for instance, points out that in both his teaching and criticism, Gardner “led the charge” against “meta-fictionists” who saw fiction as an elaborate game and instead claimed for it an important role in its explorations of essential principles and conditions.


  “He was the driving force in bringing fiction back toward Tolstoyan realism,” says writer and translator Jay Parini. “He took it away from the dominant academic, self-referential, post-structuralist mode and directed it toward a more realistic, moral bent.”


  Novelist Charles Johnson, who was one of his students, says, “Gardner’s argument for ‘moral fiction’ was ten years ahead of its time and is now a position any self-respecting critic would claim. For Gardner, craft itselfmaking the art object well is a moral activity, though skillful means, of course, are not enough if the craft serves a vision that is fundamentally incorrect or unwise or simply wrong.”


  Even now, The Art of Fiction, more than any other text, Cheuse reminds us, “helps young writers to position themselves imaginatively with regard to their material. It forces them to think about point of view and the other mechanics of fiction writing. . . . It leads them to questions about the heart of motive, and human psychology.”


  Just after Gardner’s death, Craig Riley wrote in Best Sellers, “Very few writers, of any age, are alchemist enough to capture the respect of the intellectual community and the imagination of others who . . . prefer [Jacqueline] Susann and [Judith] Krantz. Based on critical acclaim, and sales volume, it would seem that this man accomplished both.”


  Gardner was often termed a philosophical novelist in the tradition of Mann or Dostoyevsky, whose fiction served, among other things, to dramatize complex ideologies discussed by academic thinkers. It’s a tradition not often practiced with any success in our time, but as in other ways Gardner was a memorable exception. If some of his novels are criticized for being weighed down by too much discussion of ideas, his fiction is nonetheless dominated by the exploration of universal conflicts in fully human contextsand it is that humanness that gives the novels the vigor so many readers came to appreciate.


  Not surprisingly, as much as the circumstances his fiction engages are universal, the work is distinctly American. It is about the struggle between civilization and the wilderness; between freedom and anarchy; between the accepted, settled world and the untamed beyond; between, as one critic put it, order and chaos.


  Along with all he wrote, his very character was magnetic, attracting nearly everyone he contacted. His generosity toward students, toward almost everyone he met, was nearly legendary and sharpened under the most difficult circumstances.


  “He used to talk about stewardship,” says Liz Rosenberg, Gardner’s second wife. “That’s why he wrote The Art of Fiction when he thought he was dying.”


  In December 1977 he was operated on for life-threatening colon cancer. “He was literally hooked up to an intravenous machine and waiting to go into surgery and typing away,” she says. “In every way he was dedicated to younger writers and helping them.” The book, as Rosenberg puts it, was to be his “Adonais,” a sort of elegy-memorial for aspiring young writers whom he loved teaching, work that he increasingly took to be his primary mission.


  Writers often talk about the dedication it takes to do the work of making real literature, and Gardner is a startling case in point. During the years they lived together, Rosenberg says, “He wrote six, seven, ten hours a day.” The same devotion is also true of the years before, at least since he was a doctoral student at the University of Iowa in his twenties. Most writersserious authors say they work all day, Gardner said in an interview once. “But really, they are only at it three or four hours a day. I work all the time.”


  Still, though Gardner might spend ten hours a day writing, it seemed clear to Rosenberg that he’d been a good father and husband to his family. It was another part of the generosity and deeply held, lifelong compassion for which he was also known. Rosenberg recounts a story told of Gardner’s childhood, when he was six, about a fellow classmate who was part Native American and who had come newly to his first-grade class, terrified at the new surroundings: “John came over and put his arms around [the new child] and comforted him. He was incredibly intuitive and empathetic, and an incredible judge of character. Almost everyone liked him.”


  At the same time, Rosenberg notes that “he could be a warrior” in pursuit of his own principles. The sparks he raised in public media, from the New York Times to the Dick Cavett Show, were for him necessary by-products of the only thing worth the effortthe making of art. Like everything he did, he could only do it one way: with complete devotion and full speed ahead. Or, as motorcycle racers whom he liked to think of as models might say: flat out.


  Gardner grew up on a farm and learned to ride a motorcycle when he was just old enough to sit on itabout the same time he learned to drive a tractor, manage horses and chickens, and milk cows. He learned to use his hands, to fix what broke, to build what he needed. He was never alone. Apart from parents and siblings, his grandparents, cousins, aunts, and uncles lived nearby. Likewise, everywhere he lived as an adult he attracted countless people who were drawn to the energy he loved to keep feeding. Parties went on, the phone always ringing, as he stirred people to produce theater, music, any art. He made all those around him believe they could be part of it. If there is such a thing as charisma, John Gardner embodied it.


  At the same time, he drankgin, vodka, scotch, whatever was aroundas he kept talking, leaning against the wall, the sink, slumped in a chair, until everyone else went off to bed, passed out, or disappeared. Then he went to his typewriter and wrote. The story sounds invented, surely exaggerated, except for all the people who testify to the same. Most of his life, he slept only five or six hours at a time.


  No one could keep up, and he couldn’t wait. Some physical anomaly? Maybe. How he managed to live that way and write so much is a question that goes to the very root of the person he was. The answer might begin with his parents, though they are hardly the beginning, or with an event, so large it touches everythingif there is such a thing. Whatever the answer, it isn’t simple.


  But I never did send in an application to law school.




  PROLOGUE


  ON APRIL 4, 1945, the Wednesday after Easter, Allied troops were closing in on Berlin, and the Nazis were falling back. Though the battle for Okinawa, which would result in some fifty thousand American casualties, began just days earlier, the United States had started to win back some of the territory in the Pacific. Final victory still seemed a long way off, but there were finally genuine reasons for optimism.


  In western New York, the day fairly glowed, as if to echo the spirit, with robins returning, trees beginning to leaf, and the heady aromas of high spring everywhere. The Gardner farm, in Genesee County for a hundred years, bathed in it, but this was no day to sit around and soak it in. At most there might be some time to listen to the radio or read or just sit before sleep. But the planting had to be done, and to do that, fields had to be readied. The rows that had been plowed up had to be tamped down. There were the cows to milk at dawn and nightfall, all the animals to feed, and the endless repairs to make to keep it all going.


  John Gardner Sr. was busy, as he had been throughout the war years. Besides running the farm, he’d also taken on stockroom work at a medical company in nearby Batavia to make extra money. A cheerful man, he was exhausted much of the time now and always seemed to be in need of sleep amid the constant activity. He never complained, though. That afternoon, besides everything else, he had to go to Wyoming County, some twenty-five miles south, to pick up his nephew Bill, who had been at an overnight retreat at the Y camp on Silver Lake.


  While he was gone, his eleven-year-old son, John Jr.everyone called him Buddywas to take the tractor up the road to his grandparents’ Locust Level farm, drop off a flatbed trailer there, and pick up the cultipackerthe fifteen-hundred-pound double-roller that the tractor pulled over the plowed rows to flatten them for planting. The trip to the other farm was only a couple of miles, a ride Buddy had taken many times, with and without his father. It would be a fine and simple chore in such warm blue air.


  As he was getting ready to go, his six-and-a-half-year-old brother Gib (as they called Gilbert) came running and asked if he could go along. Then four-year-old sister Sandy wanted to come too. For safety’s sake, the family rule was that no children could ride on a tractor that another of the children was driving, but riding on the wide flatbed that traveled so slowly and close to the ground didn’t seem to present any possible danger. Priscilla, their mother, said that Gib and Sandy could go, and they climbed on the trailer. Bud started the tractor, and the three of them rode though the picture-book day. At Locust Level, Buddy unhooked the trailer and hitched up the cultipacker. It was a scene Priscilla played over and over in her mind for the rest of her life.


  “The thing I had to live with ever after,” she said, “was that I didn’t ask ‘How are you coming back?’ That didn’t occur to me at all.”


  With nowhere to sit, Sandy climbed onto Bud’s lap. Gib, however, in the way of boys his age, especially boys with older brothers and something to prove, loved being a daredevil. He had once climbed all the way to the top of a windmill and had to be laboriously talked down. Now he jumped on the drawbar that linked the one-and-a-half-ton cultipacker to the tractor. The perch was precarious, but if anything, that heightened the adventure. And so they headed back. The trip home may have been a little bumpy, but that was part of the funa kind of homemade amusement-park rideespecially for Gilbert, perched on the drawbar in the open air.


  They were almost back, heading down a small knoll on the road in front of their house, when the tractor ran out of gas. The engine quit with a jerk and pitched Gilbert onto the ground in front of the cultipacker. But the cultipacker kept rolling. Sandy screamed, and Bud swung around in time to see the huge roller moving up his brother’s body to his stomach. Sandy saw blood pour out of his mouth. Stanley Demski, a neighbor who lived just down the road and on the other side from the Gardners, heard the cries and ran outside. He was slightly retarded, but he certainly recognized that there was trouble. He ran out to the tractor, saw Gib lying beside the cultipacker that Bud had managed to steer off him, and lifted him up, carrying him into the Gardner house, with Bud and Sandy following.


  When they came in, Bud was crying, “I’ve killed Gilbert! I’ve killed Gilbert!”


  “You have not,” Priscilla shouted back. “Don’t say such a thing.”


  But Sandy was spattered with blood, and Gib was covered with it. Demski drove Priscilla and Gib to the hospital in town. When they got there, a nurse they knew, a close friend of Priscilla’s sister, met them. She looked at Gib and listened for a heartbeat. There was none.


  Priscilla went home to the children. John Sr. arrived soon after on his motorcycle with his nephew Bill. Sandy was still spattered with blood, and Priscilla’s recollection was that Sandy told him what had happened. Bill, however, remembers Priscilla’s coming out and screaming, “Don’t kill me, don’t hit me, I didn’t do it.”


  John went to the hospital then, and they were all told that Gilbert was indeed dead. “I remember [John] sat there so silent and overwhelmed, and Bud was sobbing so,” Priscilla said.


  She prompted John to comfort their son, and so he tried, assuring Bud that the accident wasn’t his fault, but Bud remained distraught. He kept seeing every moment as if it were happening againblood pouring out of Gib’s mouth as the cultipacker ran over him and his father on the ground where he’d thrown himself, later, sobbing hysterically in the dirt. He couldn’t put the images away.


  Gib’s body was laid in an open casket in the living room. Bill remembers coming in one night and sitting by the casket, trying to understand the meaning of this trauma. For more than a year afterward, Priscilla set a place for Gib at every meal, with an empty chair for him.


  At times John Sr. tried to come to terms with the tragedy by saying that Gib had always been careless and what happened was the result, even that he somehow had it coming. But Bud would find him crying in the barn. John Sr. took up smoking cigarettes for the first time. He went for long rides on his motorcycle. He sought comfort in other women.


  “He became,” writes his son in “Redemption,” the story about the accident that Priscilla said was as close to truth as anything she knew, “. . . a hunter of women . . . trading off his sorrow for the sorrows of weary, unfulfilled country wives.”


  Years later, Susan Thornton, about to marry the forty-eight-year-old novelist, said, “From what he told me, his [father’s] love affairs had been habitual and constant.”


  Likewise, John Jr. commented on his mother’s habit late in their lives of touching her husband’s forearm in company and plucking his sleeve. “It’s the gesture of the betrayed wife,” he says. “He was always unfaithful to her. . . . It’s like, ‘Look, I’m still here. Don’t forget me.’”


  Both parents told their son over and over that it wasn’t his fault, that there was nothing he could possibly have done, that Gilbert knew better than to ride in such a dangerous place, that the one-and-a-half-ton weight rolling downhill could never have been stopped in time. “Nobody could stop that,” Priscilla remembered saying. “No human power could do it, and God doesn’t work that way.”


