
CHESS PLAYER Lewis, with 
an unidentified opponent, 
pictured in iiis DulutJi home, 
fune, 1944 

mark. I do xx'ish to God I could see you, see La Pointe, 
and then see Minneapolis, but, as I shall have been 
away for four months, I have to get back to New York, 
and I'm leaving here for NY on August 28. But I think I 
shall be back in Mpls before a year is gone, and this time 
stay longer. And shan't I see you in Nexv York? I'll be 
there most or all of the fall and xvinter.. 

Duluth has been a great success — sensationally lovely 
in its physical background, full of pleasant people and, 
for working, wonderfully cool all summer, so that my 
book has gone swimming on. I xx'ouldn't mind really liv­
ing here. . . .or in Minneapolis. ..just provided, of course 
that I could skip off to China or Mozambique on a day's 
notice. 

From New A'ork on November 23, he congratulated 
Mary on her news and laconically thanked her for the 
note about his elder son. Wells, killed in action by a 
sniper in Alsace, France. 

Dear Mary: 
I'm extremely happy about your coming baby. 

AVhether or not I'll see you-all before its appearance, I 
can't tell, but it's not impossible. I certainly xvant to! 

Thank you for your note about Wells. 

This letter is apparently one of the very few ac­
knowledgements of the many condolences Lexvis re­
ceived after his loss."^ Hoxvever, the new year brought 
new events to interest his Minneapolis friends: 

January 6, 1945 
Dear Mary: 

A'our nice letter found me in a very Minnesotaward 
frame of mind. I am actuafly buying the house in Duluth 

in which I lived all last summer; I shall be in it before 
May, and this summer I do demand that John and you 
come up and stay with me, even if it is for not more than 
a week-end. 

Meantime, I'll be in Minneapolis at least once this 
year; maybe on my way to Duluth, maybe later. I want 
so much to see you all. I believe that I am to see Addison 
here in NY this month or next. I devoutly hope so. 
I've been working like the devil on a new novel ever 
since early last spring, and I stifl have a month or so to 
go on it. It won't be pubfished tifl some time in the 
fafl. 23 

It xvould have been fun if I could have shared your Xmas 
and New Year's celebrations. Maybe another year? 

Lobe to the whole family 
Curious word here. 
Does it mean Lobe of the Lung? 

April and June sequels betrayed the usual pattern of 
nervous comings and goings. It is no wonder his friends 
lost track of his movements. From his New York resi­
dence, he xvrote on April 9: 

Dear Mary; 
No. I do plan to go via Mpls to Duluth, & I should be 

seeing you about Apr. 25 — I can't plan exactly, because 

" Schorer, Sinclair Lewis, 722, 723, includes a moving 
letter of sympathy to Lexvis from his son's immediate supe­
rior, xvho xvas an eyexvitness to Wells Lexvis' death. 

The new novel xx'as Cass Timberlane, published in Oc­
tober, 1945, after earlier serialization in Cosmopolitan, Set in 
a quasi-Duluth area, it drew on Lewis' admiration for the 
distinguished xvork and legal career of his friend, Judge Mark 
Nolan; Schorer, Sinclair Lewis, 715. 
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I'fl be driving. And I may be in Mpls for some time in 
the fafl. 

Dust off the Welcome Mat! 

2601 East Second St. 
Duluth 5, Minnesota 

June 29 [1945] 
Dear Mary: 
I was delighted to have you well enough to be able to 
write, and I send you and the infant much love. I have 
been fussing and fussing here, getting the house in 
order, as it now is. 

Why did you have to pick that particular time for Made-
fine Island, which I xvould like to see as I would like to 
see you. For I shall be going to Nexv Y'ork on July 25th, 
returning here (probably) on August 9th, and unless I 
should be able to skip over betxveen the 9th and 15th — 
no go. I xvonder if you-all could possibly come here on 
your way back to Mpls? 

