
admit them without a pass. 

1:56 P.M. -Teachers, we are having too many students out in the 

hallways. Please make sure that any other students 

going to have their pictures taken show you their 
tickets first. 

2:01 P.M. -All football players should now be at the meeting in 

the gym. 

2:10 P.M. -All teachers on the street side of the building, 

please remember to pull your shades down to the 

first window pane. We don't want any more com

plaints from our neighbors about how tacky it looks 

when all the shades are at different heights. 

2:19 P.M. -One final announcement. Students, this is very 

important and I want you to listen carefully. Bus 
314 will replace bus 329 today. That's 314 

replacing 329. It will be parked in the same space 

where 329 usually is but won't be today. 

2:25 P.M. -Before the bell rings, let me remind faculty members 

that there will be a brief faculty meeting at 2:30 

in the large cafeteria. No, make that the library. 

The custodians are not finished with the cafeteria 

yet. 

2:29 P.M. -Folks, I'm. sorry to have to tell you this, but the 

centra.l office just called to say the repair crew 

will be out tomorrow to overhaul the intercom sys

tem. I'm not sure how we'll be able to function 

without it. This critical situation should only 

last a day, though, and after that we'll be back to 

normal just like today. 

MERIDEL LESUEUR RECONSIDERED 

by David R. Pichaska 

Meridel Lesueur is not exactly a household name--even 

among the literate--in Chicago, Illinois or Milwaukee, Wiscon

sin, any more than Harry Mark Petrakis and August Derleth are 

widely known in Minnesota. So I came from Illinois to South

west State three years ago enthusiastic about Petrakis, vaguely 

familiar--thanks to some Wisconsin friends--with Derleth, and 

entirely innocent of the work of Meridel LeSueur. For which I 

do not apologize: Americans as a whole and Midwesterners in 

particular seem unforgivably regional when it comes to written 

culture ••• unless, of course, the region happens to be 

Manhattan, Los Angeles, or Boston, in which case the regional is 

no longer regional. But that is, as they say, another story. 

That first fall at Southwest I used as a freshman compo

sition textbook Chester Anderson's Growing Up in Minnesota, a 

collection of reminiscences by various Minnesota writers about 

their experiences as children of the North Country. Some of the 

names I recognized--Robert Bly, Harrison Salisbury--but the most 

impressive essay in the book was by a writer I had never heard 

of: Meridel LeSueur. (It was '.'The Ancient People and the Newly 

Come" for those of you who do not know the book.) What a 

remarkable piece of writing, I thought, and I thought the same 

thing some months later when, while driving to Chicago for some 

such or another, I heard that same Meridel LeSueur talking with 

Studs Terkel on his radio program and reading the opening of 

that same essay: "Born out of the caul of winter in the north, 

in the swing and circle of the horizon, I am rocked in the 

ancient land. As a child I first read the scriptures written on 

the scroll of frozen moisture by wolf and rabbit, by the ancient 

people and the newly come •••• II 

Over the ensuing two years I read, unsystematically, more 
of LeSueur's essays and stories, and occasionally I read about 

her: "One of the very few revolutionary writers who combine a 

powerful realism and a deep sense of beauty" (Nelson Algren). 

"She is a witness with a genius for moving and highly 
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implacative testimony" (Carl Sandburg). "Early stories showed 

considerable promise, but later work flawed by political and 

social considerations" (an encyclopedia of American writers, the 

name of which I have forgotten). 

This paper is, then, a coming to terms with the life's 

work of an important American writer--not in any definitive 

sense, but with some degree of candor and judiciousness--by one 

of the "newly come," one, certainly, with his own prejudices and 

enthusiasms, but an outsider without vested interests: not a 

Minnesotan (not even, by birth, a Midwesterner); not a socialist 

or a communist, or even an ex-socialist or ex-communist; not a 

feminist. And thus my title: Meridel LeSueur Reconsidered. 

Born at the turn of the century, Lesueur has written 

steadily for most of her 84 years and produced a considerable

and varied--mass of material: probably six dozen stories of one 

sort or another, collected now in five different books;l one 

major published novel and several unpublished novels and novels

in-progress; a wealth of essays; seven children's books, both 

fiction and non-fiction; a collection of poems; one brief hand

book on writing titled Worker Writers; a brief biography of her 

parents titled Crusaders; and a long and fascinating history of 

Minnesota (and the despoiling of Minnesota prairie, forests, 

animals and people by the great robber barons)--more a verbal 

collage, really--titled North Star Country . With the usual 

apologies for overschematization, we may divide her career into 

the following periods: the early twenties, when LeSueur--fresh 

from a progressive school in Chicago and the American Academy of 

Dramatic Art in N.Y.C.--was living in California, working as an 

extra and a ·stunt woman in Hollywood pictures and writing as a 

reviewer/reporter for various California papers, including the 

Daily Worker; the late twenties a:nd early thirties, when LeSue,·-.:· 

had returned to the Midwest to raise her two daughters, help her 

family in the struggle to find food and shelter, and write ar

ticles for Woman's Home Companion and stories for the Dial and 

poems for Poetry magazine; the middle thirties to middle for

ties, when LeSueur was developing a full political and social 
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consciousness, 2 participating in and writing about the strikes, 