  A few years after the accident, when his parents discovered how their son still blamed himself, his father even wrote him a letter, Priscilla recounted, telling him how Gilbert had been with his father on a hay rake the summer before, and without John Sr.’s knowing, had dozed off, fallen from the equipment, “and had just been rolled along by the rakenot hurt in the least. John said to Bud, ‘He could have been killed thenI could have done it.’”


  For the rest of his life, though, John Jr. held himself responsible. He was the oldest, he kept thinking. He was driving. He could have hit the brakes and stopped. But he kept going. 


  1

  A Great Roar


  
    A great roar began, an exhalation of breath that swelled to a rumbling of voices then to the growling and clapping and stomping of men gone mad on art.


    Grendel

  


  JOHN CHAMPLIN GARDNER, SR. was well known throughout Genesee County as a performer. He recited Shakespeare and poetry and gave speeches at school assemblies, churches, and wherever else local audiences might gather. He was heard reciting Shakespeare while milking his cows and in response to his wife’s cues. He had also been a lay preacher taking on ministerial duties and giving sermons when the pastor at their Presbyterian church could not. In fact, it had been his penchant for performing that first drew Priscilla to him in 1927.


  She had been a twenty-four-year-old schoolteacher at the rural Batavia high school; he was one of the tenth-grade students. Though he wasn’t in her class, everyone knew everyone else at the small school, and even at fifteen years old he stood out. For one thing, he was a Gardner. Not being from around Genesee County, the name wouldn’t have meant anything to Priscilla at first, but no one could live there for any length of time without hearing about the family.


  Their history has been traced back to the England of Chaucer, or just after, and to Sir Thomas Gardiner, knight of Collynbyn Hall, West Riding of Yorkshire, in the 1400s. It was two centuries later, in 1628, when George Gardiner (the English spelling was changed a century later by the first John) took ship for the colonies at the age of thirty-nine. Apparently an educated man, his name appears in colonial records as a participant in various civic affairs. His involvement was a precedent that his progeny would continue.


  Whatever upset sent him to the New World didn’t entirely subside there eitheranother element that would continue to characterize the Gardners. He divorced his wife and met one Herodias Long Hicks, a woman whose heritage certainly fit the novelist’s penchant for storytelling. Like many writers, Gardner was often enough given to painting his life more dramatically than it may have actually been, but in his ancestor’s case the story didn’t need elaboration.


  Herodias Long was only thirteen when she was married the first time, to John Hicks of London. Shortly afterward, the two made their way to Newport. Soon after arriving, however, Hicks left her, going, as she testified later, “to the Dutch”probably meaning to someone or a community from New Amsterdam and taking with him the money and resources her mother had left her. Determined not to resign herself to a life of lonely destitution, she found Gardiner, and married him in 1640 by going before a collection of friends and declaring the fact. As irregular in its beginnings as their union was, the two remained together long enough to have seven children.


  Nonetheless, Herodias later insisted that George was not a suitable husband. In a petition for divorce that she brought before the colony’s general assembly, she claimed that he wouldn’t provide for the family. A divorce was granted, and she left in pursuit of John Porter, after whom she walked, with a baby at her breast, all the way from Newport to Boston. Porter was one of the colony’s original landowners and got a convenient divorce from his wife to marry Herodias in 1669, agreeing to provide for her children. A man of his word, he gave each a farm of several hundred acres, some of the farms adjoining Gardiner’s, and went on to have six more children with Herodias. Thus, she became the first (that we know of) in a family history of determined, single-minded women.


  The John Gardner of our time never knew these details. However, his attraction to myth, to the old and archetypal played out in human character, was clearly spawned in fertile ground. From the medieval translations and criticism he wrote at the beginning of his career, to the Babylonian myth he translated just before his death, to his own novels and poems, ancient stories and ideas were primary elements.


  The adventurousness of his ancestors didn’t stop with Herodias either. A century later, one of her and George Gardiner’s great-grandsons became the first John Gardner. That John left Rhode Island for the open lands of New York, stopping first near Albany before going on to settle in the northwest part of the state in 1797. The Big Tree Treaty with the defeated Seneca Indians of the Iroquois Confederacy had just opened the area to European settlement, and so Genesee County was born. Gardner cousins, brothers, and other family members followed, and by the mid-nineteenth century, John Champlin Gardner II and his family owned two farms in the county. The older farm, more than one hundred acres and later called Locust Level, had been bought by John II in 1875, when he moved off his brother Jeffrey’s farm in Elba. When John II’s son Fredthe novelist’s grandfather took over the operation in the 1930s, Locust Level had a herd of cows, fields of hay, chickens, sheep, grapevines, more than ten acres of vegetable garden, and hired hands to help manage it all.


  It would be wrong to say they were wealthy, but the Gardner farm was substantial. When the third John married Priscilla in 1930, the family had been community pillars for a century, making their mark in more than farming. In 1849, for instance, John Champlin Gardner II, who had become the first lawyer in the family, was elected to the state assembly. Forty years later, his nephew, Fred, whose father had also been a church deacon, twice ran for political office and was an active officer of the church. Fred was also a trustee of the local school district, an important member and onetime president of the grange (a farmers’ organization that met to exchange information about the farming business, work for farmers’ issues in local government, and provide entertainments), and a justice of the peace.


  Alice Day, the woman Fred married in 1907 and who became the novelist’s grandmother, may not have shown Herodias’s solitary determination, but she was clearly just as driven to make her mark. She had followed the calling of her grandfather Moses Taggart, who had come to the county from Massachusetts in 1817, at the age of eighteen. He studied and practiced law and became a member of the New York Constitutional Convention in 1846. There, he would have at least met John Gardner II, and if the two weren’t directly involved, their acquaintance seems likely to have been a factor in the meeting of Gardner’s nephew, Fred, and Taggart’s granddaughter, Alice.


  Born in 1873, Alice was one of seven children of Moses’s daughter Fannie and her husband, William Harris Day. No doubt encouraged by her grandfather’s example, as well as by her father’sWilliam also studied law, then joined his father-in-law’s practiceand at a time when girls rarely went beyond high school, if that, Alice graduated from Smith College in 1896 and began working for her father. After three years, she went on to law school in Buffalo and finished the two-year course in a year and a half, taking home top honors. She said later that she’d done so much reading while she was working for her father that the schoolwork was easy. And so she became the county’s first female lawyer.


  She went into practice with her father, Harris, and in 1904 her brother (also named Harris) joined them. Three years later, she met and married John (a cousin of the assemblyman John II) and Sarah Gardner’s son Fred, who had studied to be a lawyer but had given up the profession to run the Locust Level farm. Alice abandoned her law practice in 1908, at the birth of their first son (named Harris after her father). However, after the last of her five was born in 1919, she resumed her career (with her brother now, who after a few years farming, then teaching, also went to law school) and continued until retiring in 1951 at the age of seventy-eight.


  All the while novelist John was growing up, his grandmother Alice, with her record of accomplishment, stood as a model for achievement. That legacy, coupled with community involvement, were cornerstones of family responsibility, and in Fred’s case community involvement was informed as well by a strong dose of populist sympathy.


  As in most rural communities, everyone in the county was Republican; the party’s stated principles of self-reliance, laissez-faire economics, and less governmental involvement in public affairs seemed more beneficial to rural, farming interests. Fred, however, favored a decidedly populist version. In 1928, he ran for a seat in the U.S. House of Representatives and announced that he wanted to be considered “a dirt farmer candidate who is not unmindful of the rights of all classes, having in mind always the welfare of the nation as a whole.” It was a view betraying a liberal flavor, which didn’t play well to the county majorityhe lost the electionbut the democratic temper in which it was grounded just as surely made up another key element of family tradition.


  So the Gardners embodied a deep strain of civic involvement; active sympathy for those less fortunate (just a little out of keeping with the political conservatism around them); and strong-minded, educated women. Amid this mix, whether occasioned by marriages of cousins or other circumstances we can’t account for, there was also a dash of madness.


  Its first evidence crops up in a local newspaper account of November 1896, which reports that Fred’s sister, Cora, a teacher at the West Main Street School in Alexander (near Batavia), suffered a nervous breakdown and was committed to the Willard Hospital. After a six-month stay, she was released as “cured,” but two years later, then again two years after that, she was re-committed, both times for brief stays.


  It is perhaps no more than an exotic detail in Gardner lineage, but it’s also an element that the author, who loved to display his own penchant for life on the edge, would certainly have enjoyed. And if Cora was the only certified victim of mental illness in the family, she was hardly the only Gardner woman witnessed off the proverbial path.


  In a 1928 photo in the local newspaper, candidate Fred Gardner is posed on the Locust Level farmhouse front porch. Standing with him are sons Harris, John, Grant, Howard, and Arthur; their sister, Sarah; and their mother, Alice, who in deference to featuring her husband’s candidacy is identified only as “Mrs. Gardner.” Twenty-year-old Harris is identified as a farmer, and indeed he did run the farm for the next decade, following family tradition. In 1937, though, he left it for his brother John to run while he attended the New York State College for Teachers in Albany. After teaching and working as a principal for three years at a county school, he decided to take up law, moved to Buffalo for three years to take the necessary courses, and returned to practice with his mother.


  Very likely Harris’s career shifts were driven in part by the woman he married. The daughter of a tenant farmer, Mildred Stamp had her own family difficulties and was apparently stirred to larger ambitions. Chafing under her father’s rule, Millie was eager to get away, and initially, the family story goes, she had her eye set on John. When he failed to display interest, she decided to go for Harris. “Anything to get into the Gardner family, which is where success was, as she saw it,” says her son, Bill.


  It was not a happy marriage, and the results echoed into the next generation. Millie was one of the energetic, self-willed women Gardner men seemed to find (or who found them), and her ambition upset the “normal” course of family. “They were like oil and water,” Bill says. Millie was “a very driving, go-go-go, I’m going to get to the top, it’s my world type of person.”


  Harris, on the other hand, was more sedate. “He was the guy who as a kid would let everybody else go off to the movies or to a picnic when he had to stay home and do chores,” Bill says. “He was a stick-in-the-mud, un-fun person to be with.”


  When Harris began practicing law in Batavia with his mother, Millie worked as a secretary at the Presbyterian church. There she got romantically involved with the ministerand pregnant. Knowledge of her pregnancy became public and led to an unusual public confession by the minister, which Bill remembers hearing played on a tape recorder to the assembled church congregation one Sunday. Not surprisingly, Harris and Millie divorced.


  John Sr.’s disinterest in Millie at the beginning may have been the result of simple personality differences, but it was also rooted in a romance that began for him in high school. Like farm boys everywhere, he worked hard at the family business, performing chores that went on from first light or before until dark or later. Schoolwork had to be done in the cracks between. In the Gardner family, however, school and learning were of prime importance. That emphasis no doubt led John to apply himself to studies and attracted him to other activities around school. One of those activities was centered around the new English teacher.


  Priscilla Jones had undertaken to lead a drama group, and, as his older brother had, John took to performing in it. Priscilla surely encouraged him, and the chemistry between them led to more than the usual comradery. Students’ infatuation with their teachers is nothing new. Though Priscilla surely had more admirers than sophomore John Gardner, she must have found him particularly handsome and well spoken. At the least, his family’s intellectual and cultural background likely put a finer finish on him than that which the other rough country farm boys were likely to exhibit. Still, he was just another student, a boy nine years younger, this a seemingly unbridgeable gulf. John persisted in his interest, however, and Priscilla found herself falling for him in return.