Preparing for Kingsblood Royal, Lexx'is' compulsive 
travels took him through the South that fall to research 
Negro-white relations, though he did manage a mid­
winter rendezvous with Minnesotans ,24 

Hotel Algonquin 
Oct. 23 [1945] 

Dear Mary 
It was sxveet to hear from you, but you didn't tell me 

a thing about the baby or Mr. John. 
I've been here for a month; shall be here for about 3 

weeks more the[n] off to explore some Ohio & Michi­
gan; to Duluth for Xmas. Then I hope to have about a 
week in Mpls before going South &c e.xpect to see the 
Baxters dafly from 9 AM to 6 PM for eating, then 6 PM 
to 3 AM for chess, local scandal, & sandwiches. 

2601 East Second St. 
Duluth 5, Minnesota 

December 13, 1945 
Dear Mary: 
I never saw your letter, dated November 12, until al­
most four weeks after it was written, because on No­
vember 14 I left New York for a SVz week motor tour 
through the South — as far down as Biloxi and Nexv Or­
leans. So I find it awaiting me here, where I shall spend 
about three Christmas weeks, and I am delighted to 
think of John and you and the seventeen children (all 
future chess-wasters). (That last compound word: I 
meant to make it chess-»iasters, but maybe the tvpe-
writer knew better.) 

When I leave here, I'd like to spend a couple xveeks or 
longer about Minneapolis, and I wish you'd rally your­
self and John and maybe Addison Lewis to find out 
whether there is a hotel — resident or transients — 
yvhere I could get a room or a suite for that long. Gould 
you think up a few and call them up for me? If thev 
wanted a definite date, I could make it arbitrarilx'. 

Schorer, Sinclair Lewis, 742. 

THE AUTHOR at work in Duluth, 1944 

Tuesday, January Sth. It xvould, presumably, be some 
place quieter than the Nicollet, Radisson, or Dyckman. 
And, no, I xvouldn't want to be a guest at anybodx-'s 
house. I know too many tough people — like Helen 
Baxter and Joe Louis and Albert Einstein and their 
gang. 

With Xmas episcopal blessings, meanwhile, I axx'ait 
your suggestions. 

2601 East Second St. 
Duluth, 5, Minnesota 

Dec. 22 [1945] 
I Dear Mary: 

So many thanks to you & Al for finding me the 
Leamington & a great Xmas to 

ALL BAXTERS 
See you in a couple xveeks 

Although Lexvis must have visited John and Marx, 
he used his brief Txvin Cities foray chieflx- to collect 
more data for the next book; also he at tended his brother 
Fred's funeral in Sauk Centre before returning to Du-
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luth. There he entertained the nexv novelist Frederick 
Manfred, who later described several guests' discomfi­
ture as their host, piqued by someone's remarks, 
stamped out of the living room and angrilx' paced a den 
overhead, onlx- to return after a half-hour xvith apolo-

2,5 
gies 

A characteristic change of mood prompted Lexvis to 
unload his recently acquired Duluth home in spite of 
rumors that "some Democrats xx'ould like to see him run 
for senator against Shipstead.' Back east for the spring 
of 1946, he xvrote Mary about househunting in New 
England and his fondness for a countrx place ""xx'here 
Mt. Greylock sits confidently in the front vard. " He 
purchased Thorvale Farm near AA'illiamstoxvn, Massa­
chusetts, and promptly urged the Baxters to come see it 
for themselve ,..•26 

June 22, 1946 
Dear Mary, 

My debatable xx'hereabouts, per yrs of 11th, are 
herewith solved. I've bought this farm, 750 acres and a 
good old house to xx'hich I'll have to do a lot, directly 
opposite Mount Greylock, and here I shall be till mid-
fall anyxvay. 
Look, Johnnie is a WILLIAMSMAN, isn't he? Is there 
any chance that he might come for the big Wms 
roundup of alumni which, I understand, they are to 
have in October, and bring Mrs. Fire Warden, and both 
of you stay xvith me? My place is only three miles soutli 
of Wflhamstown, on Route 7 (nearly doxx'n to South Wil-
liamstown). 