hvnger marches, government programs and lack of programs that 

marked the Depression (Meridel read a paper on "Proletarian 

Literature in the Middle West" at the first American Writers 

Conference in 1935); the late forties and fifties, when LeSueur 

found her career dead-ended, her publications limited to chil

dren's books and essays for what remained of the organs of the 

old left; the sixties, when she seems to have published little, 

although she participated fully and openly in the new social and 

political activism; and the seventies and eighties, when her 

voice was strongest on feminist issues, the environment, and the 

American Indian, and when she found new audiences, if not the 

major publishers she deserves. 3 

Again with allowances for oversimplification, LeSueur's 

art has undergone very noticeable transformations during her 

lifetime. The early stories are formalistically conservative, 

Joycean in their reliance on a moment of epiphany coupled with 

an understated or nearly dropped conclusion, Lawrentian (as in 

D.H.) in their use (sometimes heavily, almost too nakedly, as in 

a bad O'Neill play) of symbol and myth. Her work of the '30s 

and '40s is more socially and politically oriented--LeSueur saw 

herself as a consciously proletarian writer 4--more didactic and 

factual, more annecdotal, along the lines of Sherwood Anderson 

or Carl Sandburg of The Peo ple Yes. "Reportage" was the name 

coined by radical leftist writers to describe this work, some

thing between newspaper story and narrative, something not un

like the "new journalism" of the 1970s. 5 Between 1943 and 1955 

she wrote history, biography, and commercial fiction: five of 

her seven children's books, North Star Country , the biography of 

her parents. With the 1970s came the most conscientiously fem

inist pieces, poetry, and the great multi-layered writing of 

"The Ancient People and the Newly Come." There was Meridel the 

crafter of fiction, Meridel the worker writer, Meridel the pro

fessional/commercial writer-, and Meridel the seer. 

Again with allowances for over-simplification, we may say 

that LeSueur has been several times considered and reconsidered 
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when she refused to allow her nose to be broken and reset as 

part of her grooming for stardom. She was discovered--claimed, 

although uneasily, and not without reservation and even chas
tisement6--by the Communist Party. She was discovered by Knopf, 

and then dropped when her last children's .book--The River Road: 

A Story of Abraham Lincoln, 1954--was reviewed in the Milwaukee 

Sentinel under the headline "Red Party Line is Catch Line in New 

Abe Lincoln Book." She has been most recently considered--al-
/ 

though again claimed uneasily, not without reservation7--by fem-

inists, ecologists, and promoters of a regional consciousness. 

Ultimately LeSueur transcends all her discoverers. A reading of 

most of her published work suggests that she is a major American 

writer, limited as all writers are by geography and personal 
experience, who, precisely because she writes directly out of 
her own midwestern, socialist, female experience, endures as a 

source of true and honest testimony.' She is a teller of tales 

that are true, and, to paraphrase James Baldwin again, a good 

woman and a good writer. 

LeSueur's first published short story "Persephone" (the 

Dial, 1927) was a modern version of the old Demeter/Persephone 

legend, so heavy with myth and symbol as to transverse the line 

between realism and mythology: 

the land still lay beneath the 

fields, and standing before us 

"One evening late in summer, as 

drought, my brother came from the 

with the heat of the day on his 
face he said, 'I saw Freda's daughter walking towards her moth

er's.' That night the country people thought it strange that 

the first rains fell, plunging ceaselessly into the earth . 118 

Several features of the story are significant: its use of the 

Demeter/Persephone myth, to which LeSueur often returned; its 

Lawrentian sexual symbolism (the men are associated repeatedly 

with bulls and cattle, Freda with the odor of earth and with 

wheat); the identification of death and Hades with "the city 

glittering on the plain"; and LeSueur's use of a technique she 

would employ repeatedly in subsequent stories: the juxtaposi
tion of two characters, one initiated, one understanding, the 

other naive, one a good example, the other not a goocf example, 
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one upper or middle class (bad) the other working class (good), 