  She was born in St. Louis in 1903, between her older brother, James, and younger sister, Lucy, who was named after their mother. James, named for an uncle who headed west during the 1849 California gold rush, contracted lockjaw from a cut while in his late teens. Priscilla was still a child. With no tetanus vaccine and no cure, James starved to death, unable to eat.


  Priscilla’s father, also named John, was a carpenter, and better than most. He was known for putting a roof on the then-tallest building in St. Louis and for building houses complete with child-sized built-in seats next to full-sized adult ones. However, while still in the prime of his life, he was struck with arthritis and was forced to give up the trade. In 1916, the family moved east to Steuben, New York, some one hundred miles east of Batavia. Steuben was only a mile or two from Remsen, the name of a town in Wales, and the Welsh population that came to New York fostered a community there that had drawn Priscilla’s ancestors. Many first-generation Welsh had gone to St. Louis from Remsen, so it was natural for the family to retrace those steps. Thus, they settled back into Remsen culture, operating a farm with the help of extended family who lived there.


  Priscilla’s roots, then, reached back to a country known still for its poetic musicality in speech as well as song, a heritage that likely contributed to her interest in English literature, which in turn she passed on to her son. Years later, son John would remember childhood visits to his mother’s family in St. Louis and the songfests in which everyone participated.


  He would also remember sleeping in a room with his grandmother Jones when he was a small child. He read stories to her, and she told him stories, which he said evoked the strange and mysterious, like stories his uncle told of their ancestors’ lives in caves.


  “She made my world mythic,” Gardner wrote of his grandmother, speaking of her tales of angels and odd happenings. All of it was told in the shadowy world of childhood, made even stranger by the old, unfamiliar rooms and farm. That mythic texture became, of course, a fundamental element of Gardner’s fiction, and he was always quick to note its sources.


  After Priscilla finished high school, she went on to Albany’s New York State College for Teachers. While she was a student there, her father passed away, and so when she graduated in 1924 she found a job teaching high school in the Alexander school near Batavia. She moved there with her mother and sister and taught English and coached drama. As the English teacher, she was also the adviser to the school paper. Two years later, when John showed up in her drama group, she coached him in speaking contests (before him, Harris had also been active in debate and public speaking) and directed him in plays.


  Priscilla was a calmer personality than her fiery, red-haired younger sister, Lucy. Those who knew them both note that Lucy was decidedly more attractivenot that there was ever competition on that score from John, though he did become known for his eye for the ladies. Priscilla also shared the Gardner belief in community service. After she quit teaching, as her children grew, she spent time working with the young members of their Presbyterian church.


  In the beginning, however, regardless of the Gardners’ distinction, neither Priscilla’s mother nor anyone else in the family would have approved of a romance between Priscilla and her much younger studenthad they known about it. But they didn’t. John and Priscilla did their best to keep them from knowing, and, with the help of Lucy, Priscilla’s mother remained (as far as anyone knew) happily unaware.


  Lucy had taken up with George Preston, a veteran of World War I, who had suffered through a gas attack that had caused some impairment of his motor skills. This didn’t at all inhibit his garrulous temperament or, later, keep him from working as a traveling salesman. To get around their parents, Priscilla and Lucy would double-date with John and George, but they’d tell their parents that John was younger daughter Lucy’s date and that the older George was escorting Priscilla.


  The ruse apparently worked well enough, at least until John graduated in 1929. Shortly afterward, the romance between him and his English teacher blossomed into a public engagement. On October 11 of the following year, with the consent (if not blessing) of all the parents, Priscilla and John were married (and a few months later Lucy married George). The wedding took place in the Presbyterian church, with all the requisite attendants and newspaper notice. The reception afterward was held at the new 176-acre Devon Stock Farm, adjacent to Locust Level, which John’s mother, Alice, her brother, and his sister Sarah’s father-in-law, Percy Hinckley, had bought and deeded to the newlyweds.


  For the first years, John and Priscilla worked hard and became accustomed to their new lives together. Even though it was the middle of the Great Depression, the Gardner farms were relatively prosperous. In midsummer 1933, on July 21, Priscilla gave birth to their first childthe first of a new generation of Gardners whom they named, after his father and the two before him, John Champlin.


  2

  Intimations


  
    What are a poet’s lying words to the rich and the secret intimations of a piano chord, a great pipe organ, an orchestra, a voice?


    “The Music Lover”

  


  PRISCILLA QUIT TEACHING to care for the family while John worked the farmactually two farms nowwith his father and the help they hired. There were two dozen or so cows to milk (the number varying with the farm economy and the cows’ health), hay to plant and harvest, machinery to repair.


  John was a hard worker, resourceful and energetic, but not always meticulous. His cows’ milk didn’t always make Grade A, for instance, the standard that paid much better but required more expensive equipment and adherence to elaborate requirements to ensure cleanliness for human consumption. He often kept vehicles and machinery running with temporary fixes and, when they stopped, abandoned them about the grounds. He was “the old-time farmer who fixed everything with baling wire and a welder,” a neighbor remembers. “He kept the machinery going, though it often wouldn’t have needed fixing except it was left out in the weather.”


  Another friend recalls that he was always welding something. Often enough it was something on one of the motorcycles he had owned since the machine’s earliest days. In times of stress he would take long rides through the country, and when the children were older he went to work on the bike to get around a state law that said a motorcycle could only carry as many passengers as there were foot pegs. He simply welded on extra foot pegs so he could carry more people. When he and Priscilla got much older, he traded in his Harley for a larger, smoother-running BMW and attached a sidecar for Priscilla to ride with him.


  With two farms and no mortgage, the Gardners may have been a picture of success in the community, but the once-elegant Italianate-style brick farmhouse that the newlyweds moved into was far from posh. Built originally of Medina sandstone quarried from the same lode that had supplied the state capitol in Albany in the previous century, the rectangular two-story building had long been divided in half, the front room at one time given to monthly grange meetings and other community functions. At the time the Gardner family bought the property for the newlyweds for four thousand dollars, the house had been used as a storage shed for grain, apples, and potatoes. Six thousand dollars and a lot of hard work was then spent converting it back into a real house.


  The Gardners were farmers, though, not carpenters, and the work they did on the house was strictly utilitarian. The front of the house became a separate apartment again, to be occupied by either tenants or extended family. John and Priscilla lived in the back half with their children. Neither half was very spacious. The first room off the back entrance was the kitchen, and the small room that opened off it was Buddy’s. The living room was behind the kitchen, while John Sr. and Priscilla, and then the daughter they called Sandy (actually named Priscilla, after her mother), born in 1940, had rooms upstairs.


  John Sr.’s interests didn’t run much to books, but he had the family-bred respect for intellectual achievement, and he kept up on current events. Their novelist son remembered Priscilla’s quoting lines from Shakespeare while her husband milked the cows and his responding to her cues from memory. Sometimes he recited poetry to the cows as he milked them. He became known in the area for extensive recitations of Shakespeare and other long passages of poetry at various local gatherings and for giving performances with Priscilla at the local school. Says Bill’s younger brother Greg of his uncle John, “His talent was in understatement, and not in sonorous delivery. He was essentially a whisperer. . . . He was perhaps the best person I’ve known at expressing kindness through softness of manner.” Though John was known to everyone in the area, Greg goes on, “I’m not sure that he was what you would call a ‘local celebrity.’ Frankly, he smelled too much of the barn to inspire much hero worship.”


  Another neighbor agrees that “he wasn’t the cleanest farmer. . . . He always smelled of the barn.” He was on the school board in Alexander, the neighbor continues, and “more than once he came into meetings smelling of that, and I remember people remarking on it.” Nonetheless, Greg says, “He was certainly loved by the community,” and another neighbor confirms that, saying he and Priscilla were “absolutely wonderful people. I never heard a discouraging word from either of them.”


  Both were active in the church and committed to the social principles of Christianity, though John Sr. was known to be skeptical of religious doctrine. Family tradition and his interest in performing, however, were no doubt factors in his becoming a lay minister and later a teacher at the Sunday school. As lay minister, he delivered sermons when the regular pastor wasn’t available and helped with the tending of the church and congregation. The sermons he gave, one congregant remembers, “weren’t occasions for spouting liturgy or learned quotations, but folksy, down-to-earth stuff.”


  The family always sat in the front row in church, and extended their prominence in other community involvements as well. John Sr. served on the local school board for a dozen years and was active with the Boy Scouts for fifteen. Then, through the 1950s and 1960s, after their own children grew up and moved away, he and Priscilla provided a home for thirteen foster children. Though they received a stipend to care for their wards, who supplied some of the work essential to any farming enterprise, all who knew the Gardners are quick to assert that generosity and compassion were much more obviously what motivated them.


  Like John’s father Fred, despite being professed Republicans, as were most in the community, both John Sr.’s and Priscilla’s politics were informed by a generous slice of more liberal, populist sentiment. At the end of the Second World War, for instance, they were active in bringing the One World movement to the county. Though the movement was later accused of being a communist front, discredited, and dissolved, it was founded on ideas of internationality that anticipated the United Nations.


  One acquaintance also remembers Priscilla speaking in the late 1940s at a public forum about the mistreatment of African Americans and the horrors of lynching. It was a view not voiced at the time in white rural quarters, south or north, and such more traditionally liberal views drew disapproval from some of their neighbors. But the affability and good-humored intelligence that characterized both John and Priscilla seem to have brought them general respect and affection nonetheless.


  One of Buddy’s high school friends remembers an evening at the Gardner’s when Buddy had to go off for a while on an errand. Priscilla, he says, “told me how John had written fifteen or sixteen lines in some very long and involved verse structure, and how good it was. She was just talking, not bragging about her son to another boy his age, just telling me about the wonderful creation of her son. It was a kind of moral support that amazed me. It was simply uncommon.”


  With extended family always around, Buddy was seldom left to himself. Though his position as eldest, and at first only, child, might feed a sense of preeminence, he wasn’t alone for long. When he was four and a half his brother was born. Gilbert was named after an ancestor of Priscilla’s (as was her favorite cousin in St. Louis who was near the same age) and he was moved into John’s small room.


  Priscilla’s family had moved to western New York more than ten years before, but the connection to the family left in St. Louis was strong, and she and John Sr. regularly exchanged visits with the St. Louis family for weddings, funerals, and other important family events. And besides the long affection Priscilla shared with her cousin Gilbert Patterson, they had children of the same age.


  Like John and Priscilla’s Gilbert, her cousin’s daughter, Joan, born just a month after Buddy, also had flaming red hair. When the families got together, she and Buddy made a picture-book pair. At nap time as small babies (John told interviewers much later), they would be fit into the same drawer on family visits. Both were exceedingly bright and from their earliest days were close friends. Not surprisingly, given their quick intelligence, they were also feisty competitors. As they grew, their relationship continued to flower.


  Though the depression had hit full force in Buddy’s first years, the Gardners weren’t much affected. In town, Alice continued her thriving law practice with her brother. On the farm the huge vegetable garden at Locust Level fed the family and their help with plenty to spare. The cows continued to give milk and butter and cheese, and though prices had fallen the farm itself was more or less self-sufficient.


  Buddy’s schooling began at the old one-room school in Batavia, which in 1938 was succeeded by the new consolidated Alexander Central School. The big new yellow-brick school housed second through twelfth grades, in two dozen classrooms on two floors, and Buddy’s second-grade class was the first to begin there. As he grew, the sympathy for others that led to his reaching out to the new Native American student when he was six, led to physical confrontations as well. Though Priscilla always saw her son as particularly sensitive, he was as willing to fight with his peers as most any boy. Still, she was surprised when she learned about that side of him.


