














lamented the fact that so many young literary scholars,
misled by their eastern mentors, were still so immersed
in Milton and Shelley that they had no time for or inter-
est in any writing about the American West. Naturally I
agreed. Then suddenly he picked up a book and asked if
I owned a copy of Louis Hennepin's travels. T had to
admit that I did not. I am not sure that I had ever seen a
copy, with the memorable plates of Niagara Falls and of a
buftalo looking at an opossum and a pelican. “Well,” he
said, “this is for you.” And a little later I walked out of his
office clutching carefully in my hand the Amsterdam
1695 edition of Nouwvelle Découverte d'un Trés Grand
Pays Situé dans lAmérique. Hennepin may have been a
rogue and a liar. But at that time in my mind he was a
great author. [ still have that book.

It was also about this time that I first met Franklin J.
Meine, publisher, student of American humor and
folklore, collaborator with Walter Blair on books about
Mike Fink, devoted admirer of Mark Twain, and book
collector extraordinary. His library in the familiar house
on Chicago’s La Salle Street was literally top-heavy with
books. T had never seen a private collection before which
was often three rows deep on broad shelves and which
was complemented by photographs, authorial
memorabilia, and runs of rare comic periodicals.
Franklin invariably knew what he had and where he had
put it, whether he was talking about the multiple first
editions of Huckleberry Finn or the innumerable variants
in different colors and bindings of Augustus B.
Longstrect’s Georgia Scenes, first published in 1835.
Like other collectors of regional literature (including
Bernard DeVoto, Richard Dorson, Constance Rourke), 1
have been indebted to Franklin for many courtesies and
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THIS MEMORABLE ENGRAVING
of a buffalo looking at an opossum
and a pelican is from Louis
Hennepin's Nouvelle Découverte
d’'un Tres Grand Pays Situé dans
I'Amérique. J. Christian Bay gave a
1698 Amsterdam edition of this book
to Flanagan — one factor which led
to the professor's eventual
concentration on middle western
literature.

stimulated by his enthusiasm. A lifelong resident of
Chicago, he had known George Ade, Hamlin Garland,
Carl Sandburg, Lloyd Lewis, and the cartoonist John T.
McCutcheon, and he liked to regale his friends with
reminiscences of these and others. One result of our
friendship was the acquisition by the University of II-
linois library of the Meine collection of humor and
folklore, including an invaluable set of The Spirit of the
Times, and subsequently of his special Mark Twain col-
lection.

A third man who had much to do with my concentra-
tion on the literature of the Middle West was Theodore
C. Blegen I was never a student of Blegen’s, but I knew
him well for some thirty-five years, during which time he
was the editor of Minnesota History and dean of the
Graduate School at the University of Minnesota. Ble-
gen's permanent interest was Norwegian immigration to
the United States, about which subject he wrote two
definitive volumes. But he also made Minnesota History
into one of the best state historical journals, and since his
interests were catholic he accepted for publication many
articles which more conventional editors would have re-
jected. In 1935 he published my first essay, “Thoreau in
Minnesota,” and subsequently others on Bayard Taylor,
Edward Eggleston, Captain Frederick Marryat, Fred-
rika Bremer, and Hamlin Garland. In both his own writ-
ing and his editorial practice he gave wide currency to
the concept of “grass roots history.” I have tried to ac-
knowledge my debt to a friend and mentor in a biog-
raphy which the Norwegian-American Historical Associ-
ation of Northfield, Minnesota, published in 1977.

I suppose that another factor which influenced me,
although at the time I was not overly conscious of it, was



the appearance in the pre-World War II years of a
number of local writers, two of whom soon won national
eminence. Certainly if Minnesota could produce crea-
tive writers of distinction, it also scemed important to
study the work of authors from contiguous states, past and
present, and perhaps even to attempt to learn what was
peculiarly middle western about their achievement. 1
never saw F. Scott Fitzgerald, but I passed his home on
Summit Avenue in St. Paul many times when I was en
route to the Minnesota campus, and the scenes which he
utilized in his short stories — the Winter Carnival ice
palace, the yacht club at White Bear Lake, the St. Paul
suburbs — were quite familiar. Years later T learned that
for a short time Fitzgerald had courted a young lady who
later married my cousin. I cannot say that [ knew Sinclair
Lewis either, but I did see him in Folwell Hall on the
Minnesota campus during the year when he taught an
occasional class in writing. He attracted a mixed follow-
ing of undergraduates, teaching assistants, and
townspeople with only a minimal interest in composi-
tion, and stories about his erratic behavior circulated
around. I do recall the almost constant rumor that Lewis
was at work on a novel dealing with a state university and
its faculty, and various professors became uneasy that he
might be using them as models. But this novel never
materialized.