Then I xvould be able to give you a Buchmanite treat­
ment (with a slight combination of sulfa drugs and the 
Communist Party Line) so that you will NEVER be ill 
again. ̂ ' 

Where is Leonard in college? 

The invitation is reiterated and then withdrawn in a 
curt sequel: 

8/20 1946 
Dear Mary; 

I think I'm going to be here through October, (Sc if I 
am, I shall be eager to see John & you. Just xx'hen in 
October does the reunion come — exact date? 

August 31, 1946 
Dear Mary: 
As I am wiring you today, I shall not, after all, be able to 
be here the first half of October, during xvhich is the 
•Williams reunion. I shall have to be in New York. So I 
must take back my invitation to John and vou to stay 
here with me. 

Maybe next year? 

This hint of some contretemps did not preclude the 
customary Christmas letter or its mention of the Berk-
shires half-hidden by flying snoxv. Ot All the Kings Men 

by rival author Robert Penn Warren—whom Lexvis had 
avoided back in Minnesota—he now said cryptically: 
"for a combination of prestige and box-office, [it] seems 
to have been T H E novel of 1946, and I'm glad."-'' 

Meager and infrequent correspondence through 
1947 further suggests a cooled relationship. It was, 
hoxvever, a busy phase for Lexvis that took him back to 
Hollywood for a script-writing assignment that termi­
nated in a row xvith the producer. The "nexv nephexv" of 
June is the aforementioned Charles Baxter, xvho was 
never to know his unofficial "uncle " directly, nor his fa­
ther, dead xvithin another xear; and ""Kb" of course 
refers to Lewis' oxx'u literary progeny and his last signif­
icant title, Kingsblood Royal: 

c/o Berg: Allenberg 
121 South Beverlv Drive 

Beverly Hills, Calif 
Jan. 30, 1947 

Dear Mary; 
It was so good to hear from you. This is just an ex­

cursion of a fexv weeks to Hollywood, to do an original 
story for the screen for Leo McCarey—and maybe to 
escape some of the cold, & I'll be joyously going back to 
the farm in April.^^ 

I hope very much that I shall be seeing afl of vou 
some time this year. 

The new book, called "Kingsblood Royal," xvill be 
out in May. 

Thorvale Farm 
Williamstoxx'n, Mass. 

June 6, 1947 
Dear Mary: 

I'm delighted to hear of the arrival of my new 
nephexv. I hope I'll see him some time during the ne.xt 
12 months. 

Yes, send on Kb & I'll autograph it — or wait tfll I get 
there. 

- ' Frederick L. .Manfred, "Sinclair Lexx'is: A Portrait, in 
American Scholar, 23:175-179 (Spring, 1954). See also J. 
Harold Kittelson, "Lexvis," in South Dakota Review, 19. 

''' Schorer, Sinclair Lewis, 743; Lexx'is to NLirx' Baxter, 
April 4, 1946, in Sot(f/j Dakota Review, 17. 

-' The Buchmanite treatment derives from Frank Buch-
man's xvortd-xvide Moral Rearmament Movement, pledged to 
"right xvhat is xvrong in the xx'orld." Its uplift would hardly sort 
xvell xvith sulfa and Communism, the other panaceas Lexvis 
offered. Leonard K. Eaton, Marx- Baxter's brother, attended 
Williams College; Chades Baxter to Blakelv, Januarv 24, 
1985. 

-"̂  Lexvis to .Mary and John Baxter, December 22, 1946, in 
South Dakota Review. 18. On Lexx'is' relations xvith Warren, 
see, for example, Koblas, Home at Last, 64. 