  “One day, while he was in elementary school, I went after him to drive him home,” Priscilla recalled, “and some kid told me he was having a fight with another kid. I said, ‘No!’ I couldn’t believe it! It wasn’t at all that he was too angelic, but that wasn’t his temperament. . . . Then, before he got back to the car, he fought another boytwo in one day! The neighbor woman said, ‘You know, that docile, quiet little boy of yours isn’t so quiet on the playground. Anybody picks on somebody, he lights into him, no matter how much bigger they are.’”


  Buddy’s expressions of sympathy must have seemed very natural in the Gardner family, where emotions ran close to the surface. Bill Gardner, the same age as his cousin, Bud, lived with his mother and sister in the front half of the Devon Stock Farm house for some time when they were growing up, and he remembers that “one of the differences between the two families was that they [John and Priscilla’s] were much more emotional, much more effusive.” In fact, John seemed to Bill in many ways the model father. His own father, Harris, was “a hardworking, stiff guy,” but his uncle John was “fun-loving, playful, [and] would get down on the floor to play with the kids.”


  Though Priscilla wasn’t much of a cook, at family dinners everyone would hold hands and say grace over the meal. It was generally simple faremacaroni and cheese and bread pudding were two common dishes that Bill remembersbut the practice of holding hands made for “very emotional contact, in the Gardner household.”


  The openness and commitment to family had led John Sr. and Priscilla to take in Priscilla’s aging mother when Buddy was in elementary school. It was an aspect of this spirit too that led them to open the front half of the house to Harris’s family when Harris left the farm. Even though the farm was successful, it couldn’t comfortably support Fred and Alice and both John’s and Harris’s families through the depression. Thus, given Millie’s ambition for Harris and herself, if not mainly his own inclination, Harris went to Albany in 1937, to study at the New York State College for Teachers. A decade later when Harris went to law school in Buffalo and Millie worked there as a waitress, Bill and his younger sister Audrey Jean again lived in the front of the house.


  Only nine months apart in age, Bill and Buddy thus grew up as close friends, sharing an interest in both intellectual and physical pursuits. For young boys, physical ability is the primary virtue, and both admired another cousin, Duncan, who was John Sr.’s sister Sarah and her husband Percy Hinckley’s son. Some two years older than Bill and Buddy, Duncan was stronger and more muscular, and Bill and Buddy habitually competed for his attention. As they got older, though, Bill and Buddy moved in another direction. “We were much more picky people,” remembers Bill, “into books instead of muscles and running around outside.”


  Buddy’s interests were broad, but he was always attracted to the sentimental, perhaps a manifestation of the emotional temperament evident in the family. This was not a taste his brother shared. Priscilla remembered that both he and Gilbert had the same first-grade teacher, and both had to memorize the same short, sentimental poem. For Bud, she said, the poem about a toeless goldfish that a little boy watching wishes he could play with but can’t,” was such a sad little story . . . [while] Gilbert . . . thought it was hilariously funny.”


  Bill remembers that Buddy also loved Winnie-the-Pooh, which supports Priscilla’s specific recollection of her son’s telling her, “I remember when you read me that last chapterwhere Winnie-the-Pooh and Christopher Robin are partingI just cried all night.”


  Bill and Buddy would often retreat to an attic room upstairs and pore over the romantic novels they found there of Grace Livingston Hill, a popular author of the time. Her plots generally had a protagonist tempted into the terrible ways of the world, but turning in the end to Christian saintliness. Bill and Buddy spent hours reading in the attic room, moved profoundly by the stories.


  Gardner himself also recalled beginning to write stories and poems around the age of five and making little books of the stories that he’d give as presents to relatives at Christmas. Particularly, he recalled being drawn to the ledger paper tablets his grandmother Alice used in her work as a lawyer. “There’s something nice about a page with a red line down the middle,” he said in one interview.


  As John got a little older, Bill recalls, he wrote “thrillers” novels, he called themwhich he’d read a chapter at a time to Bill and Duncan and anyone else around to listennot that the other boys paid rapt attention. Likewise, when Bill went through a phase of religious enthusiasm at age eleven or twelve, after church services and dinner with the family at Locust Level, Buddy would lead his cousins up to the orchard grandfather Fred had planted, and they’d play-act their own church services. Bill would lead the “service” and Buddy would give “sermons.” Priscilla recalled, “He never went through a period of wanting to be a minister. He just naturally was one.”


  He didn’t by any means shy from the physical side of farm life, however, and he clearly inherited the family’s industriousness. He joined the Cub Scouts in elementary school, and though his scoutmaster many years later recalled that he always remained a little outside the social side of the group, he worked diligently at earning the badges. With single-minded focus, he worked through each project book page by page until it was completed and he achieved the badge that went with it. He continued through Boy Scouts, then as a teenager through Eagle Scouts. One of the leaders of his scout troop commented to his son, who knew Buddy in later years, that he’d never seen anyone pick up the scouting book and go through it so fast. Meantime, John Sr. became active in leading the Boy Scouts, and the family regularly opened their farm to the troop, hosting camp-outs, picnics, and other gatherings. The barbecue pit Bud built in the front yard for an Eagle Scout project remains even now as a souvenir.


  With a large family whose members, most in the same geographic area, stayed in constant touch with each other, the Gardners fostered a warm and inclusive environment. Thus, Buddy’s childhood seemed pretty well balanced between the intellectual and physical. But three months before his twelfth birthday, that childhood, and his life, changed permanently with Gilbert’s death.


  In the weeks afterward, relatives and neighbors came to help with the farmwork, and for a time John and Priscilla retreated from the public. John was used to reciting poetry at church, at schools, at grange meetings, the VA hospital, the orphanage Priscilla often accompanying him with songs and always with applausebut for a month or so the performances stopped. Harris’s family went back to Buffalo.


  When summer came, Priscilla remembered, “[John] would go to all the carnivals and fairs and take little kids for rides. To him it was a kind of satisfaction he was giving to Gilbert. . . . As long as mothers and fathers would let him, he’d keep giving kids rides on bumper cars and merry-go-rounds, and that was a comfort to him.”


  Priscilla at one time tried to understand what had happened by saying that Gilbert’s death was their sacrifice for the war kids working on farms to replace men at war being what led to this tragedy. Her reaction to children was the opposite of John’s: she didn’t like being around them at all. “To me,” she said of that time, “other children were an agony.”


  The only possible relief might be to somehow fill the space with another child of their own. No one could replace Gilbert, of course, but a new child might help soothe and distract from the pain. Because privacy was needed to make such a thing possible, Priscilla wrote to her family in St. Louis, and Buddy was put on the train to stay there with the Pattersons. He finished the school year in the class with his cousin Joan.


  At the beginning of adolescence, the two cousins, who had been thrown together since they were babies and had come to feel real affection for each other, grew even closer. Joan’s quick intelligence was a match for Buddy’s, and neither was shy about speaking out to anyone who might hear. Only a month apart in age, their personalities complemented each other and reinforced their comradery amid the larger family.


  Meantime, Priscilla and John Sr. conceived another son. The next year, 1946, when Priscilla was forty-three and John Sr. thirty-four, Jimmy was born. When Bud returned from St. Louis, life went on essentially as it had been, despite the unfillable gap left by Gilbert’s death. The chores were constant. There was school and the activities surrounding it. There was Boy Scouts. There was time for other things high school boys did too. Though Buddy was slender and no great athlete, he was strong and fit, and in a class of only fifty-one there were plenty of opportunities. He played basketball his first high school year and in the spring joined the track team as a sprinter. In his sophomore year he took up pole-vaulting, and his determination made an impression.


  “I remember one spring day going out to watch him pole-vault after school,” a friend at that time recalls. “He had on a white T-shirt and blue gym shorts, and the black gym shoes that everyone used to wear. I can remember him running and leaping up over the bar. It was exceptionally graceful. And he was very competitive. Even as a kid I knew that John was the kind that if he’d decided to be a dancer, he’d have been a hell of a dancer.”


  As a bright, industrious student, Bud also represented something of a challenge for his teachers. Recalling those days in a later interview, he said, “I hated school for the most part. Boredom is my chief memory of high school and most of grade school.”


  Like many bright students, he was restless and found his way to mischief, some of which rose from a serious interest he developed in chemistry, which was taught by the principal, Warren Dayton. “He had a wonderful chemistry teacher in high school,” Priscilla said much later, “who made him really crazy about it.”


  One morning, however, Bud’s enthusiasm led him and three friends to concoct a manganese (the main ingredient in stink bombs) bomb, which they exploded in one of the chemistry lab sinks. Another time, they slipped a potion they had contrived into the boiler. This last was so successful in spreading a horrendous odor through the ventilating system that the whole school had to be dismissed.


  Bud’s role as co-perpetrator was revealed, and so he was punished. In fact, he said in an interview, Dayton got so angry at him at one point that he punched Gardner in the mouth. Another time, a friend of Gardner’s remembers, Bud and two friends angered the principal so much that he put them up against a wall in front of the whole school. “You three are the brightest students I’ve ever had under my tutelage,” the friend remembers Dayton saying. “You could be a force for leadership in the school, and instead you’re a triumvirate of evil!”


  The outburst sounds comical now, but certainly Dayton’s frustration at truly bright students going awry was genuine. At the same time, though, Gardner remembered Dayton as one of his very best teachers, and the friend who told the story about his outburst is quick to say that the principal was also “a wonderful guy.”


  In Bud’s case, the antiauthority temperament his waywardness evidenced became a permanent part of his character. Whether or not it was rooted in parental indulgence, or a rare intelligence that made him feel beyond common restraints, it seemed to grow more pronounced the older he got. As a former teacher herself, Priscilla realized something would have to be done about her bright, feisty son. Though Alexander Central School was closer to their farm, and the one for their district, Bud clearly wasn’t getting enough stimulation there to keep him challenged, so after his junior year, Priscilla arranged to have him transfer to Batavia, where he finished at the larger high school.


  During this time, both before and after the accident, Buddy also went regularly to the movies in Attica, a few miles south of Batavia. Some of the images and ideas from the movies stuck with him, ultimately finding their way into stories and novels he would write. He was fascinated by Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, and all the exaggerated, surreal figures of Walt Disney’s cartoons. In later years, he often mentioned those fairy-tale dramas and the characters who had embedded themselves in his childhood vision as sources for his own characters.


  He found them so striking, in fact, that he had to see if he could create such powerful figures himself. In Mary Greco’s ninth-grade art class at Alexander his odd, deft cartoon figures earned particular praise. Clearly he had a knack for this kind of drawing. And his teacher’s praise didn’t end in art class. She saw particular talent and encouraged him to send his cartoons to magazines. He followed her encouragement and sent one to Seventeen magazine. The cartoon was of an elephantthe common symbol of memorywith only minimal strokes composing the animal. Sitting on a low stool in a suggestively human pose, a foreleg was bent upward like an arm, touching its trunk. The forehead was lined with three creases, as if the champion of remembrance were lost in thought, with the caption below reading, “That face! . . . That face! Where have I seen that face?”


  The magazine’s editors liked it, and in the July 1947 issue, which came out just before his fifteenth birthday, Gardner saw his first publication. With such heady encouragement, he spread beyond paper. Drawing on the wall is a common enough child-hood impulse, and most parents emphatically quash it. Bud, however, had earned extraordinary notice for his drawing with the Seventeen publication. Priscilla and John Sr., apparently charmed by his talent, and respecting the integrity of his personal domain, watched Buddy’s cartoon figures spread. Certainly, whatever work might have been required to remove them was no great project for John, whose fixing and building was an everyday occupation. It must have seemed a good idea to encourage Bud’s interest. In the next three years, the cartoon drawings grew to cover every wall from floor to ceiling, making a truly eccentric spectacle for visitors.