Other early stories ("Spring Story," "Wind" and "Harvest" 

and "Annunciation") contain similar symbolism, perhaps too ex

plicit but never clumsy, In "Spring Story," for example, an 

adolescent girl awakens on Easter morning to the air blowing 

"cold, but with a strange fertile promise" through the white

lawn curtains of her bedroom window, She rises, looks outside 

to "the great elm rising from the back yard," and to her uncle 

coming out of the cellar "as if from the earth itself," with a 

shovel and rake to "uncover these canna bulbs so they'll get a 

sniff of this air and some warmth in them," In "Annunciation," 

based on notes LeSueur took during her own first pregnancy and 

dedicated to her daughter Rachel, a pregnant woman projects upon 

the pear tree in the yard outside her flat the life and the feel

ings she senses growing within herself: "I know the slow time 

of making, The pear tree knows." 

The theme of these early stories is consistently the 

female discovery of her own sexuality. 9 In "Persephone," of 

course, sex destroys--or at least incapacitates for half the 

year--the daughter of Freda, Young Eunice iil "Spring Story" 

similarly senses something threatening, but her anxiety is 

mitigated by a sense of Easter rebirth, spring, the bulbs, her 

realization that "to be a woman was to be broken by an obscure 

defeat and mysteriously mellowed." LeSueur's attitude is not 

unlike that of James Baldwin, another major American writer 

whose works grew very directly out of his own experience, who 

wrote, "any writer ••• finds that the things which hurt him 

and the things which helped him cannot be divorced from each 

other. 111O In other stories the women are positively sustained 

by their children--babies or yet to be born--against the abuse 

or callousness of their husbands and other uninitiated or insen

sitive women, "It isn't the time to have a child," urges Karl 

in "Annunciation"; 11 "Get rid of it." "I hear you're going to 

have a child," says one of the women boarders; "It's too bad." 

"Was she once alive too?" the narrator asks herself. Con

versely, it is the refusal of sexual intimacy which, we are 
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·given to understand, warped Miss Shelley of the story "Fudge" 
into a Faulkner/Anderson grotesque: "And I said no. Loving him 
like I did, girls, I said no because I didn't want such a love 

sullied." 

The theme continued into later LeSueur stories. In 1926 

she published a story titled "The Girl, 111 3 in which a quintes

sentially old maid--and very properly middle class--school 

teacher en route to a San Francisco vacation confronts as if for 

the first time, and much to her inner confusion, her own sexual

ity , first in the Tehachapi Mountains through which she is driv

ing ("fold upon fold of earth flesh lying clear to the horizon") 

and then in a young male hitchhiker ("she could feel the heat 

come from him and envelop her like a fire .•• "). The school 

teacher declines his invitation, deciding "she would never 

change, pure and inviolate forever; and she began to cry." The 

story, like other early Lesueur stories, reaches a point of epi

phany and trails off into the dropped ending, understated and 

delicate. 

As LeSueur worked her way through the 1930's, however, 

she developed style rather different from that which she had 

used earlier (and continued to use, as in "The Girl," into the 

thirties). It was a reporter's style, lean and to the point, 

full of apparently surface detail (which LeSueur, like all true 

writers, used as an emblem for subsurface character). The 

explicitly symbolic pear trees, bulls, winds, and mountains of 

"great earth woman, basking yellow and plump in the sun, her 

cliffs, her joints gleaming yellow rock, her ribs, her sides 

warm and full" diminished, and the nearly allegorical plots with 

them, and the Joycean delicacy and understatement. In her 

reportage pieces and in much of her fiction--"Farewell," "To

night Is Part of the Struggle," "The Dead in Steel," "Biography 

of My Daughter," "To Hell with You, Mr. Blue!"--LeSueur told 
tales she heard told, tales copied into her numerous notebooks 

during the hard times to transform into articles for New Masses 

or into proletarian fiction. She told the stories as they would 

have been told to her by the workers themselves, plainly and 
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matter of factly. As LeSueur moved out of herself and into the 

small victories and big defeats of the people, mostly women, 

around her, she moved into their voice as well. She advised 

readers of her manual Worker Writers, "America is finding out 

that the most vital song, poetry, and literature, has long been 

produced by the worker building railroads over vast empires, 

hewing trees, plowing the prairie, planting the wheat. You can 

talk, can't you? You can tell a story." Holding up a handful 

of models--Jack Conroy, Nelson Algren, James Farrell, Grace 

Lumpkin--she noted, "These are for the most part workers, not 

highly educated, writing straight from the experience of their 

lives for other workers to understand. 1114 

In the afterword appended to her novel The Girl, Lesueur 

recalled, "The family of the Girl is the family of Gladys who 

wrote it all out of her agony and there was enough for a book. 