''' Schorer, Sinclair Lewis, 7.53. McCarey xvas a xvriter 
and film producer xvhose successes include Laurel and Hardy 
comedies, the Marx Brothers' Duck Soup, and Bing Crosby 
films. His belief in letting "somebody else photograph the 
ugliness of the xx'orld" suggests differences of temperament 
xvith Lexx'is; Current Biography. 361 (Nexv York, 1946), 
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The hinted trip to Minneapolis xx'as not mentioned 
later, and possibly the old friends failed to make con­
nection. Other Minneapohs comrades xvere so shocked 
at the appearance of their prematurely aged, 60-year-
old author— "sick old man, shaking badly, xx'ho placed 
an ashtray on his lap and used both hands to hold it still" 
— that one of them burst into tears.'^" 

Thus alcohol, inner torments, frantic schedules, and 
botched relationships vx'ere taking rexenge. Onlx' a brief 
Christmas note from Thorvale Farm came to the 
Baxters that winter: 

Dec. 26, 1947 
Dear Johnnie & Maiw; 

It was nice to remember you on Christinas day. It 
was glorious here — sun on hills & unbroken snow. 

His biography states that Red drew up his xvill at this 
time, that the Marcella connection was defunct, that he 
planned a novel to be called "Tired Warrior' or ""Lonely 
Warrior," and jotted doxvn a long list of vanished 
friends. Among the names on this melancholy list xvere 
Max Eastman, Walter Lippmann, Ezra Pound, Norman 
Thomas. Not all were close friends, of course; some 
were co-workers or intellectual colleagues, but all had 
disappeared from Lewis' life.^'^ And yet a message to 
the Baxters the following Vlarch bespoke old xx'armtli: 

Sunday, March 21 [1948] 
Dear Mary: 

There could be no more xvonderful news than that 
you may be coming this way in about a month. I shall be 
right here, unless I happen to be called to Nexv York on 
business for a few days. In that case, I would see you 
there, but I want you to look at these hills and valleys — 
I want to be here — so let me knoxv as far ahead of time 
as you can when you can come. 

You — or your mother and you — or, best of all, Johnny 
and you — can take a train right from Boston to Wil-
liamstown, and then ten miles from here, at North 
Adams, we put you on the train for Nexv Y'ork. 

We've had lots of cold and snow, but as I have been 
working extremely hard and not wanting to see much of 
anybody, it has been very pleasant. But noxv the thaxv 
has come, a fair semblance of Spring has alreadv ar­
rived, and I want to see people — but especially you. 

When you say "I have xvondered whether I could prop­
erly invite myself to Williamstown and, more impor­
tant, if I could properly go," that is in a language that I 
don't understand. 

^" Koblas, Home at Last. 65, 66. 
'̂ ' Schorer, Sinclair Lewis, 770, 771, 
•̂ - Charies Baxter to Blakely, June 16, 1984. 
•̂^ Staples, in South Dakota Review, It; Charles Baxter to 

Blakely, June 16, 1984. 
** Charles Baxter, in The Little Magazine, 47; Minnea­

polis Star, August 7, 1948, p. 3. 

Let me know. Soon! For your use in Boston, the phone 
here is Wifliamstoxx'n 151 W. 

Charles Baxter theorizes that "the letters ended be­
cause of a misunderstanding. Lexvis xx'anted Mary to 
visit Thorvale Farm while Johnny xvas at a reunion at 
Williams. This meant that she xvould have been there a 
dav or txx'o alone, and her mother, my grandmother, 
wouldn't hear of it; a married xx'oman alone xvith SL... 
Anyway, he called her up and denounced her; later, my 
mother said that he certainly could be articulate xvhen 
he xvas angry. After this break, though, he xvrote one 
last letter, the one after my father's death. '" 

Because the Williams reunion had taken place a year 
earlier, perhaps two difl'erent "misunderstandings oc­
curred. All Mary ever indicated in print xvas that "'Lexx'is 
xx'as extremely sensitive, and our friendship xvas termi­
nated when inadvertently I made a remark which of­
fended him." And Charles adds xvhat sympathetic 
readers of these papers must assume—that ""Lexx'is xx'as 
fond of her (and of Johnny, my father) but it is to her that 
they are really addressed. I suppose that he had a xery 
minor romantic attachment to her, but it xx'as certainly 
never more than tliat."^'^ 