  In the year after Gilbert’s accident, Priscilla also engaged Bud in an activity that came to be a part of him for the rest of his life. Its source may well have been in the singing and music of the Welsh culture that had surrounded her as she grew up. Bud himself had always liked singing church hymns for as long as anyone remembered, but now he was pushed to get serious.


  It began with French horn classes at school. Then Priscilla decided to take him to the Eastman School of Music in Rochester, about an hour and a half away, where she enrolled him in lessons. Bud demonstrated a real talent, and beginning in October 1948, and continuing through his high school years, each Saturday he boarded a bus to Rochester for a French horn lesson with horn master Arcady Yegudkin.


  In the story he wrote years later about Gilbert’s accident, the young protagonist finds in the music he plays a way to cope with the guilt he suffers for the accidental death of his brother. Many details of the portrait of the French horn teacher, to whom he gives the same name as his own teacher, are verifiable. Born in 1884, Yegudkin “was a barrel-shaped, solidly muscular man, hard as a boulder for all his age. His hair and moustache were as black as coal except for touches of silver, especially where it grew, with majestic indifference to ordinary taste, from his cavernous nostrils and large, dusty-looking ears.” The story goes on to describe his “formal black suits, a huge black overcoat and . . . [the] black fedora” he always wore; the big cigar he was always smoking and waving, and his “erect and imperious” manner, which earned him the name “the General.” It was a title the staff picture of him seems to bear out, projecting a manner he encouraged.


  In Russia, the records tell us, Yegudkin had been a horn player in the orchestra of the Imperial Mariinsky Theater of St. Petersburg and in the St. Petersburg Symphony Orchestra. However, “at the time of the purge of the Kerenskyites,” Gardner’s story notes, “the Bolsheviks had loaded Yegudkin and his wife, along with hundreds more, onto railroad flatcars, reportedly to carry them to Siberia. In a desolate place, machine guns opened fire on the people on the flatcars, then soldiers pushed the bodies into a ravine, and the train moved on.” Yegudkin was one of the few who survived, “nursed back to health” by “local peasants, . . . and in time [he] escaped to Europe [where he] played horn with all the great orchestras and received such praiseso he claimed, spreading out his clippingsas no other master of French horn had received in all history.”


  Eastman’s records have Yegudkin arriving in New York City in 1920, where he spent a year, then going to Detroit as first horn in the Detroit Symphony. A year later, he returned to play in the New York Symphony and settled finally in Rochester where he taught at Eastman. Whether or not the stories of Yegudkin’s hardship were literal, they were an essential aspect of the impression he gave of a distinguished, even noble survivor. It was an image he conveyed powerfully, and Gardner recalled it vividly, tinged in his description with a hint of satire.


  Though “the old man was too deaf to play in orchestras anymore,” Gardner writes, “‘What’s the difference?’ [Yegudkin] said. ‘Every symphony in America, they got Yegudkins. I have teach them all. Who teach you this? The General!’ He would smile, chin lifted, triumphant, and salute the ceiling.”


  In his first year at Eastman, Bud was a B student, but from then on he earned all A’s, including in theory classes he began taking his second year. During his junior year in high school, he played in the Batavia Civic Orchestra and, in his senior year, the school band. He also directed an orchestra quintet drawn from the band. Each year he made all-state as a musician in both voice and instrument (though in his class of only fifty-one, competition wasn’t particularly intense). Still, the honor did mean a weekend in Buffalo or Albanywherever the competition was held that year.


  In his last year at Eastman, he competed for a scholarship for study at Eastman beyond high school. He had played with many different people by the time of the audition for the scholarship, but there was no question in his mind that he’d most like to have his favorite cousin accompany him. Joan had also become an especially accomplished musician, adept at playing the piano, and as they’d become teenagers their closeness continued more strongly than ever. This would be another chance for him to be with her.


  The families arranged for her to come to Batavia to accompany Bud at his scholarship audition in Rochester. Based on both the teacher’s recommendation and student need, he was awarded the scholarship. By the time he graduated from high school, a future in music seemed a real possibility. For the rest of his life he played and retained serious interest in music and in the French horn.


  Other interests, however, led him in different directions. Despite the scholarship offer, Bud wanted a wider field. Neither he nor the family wanted him to go too far from home, however. His father’s younger brother Arthur had gone away to DePauw University in Greencastle, Indiana, some forty miles west of Indianapolis. And DePauw also had a significant music school, whose association with the liberal arts school DePauw featured so Bud’s interests in both music and liberal arts might both be served there. Seven hundred miles was a fair distance from Batavia, but it was reachable in a long day’s drive. Also important, Buddy’s academic achievement had earned him the Rector Scholarship, which would pay his tuition and most of his expenses, an opportunity conferred on only a few students each year.


  Not least, for him, DePauw was halfway to St. Louis. Bud was crazy about Joan, and whenever they got together they joked about getting married. He had taken another girl he knew from the Batavia Civic Orchestra to the prom, but though he was very polite she had heard all about his attachment to Joan. There was no question in his mind about what was important.


  His father, however, didn’t at all like the idea of his going far away to DePauw. “You won’t like those people at the university,” John remembered his saying.


  John Sr.’s hope was that his eldest son would stay in Batavia and take over the farm eventually. But in September 1951, Bud packed his bags and drove with his family west and south, across Ohio and into Indiana, to begin his college career in Greencastle. When he got there his parents settled him into his dorm room. A new phase had begun.


  “We had gone inside and seen the hall,” Priscilla remembered. “Then we were in the car ready to leave, and he came out to the car to say good-bye to us. And thenhe just turned and ran as fast as he could go.”


  3

  West of New York


  
    “Care to have an interesting experience?” she’d said.


    Stillness

  


  FOUNDED IN 1837, DePauw had some thirty buildings on a campus of sixty acres at the time Bud arrived. With just seventeen hundred students, it wasn’t so overwhelming as to swallow a newcomer fresh from the farm. His uncle Arthur’s having graduated from there and its Protestant origins and history would have made his parents feel comfortable. More important to Bud, though, was that one of his friends from home, John Berryone of Mr. Dayton’s “triumvirate of evil”enrolled at the same time. And hardly least important, of course, Greencastle was halfway to St. Louis, where his cousin Joan lived.


  By now, he was completely in love. Joan had grown strikingly attractive with her red hair, and her intelligence and talent matched his. She had also become an exceptional pianist, the music forming another major connection between them. She had traveled to Batavia and gone with him to Rochester to be his accompanist at his scholarship audition at Eastman.


  Bud and Berry were housed in Florence Hall, a dorm with thirty or so students, half of them freshmen, with a housemother to oversee them. His roommate, Harold Petersen, was from a small town in Minnesota and shared some of the same rural background. Also like Bud, Petersen had come on scholarship and was interested in literature and writing. But the similarities ended there.


  The year before Bud’s arrival, the school had officially joined with the school of music, which had been founded in 1884. The university advertised the association between the music and liberal arts schools in its catalog, and the connection would have appealed to Bud as well as to his parents. Bud joined both the orchestra, directed by Herman Berg, another graduate of Eastman, and the marching band. And beginning his first semester, he took twice-weekly lessons in French horn, along with a music theory class. The orchestra, meantime, practiced Tuesday and Thursday afternoons in the chapel of the East College building, the oldest building on the campus, and a half-dozen times each year gave performances in student productions. The band performed at football games, of course, as well as at outdoor concerts at the student union and at some high schools around Indiana and neighboring states during a spring vacation tour Bud’s first year. His music education and experience grew steadily.


  At one point he took Petersen to the music school to teach him to sing, assuring him that regardless of his skepticism anyone could learn to do it. Petersen had no musical background or skill, however. Looking back, he says, “I think I have some responsibility for making him a writer. He was sure he could teach me to sing.” After a few hours of trying to get Petersen to repeat notes Bud played and sang, however, they both gave up. Petersen just couldn’t get his voice to do it. Bud’s experiment as a music teacher was a flop.


  Mr. Dayton’s chemistry class had also been a powerful influence during Bud’s last year in Batavia, and he had come to DePauw thinking he might major in chemistry. He quickly realized, however, that he wasn’t destined to stand out in chemistry or in any of the sciences. In his first-year science class, he only made a C both semesters. The following year he took chemistry, for which he earned a B his first semester. None of the classes, though, were at all as engaging as Mr. Dayton’s had been, and Bud began skipping them. A lab fee was collected from each student in the chemistry class, to be returned to those who didn’t break anything. Bud complained at home, “I had to pay for breakage, and I wasn’t there enough to break anything.”


  He also took elementary French the first year and only earned a C in that. His interest in literature, however, solidified. The one A he got his first semester was in freshman English, and Petersen says he learned quickly that John “had both the passion and genius for writingwhich I did not.” Nonetheless, Petersen is quick to say, “John never discouraged me from writing. In fact, when he read my short story for freshman English, he was generous with his praise. He smiled as he read it . . . and he said, ‘This is the nuts.’ I got a B on the story, but John’s enjoyment of it was more important to me than the grade. I do suspect [his reaction] was [from] enjoyment and not literary merit.”


  In what would be a lifelong practice, Gardner’s interest in writing also led him to type late into the nights, composing a novel. He asked Petersen if it bothered him, and Petersen assured him it didn’t, though he says now that the staccato beat of the machine was impossible to shut out. In the spring Gardner finished it, but when he looked it over he decided it was no good and threw it out. Petersen, however, fished it out of the waste-basket and read part of it, then gave it back to him about two weeks later. “All I can remember is that it had dragons and princesses and magic spells,” Petersen says.


  Even at an age when sneering at magic seems an almost universal characteristic, the same enchantment that had Gardner fix on Disney’s cartoon characters had asserted itself. The novel itself may have been far from memorable, but to complete such an extensive project was still an impressive accomplishment.


  In Bud’s sophomore year, he only earned a B in his Victorian literature class. The professor, Raymond Pence, was “something of an icon” at DePauw, says Petersen, “thought to be a great teacher of writing, particularly fiction.” Gardner, however, “couldn’t stand [him]. . . . He thought him an arrogant fool. But this did not dissuade John from writing. Rather, he took it as a lesson in how not to teach.”


  That year, he earned A’s in all the other English classes he took. One was a two-semester sequence on the English novel, in which he studied some of the classics, including Melville, whose novels became a lifelong passion, and Dickens, likewise. He also took two creative writing coursesone in verse and one in fiction, along with a course on the problems of writing.


  Just as important, if not more so, however, would have been that February’s issue of the Boulder, the student literary magazine. Bud was one of nine on the editorial staff, along with three editors, of the twenty-page collection. In the February issue, on the first page, appeared “Freshman,” which he had written for his freshman English class. About five hundred words, it is less a story than a simple fable in which first a rich man, then a poor man, commit suicide, having lived happy lives as a result of doing whatever they wanted. The only apparent difference between them is their wealth, and at their deaths the rich man is praised while the poor man is dismissed as a “simpleton.” The one-dimensional figures that play out the simplistic student theme aren’t really characters that extend themselves beyond the one idea, and the writing isn’t especially noteworthy, though it is smoother than what freshmen are usually able to achieve and it does occasionally show a hint of real flair. At best, the obvious symbolic tenor might evoke a sort of tongue-in-cheek chuckle, as it does with Gardner’s description of the rich man as “gracious and kindly, and endowed with the rare gift of changing sense into dollars. There were of course people who thought him deranged but he only pitied them for their sober lives.”


  Despite the apparent self-assurance he carried even then, and the busyness with his studies and music, he suffered acutely from homesickness. “I remember distinctly,” Priscilla said, “a letter from Bud meant he was sad. And so in a way I was sorry to have the letters come because they meant he was lonesome. Whether he said it or not, we knew that.”