Where is it now? The getting and birthing of the child is the 

story of Natalie, who has been for thirty years or more in an 

asylum and is still alive. She also has a story for a book. 

Butch's death soliloquy a girl wrote down from remembering leav

ing her lover like that after a bootleg shootout. The bank rob

bery was reported by the girl who drove the car. Belle and 

Hoinck--and these were their names--ran a German Village on St. 

Peter Street. I never could get Belle to tell me her terrible 

story entirely. She was ashamed. 11 15 

These stories and reportages are compelling in a way that 

LeSueur's previous stories were not : they grip with the inten

sity of real people in real trouble--not an awakening or a shall

I/shall-I-not sexuality, but life and death struggles for jobs, 

food, family, babies, community, one last shred of dignity, 

against the greedy, the powerful, the government, and, most of 

all, the impersonal forces which made the depression the depres

sion. The prose is stripped, and instead of moments we get 

whole lives, terribly compressed, pathetically small. "Listen, 

the biography of Rhoda is not very long," she began "Biography 

of My Daughter"; "She was twenty-three when she died without 

knowing a lover and really only seven spring seasons, counting 
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from when she was sixteen and wore a viole [sic] dress when she 

graduated from high school. 11 16 The dialog is more urban and

more working class. It strikes me, without being too scientific 
about things, as more in the American idiom. 

There are two defects in many of these stories and report
ages, and perhaps they are LeSueur's strengths turned inside 

out. First, many seem formulaic, in that whatever ails you-

from lack of work and food to loss of dignity and dreams--is 

cured, will be cured, could be cured by communal action along 

the lines urged by The Party or The Workers Alliance. Sometimes 

poverty seems almost blessed, suffering almost a joy precisely 

because it affords even necessitates such comradeship. A second 

defect is related to the first: a didacticism which too often 

makes the story sound like an excuse for a speech, which itself 
sounds formulaic, canned: 

The speaker was saying then, " ••• so Monday you must 

all be down to march to the capital to demand secu

rity for the workers. Bring your children •••• " 

She and Jock looked at each other. They had some

thing to do now for Monday. She felt close packed 

with the others, as if they were all running forward 

together.I 7 

The most successful of LeSueur's reportages avoid the formulas 

and rhetoric; "Women on the Breadlines," for example, ends with 

"It's not the suffering, not birth, death, love that the young 
reject, but the suffering of endless labor without dream, eating 

the spare bread in bitterness, a slave without the security of a 

slave." 18 

Out of this period also came LeSueur's greatest work, her 

novel The Girl, written before 1940 but not published until 

1978.19 It is a simple and familiar story: the Girl comes to 

St. Paul from a small farming community, warned by her mother 

against the vices of the city. She finds work in a speakeasy 

called the German Village, falls for a young hustler named 

Butch, becomes entangled with him and other unsavory males in a 
variety of operations culminating in a bank robbery, gets 
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pregnant, watches Butch die in a shack in Iowa where she has 

driven him after he's wounded in the bank heist, gives birth to 

her baby on the floor of an abandoned warehouse-turned-female

commune just after a major Workers Alliance demonstration, just 

after her best friend--Clara, the prostitute who had thirteen 

abortions in her life--has died. The baby, of course, becomes 

the focus of hope for the future, and in a final line reminis

cent of Grapes of Wrath, the Girl looks down at her newborn 

child: "O girl, I said down to her, giving her my full breast 

of milk." Commenting on the novel, LeSueur said, "We as women 

contained the real and only seed, and were the granary of the 

people. •'20 

The Girl is remarkable for its stark depiction of the 

harsh realities of urban depression life, of prostitution and 

incarceration and the threat of sterilization and electric shock 

treatment, of the brutalization of women by men, the state, em

ployers, bureaucrats, the cormorant times. It is certainly as 

powerful as Farrell's Studs Lonigan books, with which it invites 

comparison as a female counterpart. Although Amalia--who repre

sents the Workers Alliance--preaches slightly at the novel's 

close, and the end of The Girl--like the end of Grapes of Wrath-

represents a carrion comfort, the novel has few defects, many 

virtues. It is worth noting that in The Girl, as in all of her 

stories of this period, LeSueur continued to insist on the essen

tial goodness of sex. It is still the only readily available 

pleasure, and children--the product of sex properly used--the 

only real salvation. "His body had been good to me," the Girl 

remembers, despite the fact that Butch was a patent crumb; "It 

seemed like there was everything else bad, and our bodies good 

and sweet to us. 11 21 When Clara, who has turned her body into a 

money-making machine, objects that sex just fills women with 

poison and filth, Amalia responds: "It isn't the man. A man is 

a mighty fine thing, there is nothing better than a man. It's 

the way we have to live that makes us sink to the bottom and 

rot. n22 

In 1940 LeSueur reached a peak: Salute To Spring was 
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published, her work was widely read, her name was widely recog

