
JON HASSLER: A WRITER'S TESTAMENT 

By Katy Dayton 

Any hack can give you truth, It takes a writer 

of talent to give you style. The genius gives 

you both. 

Simon Shea 

Simon's Night 

John Hassler laughed with pleasure when he heard that line 

for the first time in three years. He leaned back into the slice 

of window light and wrapped his hands around the styrofoam cup. 

"Gee, that was pretty good, That was quite stylish." His 

cheeks flushed a bit and there was a tinge of irony in his voice 

before his eyes became more intense. 

"I believe it, though. I forgot about that passage. I 

believe that passage. Even if I wrote it, I believe it." 

Hassler's style reflects that buffer of gentle humor on a 

base of sincere commitment. He uses that combination to recreate 

Northern Minnesota culture in his five novels: Four Miles to 

Pine Cone, Staggerford, Jemmy, Simon's Night and Love Hunter. 

Born in Minneapolis, Hassler has lived in small towns in 

Minnesota since the age of one. Ten years of high school 

teaching in Melrose, Fosston, and Park Rapids and fifteen years 

of college teaching in Brainerd, Bemidji, and Collegeville have 

provided. him with an abundance of material for his novels. 

When he talks of his writing, his humor and commitment are 

apparent. His anecdotes show a willingness to laugh at his own 

foibles. The chuckle starts before the story. One such story 

puts the writer's popularity in perspective. 

"I walked into a B. Dalton to browse and saw a stack of 

remaindered copies of Staggerford. I decided to buy them up 

because I needed the extra copies. At the check-out counter, 

the clerk eyed the books and then me. As I wrote out the check, 

she leafed through a copy, pausing to compare the photograph on 

the book jacket to my face. She smiled, 'Are you the author?' 

I nodded as she took my check. 'Excuse me, I have to get the 

manager,' she said. I saw images of myself shaking the book-
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seller's hand but the clerk returned alone and explained, 

•Sorry for the wait, but I have to have checks over $50 
approved.'" 

Hassler tells that story with ease, his mouth gliding in and 

out of the quiet smile. "Let me assure you that the real joy of 

writing is almost entirely on this side of publication." 

When he talks of his writing habits, though, his humor 

recedes, He believes that the "best pleasure of writing is 

~ handling the language," A compulsive reviser, he is always un

comfortable with a first draft, anxious to get to the polishing. 

"I keep thinking of style instead of content," he says. I• m 

intrigued by the sound of what I write." 

This careful attention to the language has won Hassler broad 

1 critical acclaim. "Already a better stylist than either Sherwood 

Anderson or Sinclair Lewis .•. " comments the Minneapolis 

Tribune's review. "Jon Hassler is one of America's most com

pletely satisfying novelists. His prose is flawless, his 

characters are decent, believable people about whom you care 

immensely. , , " says a reyiewer for the Cleveland Plain Dealer. 

In addition to acclaim, he has won numerous awards including 

a Minnesota State Arts Board Grant in 1975; the Friends of 

American Writer's Novel of the year Award for Staggerford in 

1978; a Fellowship in Writing from the Minnesota State Arts 

Board in 1979; and a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1980. 

Hassler told students in a fiction writing seminar at 

Mankato State University that he had begun writing serious 

fiction at the age of 37 after taking himself "seriously as a 

poet for four years." He believes that his training in poetry 

helped his fiction. To begin his apprenticeship in fiction, he 

wrote a short story every two weeks. After 28 weeks, he had 

written 14 short stories. "The 14th short story was the first 

one published. There seemed to be a justice in that," he 

confided as he swept his eyes around the circle of aspiring 

writers, subdued caution in his tone. 

Although Hassler believes the short story is a good place 

to begin fiction writing, he compares the short story to a 
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watch and insists, "I'm not a watchmaker," Instead, he's 

convinced that his "talent belongs to the longer works," and he 

weaves his early stories into his novels. In fact, his first 

published short story, "Small Eye's Last Hunt," is a subplot 

interlaced with Simon's premature acquiescence to old age in 

Simon's Night, 

Many of Hassler's story ideas come from his journal, where 

he has jotted down thoughts, feelings, and experiences for years. 

In fact, the germ of his novel, Love Hunter, was recorded in 

November, 1978, "A novel based on my visits to Bob who 

sickened and took 17 years to die of sclerosis: my progress 

through life as measured by his decline." 

All five of his novels draw on his experiences, especially 

his 25 years as a teacher. "When I write, I have the feeling 

I'm researching my memory and then, using that as the germ, I 

just invent around it . " Memory is a vital tool for Hassler and 

loss of memory is of primary concern. In fact, Hassler worries, 

"I don't remember as well . as I used to and I depend on memory 

so much." He uses the journal as a "way of remembering" life 

experiences that can be transformed into fiction, 

For Hassler, memories are embellished to creat e the greater 

truth of fiction. In fact, that's the purpose he sees in 

fiction writing. "You're trying to give your vision which is 

the best truth you have to give," At the same time, he insists 

that his vision", .. can't be summarized. It's all those people 

and all those anecdotes and all those settings taken together," 

Elements of a Catholic background also emerge in Hassler's 

work. Priests, devout spinsters, fallen-away teachers and 

prayerful old men people his fiction. About this influence, the 

author says, "I was raised a Catholic and I'm still a Catholic, 

Yeah, that's an influence. I've never thought of it as causing 

things in my writing. It just causes things in me which even

tually just seeped into my writing." The answer is matter-of

fact. 