  During his second year, he again lived with Petersen, this time in Locust Manor, another dorm, and during the first semester, for the only time in his life, he kept a journal. In bold block letters on the cover he titled it “Lies! Lies! Lies!” and wrote below as an epigraph, “If it’s worth telling, it’s worth stretching.” In its opening pages he ruminates about the significance of lies, saying they are essential to spice the monotony of the ordinary and may tell a different kind of valuable truth. But he vows to be “sincere” in the journal, to not misrepresent character, and be “true to my mood” even though details may not always to be accurate. A few days later, however, he decides that the facts are at least as interesting as anything he might make up. “I see that I was wrong in thinking that a good story is better when stretched,” he writes, thus adding foundation to the fiction he would come to write himself.


  The early entries retrace some of the texture of his life as a sophomore student, giving us a familiar picture of an aspiring intellectual in a boys’ dormitory. There are stories of short-sheeting beds and unscrewing doorknobs, all related with the labored archness of tone and attitude common to such writing. In Bud’s journal, though, the prose imitates the mock heroic tone of the eighteenth-century novels of Fielding or Richardson. His ability to copy that tone so effectively shows an understanding and command well beyond the usual:


  
    I was just serenely in bed when the door sneaked open. In crept two black shadows. I could not see, in the darkness, who lived in the black hulks, but I had no fear for there are none but sweet, gentle souls in Locust Manor.


    For a long time the shadows crouched at the foot of the bed next to minewhispering and giggling. Then they became silent. I almost thought them worried. But I made no move, for I was dog-tired and needed my sleep. At length, one of the shadows moved foreward and patted the bed next to me. Some hurried whispers followed. Then the shadows examined the bed where I slept. I saw the faces then. The Goose and another. They were pained faces. Wretched.

  


  More to the point, however, the journal entries demonstrate the beginnings of ideas he would develop and mature in his writing and teaching. At one point he begins by asserting that he can describe the same thingin this case a head cold from which he is sufferingin several different ways and then goes on to do so:


  
    I can say“26 Sept. 52Have a hell of a cold,” and go to bed. Or, “my red nose houses tonight a slithering half-formed serpent, whose tail whacks at the stalactites in my mind’s chamber, while his head swells, as from his own foul venom, till my nostrils (mostly the right onethe left one only now and then) can scarcely contain him.” Or, “Curse this ugly world. I have a cold. What joy is there in life? and what reward? A fie and a pox on this unguided, ungodded universe.” Or, “I got a runny nose. Now, I know it’s none of my affair; my nose is as odd as I am and ought to know its business by this time; but we’re in Greencastle instead of here in St. Louis. Better still, take a tip from this year’s presidential candidates and don’t run at all till I ask you.”

  


  A few pages later, he recounts a formal tea at which he was a guest, with the careful detail of scene and quotation of the novelist he would become.


  He also writes of loving Fielding’s Tom Jones, whose digressions he finds engaging and important, despite teachers’ and noted critics’ reservations that he says he has encountered. And he vows to utilize those techniques in his own writing. Then he rages against Moll Flanders, calling it “328 pages of unparalleled, incomparable, unrivaled, unbelievable, uninhibited rot.” Developing his aesthetic, he goes on:


  
    Blame the silly representation of character upon the times, and take what’s left. Blame the wandering, bouncing, impossible plot on Defoe’s own full life, and take what’s left. Blame the soaked handkerchiefs and red eyes on the “demand of the market” for sentimentalism, and take what’s left. Blame the style on the era; philosophy in the eighteenth century; blame the constant hypocritical apology for sin on the censors, and then, take what’s left in the book and cherish itfor it is called a great book. But what’s left?”

  


  To demonstrate, he copies a passage from the novel that he’s seen praised and goes on to burlesque the style in a paragraph of his own. “In appraisingpraisingthe book, wise men site this passage,” he writes:


  
    As soon as she was gone and I had shut the door, I threw off my hood and bursting out into tears, “My dear,” says I, “do you not know me?” He turned pale and stood speechless, like one thunderstruck, and not able to conquer the surprise, said no more but this, “Let me sit down”; and sitting down by the table, and leaning his head on his hand, fixed his eyes on he ground as one stupid. I cried so vehemently, on the other hand, that it was a good while ere I could speak any more; but after I had given some vent to my passion by tears, I repeated the same words, “My dear, do you not know me?” At which he answered, Yes, and said no more for a good while.

  


  After castigating Defoe’s plot, on the next page he parodies the passage:


  
    (Remember, Moll is 65, her spouse is 60but well preserved. Moll is a withered wreck. (Note good use of sentimentalism!).


    “My dear,” croaks I, “do you not know me?” He turned pale and started retching, like one thunderstruck in the belly, and not able to conquer his odorous vomiting, said no more but this, “Let me sit down!” and sitting down by a table, he laid his elbow upon his plate of beans and potatoes, and hanging his chin off his hand, fixed his eyes on his nose. As one stupid. I cried so vehemently on the other hand, that it was a good while ere I could speak anymore; but after I had given some vent to my amorous passion (for 65 is not as old as you think) I stopped crying and let him go, saying, “My dear, do you not know me?” At which he puked some more and answered, “Glurgle,” and said no more for a good while.

  


  At the end he comments on his work: “Oh, mother! Don’t I write pretty prose!?”


  The flexibility and grace of the style are worth noting. Thomas Gavin, who edited the journal, points out that the copying would have informed the aspiring writer in ways of which he may not have been conscious, helping to embed Defoe’s distinctive sentence rhythms for revision and use later.


  Gavin further argues that Gardner’s engagement with Fielding is evident in both Grendel and The Sunlight Dialogues. The former’s utilization of epic structure, he suggests, echoes the mock epic tone and organization of Tom Jones. And the dialogues between the Sunlight Man and Chief Clumly in the latter, which address larger philosophical ideas and interrupt the novel’s story, are reminiscent of Fielding’s narrative intrusions.


  The journal also rants against Thackeray for his criticism of Swift, whom Gardner loves. He begins outlining Gulliver’s Travels in detail and declares that he should himself write an extensive history of English satire in the tradition of A Modest Proposal. Then he goes on to assert his own need to “read and read and read,” which in his later teaching he will regularly insist is essential for all writers.


  There are as well cartoons and drawings sprinkled throughout, echoing his work as a cartoonist; a poem by Robert Frost, whom he says he admires; and references to auditions for this year’s Monon, the annual musical written and staged by students, instigated more than twenty years before.


  Each year’s script was selected in open competition, and with his background Gardner was a logical competitor. The music for the play he submitted that fall of 1952, The Serpent and the Dove, was written by another friend, but despite having worked on it “all year,” he wrote in the journal, the play didn’t win, and Gardner’s disappointment is clear. “You’d be mad too,” he wrote. “Ya see, the guy who won, won last year. A good writer. But his book was only half finished, and his music just started. What music he had was so bad that the young judges got Beth, my partner, to re-write it for him.”


  The following year he entered again, with a story and song lyrics for a musical he called The Caucus Race. The title came from Lewis Carroll, the music composed this time by another friend who was a piano player and who had composed and orchestrated a major fraternity show. This time, Gardner’s show won. Set in the Adirondack Mountains of upstate New York, familiar territory not far from Batavia, the play centered on a rural family confronted by a milk strike, problems of modernization, a love triangle, and smuggling. Altogether that made too many threads to compose a successful whole, a writer in the school paper said in harsh criticism. Still, because eighty cents for a ticket wasn’t very expensive, even at 1953 prices, and there weren’t a lot of competing activities in Greencastle, the Friday and Saturday run in February 1954 filled the auditorium.


  But Gardner didn’t see it. By that second year, though he was interested in his English classes and wrote a winning script for the Monon, he was skipping other classes that didn’t hold his attention, which certainly contributed to lower grades in his science classes and probably in French as well. At least one reason for his lack of engagement was his relationship with Joan. He had brought his motorcycle from Batavia that year, and as one of his journal entries suggests, he had ridden all the way to St. Louis to see her on some weekends. On others, she had come to Green-castle. Bud’s roommates and good friends well knew of his devotion and were not surprised when the two decided that this commuting wouldn’t do. In the summer of 1953, at the end of their sophomore year, Bud and Joan decided they would marry.


  “My father went into a blistering rage,” Gardner said when he talked about it twenty-five years later. “He refused point-blank to come to the wedding. Mom and Aunt Lucy had hard work to turn him around.”


  Not only were they cousins, Bud and Joan were not yet twenty. Moreover (though this wouldn’t have been a source of concern for his father), they had some real differences in temperament. In Stillness, the novella from which the story with that name that Gardner wrote in 1979 is fashioned, he describes the relationship. Though the story is fiction (and infuriated Joan), like most of his work it is based on biographical facts, which others’ testimony confirms. Thus, as his DePauw journal promises to be “sincere” by which he means true to the characters and texture if not every detailStillness likewise seems to be essentially accurate in its overview.


  “She was brilliant and lively, wonderfully funny, she kept things hopping” is the mother’s view of the Joan character. Though the characterization is of his mother’s attitude, and the characters are necessarily at some remove from the people on whom they are patterned, Joan’s wit and liveliness were remarked on by many. However, she also had a streak of what some called genuine meanness, readily using her wit to make fun of people in clever, biting ways that often enough caused slightly guilty laughs in those who heard and certainly made some uncomfortable. Her father was also more successful financially than John Sr., so she had grown up in more prosperous circumstances and was also more interested in the material benefits of successpretty clothes and the luxuries that money brought.


  Bud, on the other hand, saw himself (as he believed most others did) as darker and more dour in temperament. He thought material concerns superficial, and he affected a somewhat disheveled appearance wherever he went. He owned only one suit, which he rarely wore, and he would come to visit Joan in St. Louis without clean clothes, bringing only a toothbrush, his French horn, and a book or two.


  Mainly, however, writes novelist Joyce Carol Oates, echoing others who knew them, “Joan was John’s equal in every way, including audacity. She had a fey, funny, wildly inventive manner. John, more brooding on the surface, sucking at his pipe, was not only husband/lover, but a kind of soul-mate; there was something fairytale-like about them, as if . . . their lives were fated to entwine, regardless of consequences.”


  Thus, Bud transferred to Washington University in St. Louis for his last two years, and on June 6, 1953, he and Joan were married. Joan’s father and brother-in-law remodeled the upstairs of her parents’ house in Florissant, a suburb of St. Louis to make a private apartment for the newlyweds. Bud built a study in the garage for himself“so small my elbows touched each wall,” he wrote, though Joan says it was hardly that smalland got a part-time job at a bank to help bring in some money while he went to school. He worked after classes first as a bank teller, then as a check printer. Joan continued working at the ballet school where she had been employed since high school, but then she too enrolled at Washington University, working toward a degree in music education with a minor in English.


  On the whole, their lives together seemed happy, but both had volatile tempers and had been in various ways indulged by their parents. Their respective intellectual acuteness and temperamental differences contributed to flare-ups from their earliest years. Still, they also made up just as passionately, and the energy they brought together was a magnet for those around them.


  For his part, John was serious about his music, and during his senior year at Washington he was hired to play French horn for the St. Louis Philharmonic Orchestra. It quickly became too much, however, with his class work and the writing he wanted to do, and after a few weeks he resigned. In a letter he wrote years later, he explained the decision this way: “One night in Milwaukeea night I will never forgetwhen we were all standing in the rain waiting for the St. Louis chartered bus, the string players all trying to keep their cigarettes lit in the rain. . . .I realized suddenly, that rainy night, that everything I’d been taught to play I would never get to play; I would just play notes, and it was taking time from my writing (which I took less seriously).”