On August 6, 1948, at the age of 44, John T. Baxter, 
Jr., died of a heart attack at the family's summer place 
on Madeline Island. His oxvn father had also died 
young. Minnesota nexvspapers identified him as a ""risk 
executive," vice president o f the insurance firm of Wirt 
Wflson and Company, son of the late John T. Baxter 
(former president of Northwestern National Life Insur­
ance), and graduate of Blake School and \^'illiams Col­
lege; he was also a member of the board of \\ 'alker Art 
Center and the prestigious Minneapolis Club. He xxas 
surx'ived by Mary Eaton Baxter, their three sons, and 
txvo sisters."^^ 

Forgetting earlier difl'erences, Lexvis responded to 
this tragedy almost immediatelx ; 

Thorxale Farm 
Williamstoxvn, Mass. 

August 11, 1948 
Dear Mary; 

There was no one in all the Middlexvest of xxhom I 
xvas fonder than of John. I shan't knoxv hoxv much I miss 
him till I go back to Minneapolis & find that, uncon­
sciously, I shall have been counting on him & on x'ou to 
provide a real home in that unknoxx'n city. The dear Fire 
Warden! 

At Lewis' own death in 1951 and afterxvard, many 
xx'ho knew or read him tried to assess him. Some com­
plained that he failed to groxv, but John Flanagan argued 
in a fine article that "his fiction began to decline as soon 
as he got away from the Minnesota or at least the Middle 
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Western background.. . . Upon returning to the source 
toxx'ard the end of his career he could still xvrite xvith 
some authority, despite the familiaritx of his tecbni<pie. 
But much of the interxening fiction is stiff and self-con­
scious. "^' 

More recently, one of the best anthologies of .•Vmeri-
can literature ranked Main Street and Babbitt among 
the approximately 20 novels basic to an understanding 
of our culture, xx'hile a rather tendentious literary refer­
ence work described Lexvis to be "only of socio-
anthropological interest; as a xvriter he is almost xvortli-
less.... The notion that he is in any sense important as a 
writer must be resisted. But if such opinions represent 
the txvo extremes of Lewis criticism, a sane middle 
ground—as regards the man, if not the artist—xvas 
taken at the time of his death by his former wife, 
Dorothy Thompson, in a letter to Frances Perkins, a 
mutual acr}uaintance who had tried to contact the ailing 
author in Rome; "No one more xvanted love than he, or 
more needed it, and no one more often doubted and 
rejected it. He xx'as a tragic personality in the deepest 
sense ofthe word. "̂ ^ 

Mary Baxter Staples, hoxx'ever, deserves the last 

comment. Her own postscript to Red Lewis' letter of 
sympathy, the one grieving John's death and the last she 
would receive from the novelist, was added, much later, 
after her remarriage. She jotted down the simple phrase 
"The e n d — M . E . S . " to bid good-byes to her "dear fire 
xvarden, " to that enigmatic family friend who was per­
haps a great man after afl, and to her own role in a real-
life epistolary novel. 

^̂  John T. Flanagan, '"The Minnesota Backgrounds of 
Sinclair Lexx'is' Fiction, " in Minnesota History, 37:13 (March, 
1960). 

•^'^ Cleanth Brooks, R. W. B. Lexvis, and Robert Penn 
Warren, American Literature: The Makers and the Making, 
2:xv (Nexv Y'ork, 1973); Martin Seymour-Smith, ed.. Who's 
Who in Twentieth Century Literature, 209 (New York, 1976); 
Dorothy Thompson to Fiances [Perkins], February 9, 1951, 
in Lexx'is collection, Macalester College. 

THE CARTOON by Hirschfeld on p. 166 appeared in the 
New York Times Book Review, April 18, 1943; the family por­
trait on p. 168 is courtesy of Charles Baxter; the photographs 
on p. 169 are by Alan Ominsky and those on p. 174 and 175 are 
by Ted Miller. 
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