Although he has a vision to share, Hassler insists, "I 

never write to convey a message, I write to tell a story." 
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Consequently, he begins each novel with a "clear sense of an 

unstable situation and then embroiders the truth and fiction 

with only a vague sense of the climactic event," Once the book 

is in progress, the characters take over, Although they are 

based on real people, their creator fashions them to suit the 

story. 

"I do disguise them and it isn't really hard work because 

if I start with somebody in real life, I have to change them to 

make them fit the story, They end up doing things and saying 

things that the real life person never would, That's 

especially true with major characters." 

He creates the characters and the plot day by day and 

revises daily also. In the process of discovering the charac

ters and the plot, he grows in self-knowledge. "One of the 

fascinating things about writing is the discoveries you make 

about yourself." 

Self-discoveries are often made by "going down the side 

streets," which is Hassler' s metaphor for using the ideas and 

images of the unconscious mind. In fact, "those side streets 

might be our subconscious memory sort of boiling under the 

surface there, forcing us to research it and look into it and 

we don't know what we're going to find. Writing will do that. 

I don't know of any other way you could do it." Hassler has 

learned to use the spontaneous flow rather than insist on con

trol; it's the words he must shape, "I don't want to sound like 

I know what I'm writing. I really don't think the writer's job 

is to understand his work. It's the reader's job," Hassler, 

the teacher of writing, leans the elbows of his gray cardigan 

on the table and encourages his students to "Go down the side 

streets." 

Hassler shared his gifts in teaching long before he 

started writing. In an autobiographical preface to his short 

story, "Ross' s Dream," published in £5 Minnesota Writers, 

Hassler commented on the compatibility of teaching and writing: 

",, .teaching and writing have a lot in common. We teach and 

write by imitation and by instinct. Teachers and writers, given 
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a modicum of talent, are stimulated and rewarded pretty much in 

proportion to how hard they work. Teachers and writers are 

students of the human spirit." 

Still a student of the human spirit, Hassler's attitude 

toward combining teaching and writing has changed in the last 

five years. In 1979 he said he would probably never quit 

teaching. After writing on a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1980, he 

began to appreciate the freedom from teaching that the grant 

provided. In a keynote lecture for the Robert Wright Conference 

at Mankato State University, he said, " ... teaching is like 

writing, you know, it's bottomless. It will take just as much 

of your effort as you want to give ,it. And after teaching for 

25 years, I have to train myself to hold back a little," 

Preparation for classes and workshops "crowds out" the 

novels, On another occasion, he qualified, "I still believe in 

teaching, but not very much." Cu=ently, he teaches one course 

each semester at St. John's University and keeps workshop 

commitments to a minimum. 

Aft er 2 5 years of reading student papers, it,' s not sur

prising that he's weary of it. He suggests that a writer can 

contribute only a limited number of years to reading papers 

that lack texture and attention to the language before he 

reaches the saturation point. "I may have reached my limit," 

he admits with a bit of sadness and fatigue in his voice. The 

job of encouraging others drains energy needed for writing. 

He seeks inspiration himself. 

Hassler searches for work that inspires him or writers that 

can relate to his struggle. At the opening session of his three 

day workshop for writers, he paged through a worn copy of John 

Cheever''s The Wapshot Scandal. His voice took on a tone of 

reverence as he read the description of the archbishop. After 

reading, he marveled at the texture arrl rhythm of the language 

and advised the listeners to "find someone who delights you 

and read and reread them." 

Frederick Manfred is also a source of delight for Hassler. 

With a tone of admiration he said, "Last time I saw Fred Manfred, 
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he was turning 71, I asked him if he had another book in 

mind and he said he had his next four novels mapped out and then 

he was going to start on his non-fiction, Well, that's 
inspiring." 

In a short essay, "Chase," published in the Winter, 1983 

issue of Milkweek Chronicle, Hassler presented his "writer's 

testament," The na=ator returns to his home town to meet old 

friends after a 30 year absence. Sam Romberg, his former 

companion in games of hide-and-seek, says "Where have you been 

hiding?" Instead of answering the question directly, the 

narrator thinks: 

Surely he means this as a metaphor but I, 

the master hider, cannot help taking his 

question literally. I cannot help 

thinking, though I do not tell Sam, that I 

am still hard to find, that I have come 

down from the oil drums along the railroad 

tracks and stolen into the unsearchable 

refuge of fiction. 

Hassler, the writer and teacher, answers personal questions 

indirectly, goes down the side streets with humor and irony, 

wanting to be found in his fiction , 
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