  We can’t know if his decision was that dramatically clear and focusedJoan says such circumstances could not have been. He was, after all, a fiction writer, never above elaboration for the sake of a good story, but nonetheless he did quit the symphony and thus his foray into the world of professional musicianship, devoting himself instead to his English studies at Washington. And he was an exceptional student.


  From his first semester, he attracted the attention of Jarvis Thurston, the most accomplished teacher of creative writing at Washington and the faculty adviser to the student literary magazine Reflections. Thurston had been a student of Paul Engle’s, the founder and director of the graduate writing workshop at the University of Iowa who had led it to national prominence. Thurston had also been a classmate of Flannery O’Connor’s, another of Engle’s workshop students.


  Thurston met poet Mona Van Duyn in Iowa, and the two became a couple. After earning their degrees, they got jobs teaching at the University of Louisville and founded the literary magazine Perspective, which became a journal of major importance for new writers. It published the first poem ever of W. S. Merwin and the second story of William Gass.


  Meanwhile, Gardner shone in both the writing and literature classes he took with Thurston, and in his senior year he became a coeditor of Reflections. “He made the class easier for me,” Thurston recalls of a creative writing class, “because he functioned as a kind of teacher, and so cut down the amount of work I had to do in criticizing students. John’s critical abilities were extraordinary at that time. And he was gentle to these students.”


  In a modern poetry class as well, Gardner impressed Thurston with his ability. Though he’d only earned a C in elementary French at DePauw and B’s at Washington, he’d learned enough to make good use of his skills in translation.


  Recalls Thurston, “I had in the margins of Eliot’s [French] poems translations which I’d done for teaching purposes. I don’t know French very welland John borrowed my book once, either because he didn’t have the copy or he wanted to read moreand he returned the book with complete translations of the French poems. I recognized immediately that they were very good.”


  It was in Thurston’s creative writing class during senior year that Gardner wrote a short story that he published in the 1955 issue of Reflections. Set in a small town in western New York, it centers on a lonely, enormously fat man who operates a highway diner. The man’s one employee is a young woman in love with a boy with whom she gets pregnant. The boy abandons her, however, leaving the narrator contriving to somehow help her. He gave the story the name of the nearby mountain the narrator imagines driving away to“Nickel Mountain.”


  It would be nearly twenty years and countless revisions before the novel Nickel Mountain would be published. By then, Losh Soames, the unhappy, fat narrator of the original would be Henry Soames, and the novel would be much more complex. Even so, many essentials, including even particular lines and phrases, remain from that first, undergraduate version. The fat Soames, for instance, remains the central figure, his size and manner inspired partly by Gardner’s preoccupation with Disney cartoon characters. That is, the enormous fatness makes him a sort of caricaturelike a cartoon characterwith features exaggerated almost beyond belief, though always in a carefully drawn, realistic context. Such cartoon caricatures thus became a recurrent element, as Gardner pointed out in later interviews, in several of his novels.


  As with many writers and celebrities, Gardner’s later recountings of origins and significance of his work must be viewed with a hint of skepticism. However, he said in at least one interview that it was when he began working on Nickel Mountain that he first considered himself a “serious novelist.” Indeed, he worked on the novel steadily in coming years. In a later description of that time, he wrote about rushing through his work at the bank and slipping into a back room where he wrote his fiction, then doing more at home when his class work let him. He gave the stories to “Nellie Patterson [Joan’s mother, who] lovingly and laboriously typed [them and sent them off] . . . mostly to The Saturday Evening Post, which was not amused.”


  In his two years at Washington, Gardner went to readings by poets William Carlos Williams, Robinson Jeffers, Randall Jarrell, and Wallace Stevens, and in a class with critic Albert Levy he first read Proust, whose famously detailed portrait of his past seems to have helped inform Gardner’s own developing aesthetic. In a letter he wrote to his son, Joel, years later, the Proustian influence is apparent: “I think art imitates the ways of God, a novel that recaptures the past, making long lost people and places seem alive again, making time seem as illusory as we know it is when we think how events from fifteen years ago seem to have happened only yesterday, as only ultimately the whole history of the planet happened only yesterday. A novel which makes all time what it is in our dreams, simultaneous, imitates the real nature of existence.”


  In Thurston’s literature class, Gardner also formed what became a lifelong friendship with Burton Weber, who went on to be his coeditor of Reflections and who at graduation was awarded a Woodrow Wilson fellowship to the University of Toronto. Some fifteen years later, when Gardner was editing a scholarly series for Southern Illinois University Press, he published two of Weber’s books.


  Gardner as well took a year of Greek philosophy and a semester of contemporary philosophy, classes that fed what became another lifelong interest. He never went on to study or write philosophy formally, but ideas, from Wittgenstein and Sartre particularly, are clearly present in novels and stories he came to write.


  He focused increasingly on his literature and writing courses, but the problem of making a living was a lurking concern. Given his focus, it was a problem largely beside the point for him, but nonetheless, and no doubt with his in-laws’ encouragement, he took a two-year sequence of classes, including a summer school class, to prepare for certification as a secondary-school teacher. He might have been encouraged by Joan as well, as she went on to become certified as a high school music teacher and got a job teaching nearby. Not surprisingly, though, he only made B’s in his education classes, despite their reputation as being less rigorous than standard liberal arts classes. In the end, he never became a student teacher, which would have finished the preparation. He simply had no interest in being a high school teacher.


  His academic achievement did, however, lead him to graduate in June 1955 with Phi Beta Kappa honors for superior scholarship. Like his friend Burton Weber, he was awarded a Woodrow Wilson fellowship. But Gardner wasn’t interested in a career as a scholar either.


  Thurston had told him about his experiences at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop and encouraged him to go. Besides whatever benefits might accrue by meeting like-minded, aspiring writers, Iowa was also one of the only places where a student could earn a Ph.D. by writing a novel as a dissertation. The idea appealed to Gardner and he applied. When he was accepted, he used his fellowship to move with Joan to Iowa City and enter the graduate school of the University of Iowa.


  In fall 1955, Joan and John, as he was called by friends there, found a house in Iowa City. Joan got a job teaching music to high school students, and John enrolled in graduate school.


  The Iowa Writers’ Workshop, the first such program in the United States, had begun to be recognized among writers and literary aficionados for the talented teachers and students that its director, Paul Engle, had drawn after World War II. Besides O’Connor, in the years just before Gardner arrived, poets Robert Lowell, John Berryman, W. D. Snodgrass, Robert Bly, Robert Dana, and Donald Justice had all been enrolled there. Novelist R. V. Cassill was the primary teacher of fiction, but, among others, novelists Philip Roth, Richard Stern, George P. Elliott, Vance Bourjaily, and William Cotter Murray also spent time there as students and teachers.


  When Gardner arrived, poets Philip Levine, William Dickey, and Constance Urdang were among the students at the workshop, and despite his primary interest in fiction, Gardner formed closer friendships with the poetsespecially Dickey and Urdang (whom Joan particularly liked), then with Don Finkel, who met Urdang a year later and ultimately married her. Though John came to know them well, he never enrolled in the graduate workshop toward a degree, and he was always quick to deny association with the program, saying he had attended only one workshop class for two or three weeks, then left for good. All three years he was there, however, he was enrolled in workshop classes and attended often enough, apparently, to receive credit with A grades.


  His denial of academic help is a common enough theme among American writers who like to paint themselves as self-invented, sui generis talentsan aspect of the artist myth that is often enough at the heart of the attraction to writing in the first place. The idea of self-invention became an integral element of the image Gardner sought to foster, but his attitude is also evidence of his ambition to be more than a novelisteven a well-published, successful one. The academic training he diligently pursued is testimony to this.


  Instead of the workshop, he enrolled in the graduate school, on track for a Ph.D. During his first semester, he took Italian and Old English, a class on the Romantic period and a seminar on Renaissance literature, and workshops in both fiction and poetry. It was a heavy load. “There was the sense,” says fellow student Dick Day, “that he worked really hard and didn’t get enough sleep.” Day remembers him as “a skinny guy with lots of nervous energy. He was a chain smoker, and he looked like he survived on coffee and cigarettes.”


  In later interviews, Gardner himself admitted, “I was a drudge.” Smoking up to five packs of cigarettes a day, he ate little, getting as thin as he’d ever been, surviving, according to his account, on coffee with heaps of sugar as the only food.


  He took Old English that first semester from John McGalliard, and the experience permanently shaped his literary direction. McGalliard, one of the most popular teachers of his time, had come to Iowa right after World War II when he’d been in charge of carrier pigeons. Since he’d been trained as a linguist, it must have seemed to the army the most appropriate assignment. At Iowa, however, he taught Anglo-Saxon and medieval literature, and for a time shared a desk with Thurston, who had been a research assistant at the time McGalliard first came.


  After his class in Old English, Gardner took McGalliard’s Beowulf class the next semester. As exceptional a student as he could be, in these classes Gardner only earned B’s. Still, many times in later years he said the McGalliard and Thurston were the two best teachers he ever had, and McGalliard remembered Gardner as one of the very best students he had run across in his long career. “He clearly belongs in the highest two percent of grad students as classified by capacity,” he wrote in a recommendation letter. “His mind is alert, quick, efficient, and endowed with notable originality.”


  In his second year, apparently stirred by the interest McGalliard had inspired in medieval literature and language, Gardner studied Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. He only earned a C in that course, but the experience fed an enthusiasm that remained at the center of his career as both teacher and novelist.


  The writing workshop classes were held in old corrugated sheet-metal army barracks on the bank of the Iowa River, while the English classes went on in a traditional building on the hill above. If nothing else, this emphasized the separation between the twowhich was fine with the writers. Much different sorts than the usual graduate students, the writing students had come with various degrees of accomplishment and from vastly different backgrounds, both culturally and geographically. The only thing uniting most was the interest in writing, and Engle had managed to engineer almost complete autonomy for the program.


  There wasn’t too much mixing between the fiction writers and the poets, though they did have a ritual of weekly softball games and would get together at the popular Kenney’s bar and at other occasional events. There was likewise little mixing between workshop and other graduate students, and Gardner was no exception. If anything, his separateness was even more absolute.


  Says novelist William Murray, another student at the time, “He was really a loner.” Murray was in a romantic literature class with Gardner, taught by Jeffrey Hartman, who went on to teach at Yale and to a substantial career as a critic. In Hartman’s class, Murray goes on, Gardner “would sit right by the door, and the minute Hartman would finish his lecture, he just took off. We had no conversation. He never stayed around after class, as students usually do to talk with each other.”


  Still, Gardner and Joan regularly hosted parties, and at one they gave the second fall they met poet Donald Finkel, who had given up graduate work at the University of Illinois, where he’d also been an editor of the influential literary magazine Accent. John had recognized his name immediately, telling him when they met at that first party that Thurston had taught one of Finkel’s poems in his poetry class at Washington.


  Finkel distinctly remembers the first meeting with Gardner: “He immediately struck me as very intelligent, very vibrant, full of ideas and responses to anything about literature.” At the same time, Finkel says, “What you noticed most . . . was an intensity about him. And an intelligence. I took a backseat to listen to conversations he simply took over. He had a lot to say. And he was so damn sure of himself and his own belief in things.” From the beginning, Finkel goes on, “He had no patience for small talk. His only conversation was about literature and art. He was incredibly knowledgeable. And he had judgments about everything. . . . He impressed with brilliance but also with arrogance.”