About this time Minnesota produced a number of
writers of popular fiction: Margaret Culkin Banning of
Duluth, Grace Flandrau and James Gray of St. Paul,
William J. McNally of Minneapolis. Several wives of
Minnesota faculty members wrote fiction with a strong
popular appeal. Laura Krey, the Texas-born wife of a
well-known professor of history, produced several histor-
ical novels of her native state; Carol Brink, wife of a
professor of mathematics, became a successful author of
children’s stories; and Mabel Seeley, married to an in-
structor in the English department, had a loyal following
of detective story addicts and usually chose Minnesota
small towns for her physical settings. Frederick Manfred
{who also wrote under his original name, Feike Feikema)
was trying to establish himself as a creator of a fictional
topography which he liked to call Siouxland and occa-
sionally appeared on the campus.

During my tenure as a Minnesota faculty member
(1929-45) both Max Shulman and Thomas Heggen were

4He also gave his name to a favorite sandwich at Charlie’s
Cafe Exceptionale in Minneapolis, further assuring that he
would be remembered. The sandwich includes fresh turkey,
mushrooms, cream sauce, and cheddar cheese,

undergraduates but not my students. Indeed, Heggen
contributed one of his first short stories to Ski-U-
Mah when Theodore Peterson, now dean of the College
of Journalism and Communications at the University of
Illinois, was editor of the campus humor magazine. A
few years earlier Cedric Adams was an intermittent stu-
dent. Later he became a columnist for the Minneapolis
Star as well as a radio commentator. * As a final reminis-
cence [ might add that when I as a senior undergraduate
enrolled in a short story writing class taught by Mrs.
Anna Von Helmholtz Phelan, one of my fellow students
was Harrison Salisbury, later, of course, the celebrated
foreign correspondent and an editor of the New York
Times, as well as author of several books.

My own teaching career has been divided largely
between the University of Minnesota and the University
of lllinois, although [ have also tanght courses in middle
western literature at both Indiana University and
Southern Methodist University. During two Fulbright
lectureships in France and Belgium, T was able to discuss
various middle western authors, and I have directed doc-
toral dissertations on such figures as Sinclair Lewis, O. E.
Rglvaag, Vachel Lindsay, Edgar Lee Masters, Ruth
Suckow, Sherwood Anderson, Ernest Hemingway, and
Mark Twain. To advert to a recently founded organiza-
tion, the Society for the Study of Midwestern Literature,
it is pleasant to know that regional literature no longer
needs an apology and that specialists in the writing from
and about the Middle West now occupy a respectable
place in academia. There are many middle western writ-
ers today who deserve the attention once accorded
Lewis and Sandburg and Dreiser. The work of James
Farrell needs to be more resolutely evaluated than it has
been. Vachel Lindsay should be reconsidered before he
is allowed to fall into oblivion. Among many others,
Louis Bromfield, Nelson Algren, Willard Motley,
Gwendolyn Brooks, William Maxwell, James Jones, and
the newest Nobel laureate, Saul Bellow, merit study and
analysis. And there are probably as many middle west-
ern themes crying for attention today, as Hamlin Gar-
land discovered in his challenging book of 1894, Crum-
bling Idols.

THE PHOTOGRAPHS of faculty members, with the two ex-
ceptions noted here, are published with permission of the
University of Minnesota, The picture of William W. Folwell
is from the MHS audio-visual library, and the one of Flanagan
was lent by the author. The engraving on page 22 is from the
1698 edition of the Hennepin book owned by the Minnesota
Historical Society library. .
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