  It is the kind of comment made by many who knew Gardner through the years. That arrogance translated as well into an impatience with, if not disdain for, authority, evidenced in his time at Iowa. Workshop students also served as teaching assistants for English Department courses, leading discussion sections after viewing the professor’s weekly lecture on television. Though Gardner wasn’t an official workshop student, he managed to get the TA job anyway. In one class, he simply turned off the television, saying the lecture was pointless and inaccurate. When the professor found out about it, he called in Gardner and reprimanded him severely.


  “It was the first of many times,” Finkel says, remembering the incident, that Gardner “clashed with the upper registers. I sympathized with him, but it was just an introductory class, and he was just a teaching assistant.”


  Later, Gardner says in Stillness, he was assigned to teach a sophomore-level poetry class. For that, he discarded the course plan TAs were instructed to follow and made up his own. When the news got to those in charge, the class was taken away from him.


  In their second year in Iowa, John and Joan bought a house toward the end of town where R. V. Cassill had built. Their owning such a house was another of the things that made the Gardners stand out. Poet Donald Justice, a former workshop student who was one of the workshop teachers at the time, remembers Gardner as “young, eager, ambitiousa presence. People expected big things from him. And he was very well liked. Something that set him apart was that he seemed to be farther along than most of the students. He had a house and a wife, for one thing. There were other grad students who were married and had the beginnings of a family, but I can’t think of another who had a house.”


  At one point, Gardner decided he and Joan needed more space and so decided he would add a room to the house. He found a master carpenter to head up the work and recruited several student friends to help.


  Joan wasn’t content to be an ordinary high school teacher either. Their second summer there, she single-handedly organized a tour in the area for her high school band and took them around to performances she arranged. Her friend Connie Urdang remarked later that the feat was nothing less than fantastic. All the while, she was composing music for her students too.


  However, the role she wound up assuming in their marriage contributed to problems. On the one hand, her teaching earned most of the money, and in a time when women were not generally wage earners the fact nagged at John, as he tells us in Stillness. Meantime, suggestions from her that he might tend better to elements of grooming, and to traditional male responsibilities of car and home maintenance and money management, would spark fights.


  John saw himself as the artist who must succeed by his writing and who was beyond the mundane occupations of domestic life. His novella speaks of the gloom that often beset him, exacerbated to some extent by his position relative to Joan, as he skipped classes to write his fiction and regularly worked on it deep into the night. Though Joan too had artistic ambition, it was clearly subordinated to his, and his attitude, and that division of responsibility, became more and more an issue over time.


  In the workshop classes, short-story writers and poets met regularly, but those writing novels were left mainly to themselves, only periodically meeting the writers they were working with. Thus, after his first year, Gardner never went to writing classes. He’d simply turn in chapters of his novel for comment as he finished them and go on writing. Teachers’ comments were minimal, if any, and in the end he was simply given A’s.


  In later interviews he was fond of explaining that his style was much different from what was being done and encouraged at Iowa, and depending on the meaning of “much different” this may have been true. Regardless, if he wasn’t entirely isolated, he did work largely alone, as he related in a 1971 interview:


  
    I didn’t learn anything from the faculty, but all the best young writers in the country were there and we taught each other. . . . I was writing something that was different from what other people in the workshop were writing. . . . And so I sort of wrote privately and took medieval courses.


    . . . And that was very nice, I didn’t want any comments because some writers really want to learn how to write correctly. What that really means is that they write exactly like everybody else.

  


  Novelist Marguerite Young was one who did make an impression on him. Appearing in a long cape, Young attracted a coterie drawn to her apparent exoticism. She had come from the Left Bank in Paris, long known as a center for artists and writers. Murray, like others he remembers, was completely taken with her. “She was so ‘Left Bank,’” he says. “I simply fell ‘head over heels.’”


  Her work, itself “embellished and fanciful” (as one of her students, novelist Curtis Harnack, describes it), was a far cry from the realism Gardner himself went on to promote. In a 1967 assessment in the Southern Review of Miss McIntosh, My Darling, the long novel she had spent years constructing, Gardner likewise commented on her “highly conscious, highly artificial style,” which leads to a novel that “lacks the emotive power of compression.” Still, perhaps as much testimony to his own generosity and feelings for Young as to anything else, he ultimately judged her difficult, elaborate work noteworthy and distinguished: “[H]er craftsmanship, even genius, is impressive.”


  More to the point for her students, including Gardner, was her presence itself. She was one of the first serious writers with whom he connected, and as is the case with many writer-teachers one of Young’s primary gifts seems to have been the writerly validation she gave to her students, which fueled their work.


  At the end of his second year, Gardner completed his master’s-degree thesis, which was a collection of four short stories. He sent them out to the Saturday Review and some other well-known magazines, but none were accepted for publication. Of these, he only kept “Nickel Mountain,” which he continued reworking into the novel by that name, published many years later.


  In his third year, in addition to a Canterbury Tales class he took courses on Milton, British literature and poetry, and American drama. He also worked as a teaching assistant, reading and grading papers for Clark Griffith, another of the professors who served on his Ph.D. dissertation committee. Griffith also remembers Gardner vividly as a brilliant and energetic student, who kept to himself.


  Dick Day, also a doctoral candidate, was managing editor of the Western Review, the literary journal there, and remembers going to the editorial office in the Quonset hut next to the workshop classes one day in Gardner’s last year. He found the door locked, and Gardner “sitting, looking disconsolate, on the cement pad outside the door.” Day asked what he was working on, and Gardner told him three novels. Day remembers being a little startled at the ambition. Writing students are often given to exaggeration, but Gardner was doing just as he said: Nickel Mountain was no longer just a short story; he’d begun working on “Squirrels” (a project he’d ultimately abandon); and, most important, he was engaged with “The Old Men,” which would be his dissertation.


  Set in his home country of upstate New York, “The Old Men” was 678 typed pages, far longer than most dissertations. In that way it prefigures his tendency in later novels to go on at length. More important, the novel introduced themes and elements he would develop in his mature work. As in Nickel Mountain, its characters are the rooted, rural inhabitants of upstate New York. Similarly foreshadowing many later works, the novel’s world is haunted by an actual ghost, whose presence in this case serves as a reference point, indirectly overseeing characters and action.


  The ghost in “The Old Men” is that of Lawrence Leigh, the nineteenth-century preacher who revived the town when it was failing. Says Dr. Utt, a professor character in the novel: “These young people, and the baked old men you see rocking on their porches, believe in Leigh’s ghost. The thing’s a force, a bullwhip for evil in a world where none of us knows for sure what’s evil and what’s not. . . . I’ve seen strapping eighteen-year-olds run like sheep till they fell down sobbing, beating the shale, because they’d seen Leigh’s face.”


  More significant, however, is the overall theme, in which the central characters struggle to find a place that will sustain them amid the imminent collapse of traditional values. Finding such a place entails faithin somethingand the search for it is what drives the characters. It is a problem that in different ways came to be the dominant preoccupation of all Gardner’s novels, where characters are engaged against looming chaos.


  The old men of the title stand largely as observers and commentators in the conflict played out between the sexually charged teenager, Ginger, who embodies the threat to tradition, and the men drawn to her. First is her widower father, unsettled by her physical changes, which “made him feel unclean [though] he knew they were part of the tribulation of parenthood, mortality. Nevertheless, they meant that his girl was a full-blown woman now, or wanted to be. Living in a college town, beset by God knew what vile temptations, she was lucky to have kept her innocence at sixteen.”


  Ultimately, he dies of heart failure in a fit over her behavior, whereupon she makes loves with her boyfriend in the bedroom above the body. It sounds almost like a joke; and though the conflict between father and maturing daughter is standard, her character gives it resonance as she becomes a centerpiece about which the question of how to live, and what values to embrace, is played out. The question, as will be the case in most of Gardner’s novels, is whether to affirm present life and values or to choose another, undetermined, potentially anarchic direction.


  As that boyfriend is soon replaced, and Ginger negotiates among two other men whose interest she draws, she is a force that damages everyone she touches. Driven by guilt at the pain she precipitates, by the end of the novel she is a sort of lost and wandering princess, akin to a character in the ancient tales Gardner loved: “Like the princess in the tale, she’d gone from the shepherd hut out into the forest. Had wandered from place to placehad gone to wolves and bears and to Rosen, the mad prince, her brother, and to Dr. Utt, myopic old priest who saw no visions but believed in them as surely as in food and good conversation, and each place she went she was taken in, blindly, on faith, as Utt took in the stories of Leigh.”


  The conflicts between order and chaos, between the old and new, between affirmation and denial, at the center of all Gardner’s works, are clearly present in the dissertation-novel he wrote at age twenty-five. Not surprisingly, his later assessment of “The Old Men,” which remained unpublished, was harsh. In a 1979 interview, at the height of national prominence, he called it “a bad book . . . full of flaws and weak writing.” It may be true that it is more distinguished for its ambition than for its accomplishment, which is far from the stylistic rigor he went on to achieve. But it’s hardly “full” of “weak writing.”


  The novel does have more characters and situations than are finally managed successfully, and some passages are weighted with what might be called student verbiage, with overly dramatic language and a cliché or two, as exemplified by a speech of Ginger’s toward the end of the novel: “You watch people because it’s people that are important, that bring you to life, and you do things, and what you do is all confused with mountains and trees and waterfalls and animals and people you’ve known before, and whether what you did was sane you only find out afterward, if you find out at all. You have to keep watching, both people and things, because to do something good you have to be pushed but to see bad things, too, and good and bad things are all mixed together.”


  Perhaps the speech doesn’t seem all that excessive from the young, not especially educated character. In any event, neither Griffith nor Gardner’s other Iowa readers had much to criticize as Gardner turned in chapters. “The gothic elements of the novel were sometimes overwrought,” Griffith remembers, “but I thought it was damn good for a grad student.”


  In fact, sentence by sentence much of it is strikingly well written. Certainly, as Griffith noted, it is far better than most student writing.


  Ralph Freedman, the director of the dissertation, whom Gardner acknowledges for his “help and encouragement,” remembers less about the novel than about Gardner’s strong personality “as he was clarifying his identity as a writer.” Freedman encouraged him in his ambition to both write the novel and to study medieval literature, and he recalls being pleased to see him finally combine both. In the end, “The Old Men” was accepted for his Ph.D. dissertation.


  That last year, then, Gardner took the difficult preliminary examination for his Ph.D. Day took his exam at the same time and remembers talking to Gardner as they waited, and asking him if he felt ready. “I don’t think you’re ever ready for this,” Gardner responded.


  Indeed, despite his enthusiasm for Anglo-Saxon and medieval literature, he failed that portion of the exam. For one thing, he’d never learned Anglo-Saxon or Old English. Thus, he wasn’t able to get his Ph.D. that spring. However, he did manage to learn enough to pass the second try, and in August 1958, the next year, at the age of only twenty-five, he received his Ph.D.


  Like other graduates, he had looked for a job the year before; also like other graduates, he didn’t find one right away, despite, in his case, glowing recommendations. Along with McGalliard’s praise, Freedman wrote that “Mr. Gardner is a rarely gifted, highly talented person.” He went on to praise his “intelligence, and perceptive judgement” and, above all, “his great artistic gifts, which extend from imaginative writing to music.”


  John didn’t want to move too far from country he knew, which limited him to some extent. During the year, however, he had learned of a temporary position at Oberlin College in Ohio, where a professor would be on leave for a year. Like Greencastle, Oberlin was an academic island in rural, farming country familiar territorybetween Iowa and Batavia. Though he hadn’t finished his Ph.D. in the winter of 1957, he fully expected to be done in the coming months, and that spring he was offered the position at a salary of just over five thousand dollars for the year, so that summer he and Joan packed up and moved to Oberlin.
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