nized. It was a crest before a trough. She continued to pub

lish, and widely, during the 1940s: reportage, stories, moving 

pieces, and in good magazines like Prarie Schooner and The 

Kenyon Review. Her story of a soldier dying on the Pacific 

front, "Breathe upon These Slain," won an O. Henry prize, In 

1945 a fat book appeared, North Star Country--a marvelous col

lage of populist history, folk story, legend and anecdote--ded~ 

icated to her mother and father, and the book became a Book Find 

Club selection. But the really big book eluded Lesueur, and 

after 1945 the stories slowed (her energies, apparently, had 

been poured into North Star Country), and then came the Cold War 

era and Joe McCarthy and the great chill of the 1950s and hard 

times for Comrade LeSueur. Still a professional writer and 

settled into her craft, Lesueur wrote what she could to make 

money: a few reportages ("American Bus"), her children's books 

for Knopf. 

Little is generally made of LeSueur 1s children's books, 

and they are not major works by any standard, .but even in these 

books, in this "dark time," the writer grew, both in the genre 

and in her art. The first of the series of five, The Story of 

Johnny Appleseed (1947) is sweet and cliched23 in the manner of 

too many children's books, and memorable only for LeSueur's use 

of frontier dialect and the device of making the story of Johnny 

Appleseed a retold tale learned by the narrator from her grand

mother. Nanc y Hanks of Wilderness Road appeared in 1949 and 

further extended the grandmother device by allowing grandmother 

to argue throughout the book with Dennis Hanks (she usually won) 

over details of the story. "My grandmother always said that 

there are many tales told about famous men but no one sings of 

the women," LeSueur told her readers. "This made my grandmother 

Very angry• II 2 4 

Not too many books were written about American Indians, 

either, and Lesueur next wrote Sparrow Hawk (1950). Then the 

stories of Davy Crockett (1951) and Abraham Lincoln (1954). As 

she grew, LeSueur wrote her children's books in an increasingly 
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mature style. She increased the use of frontier dialect and, 

more importantly, strengthened her populist slant. Jackson's 

inauguration, she tells us in Davy Crockett, was "a proud day 

for the people." This is standard historical interpretation, 

but not for 5th graders. Not much later she explained to young 

minds the politics of land ownership in America: 

The land Davy's grandfather fought for in the rev

olution had been seized by big land owners who lied 

about and juggled land titles, and men who had bent 

their backs to clear the land were robbed of it by 

Philadelphia lawyers and forced to pay big prices 

for the poorest land. The grants that were made to 

soldiers who fought in the Revolutionary War were 

taken by speculators who claimed the tracts. Set

tlers who believed they owned the land were, as 

Davy said, "ransacked, picked and culled till 

everything valuable had been collected, and they 

were then moved to patches and scraps of land. 112 5 

The speech could have been taken directly from North Star 

Country. Crockett, the young ones are told, "was the People's 

hero." 

The River Road: A Stor y of Abraham Lincoln went the fur

thest of all LeSueur's children's books in matters of language 

and doctrine. Nancy Hanks becomes a spokeswoman for the prole

tariat, winning Abe's affections only after she reveals her anti

slavery sentiment, "Are you Jackson men?" is an oft-repeated 

question. Penny auctions appear, anachronistically I think, in 

the reminiscences of a Mr. Todd, whose Dutch family had been 

driven off their land after the revolution by English landlords. 

In a climactic scene, Lincoln and the son of a New Salem mer

chant have taken a load of goods to New Orleans for sale. 

Lincoln has seen his first slave auction, been appropriately 

offended, and is then horrified to discover, in a night combat 

with some runaway slaves turned river thieves, that the black 

hatred of whites is generalized from their former owners to all 

whites, Lincoln himself included. He later confronts his 
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traveling companion, who is playing a game of poker: 

"Our land's in trouble, Allen Genry, 11 he said, mak

ing a circle in the air with his bony finger--a 

gesture historians would record later. "You won't 

be able to win enough hands of poker to keep you 

out of it." 

"Money'll get you in and out of everything," 

Allen said, and went back to his game.26 

I see two other important features to these children's 

books. The first is LeSueur's obvious sense of the heroic, even 

in situations and individuals we might not expect to be heroic. 

Crockett, for example, is a hero even in the hunt, even when he 

and his sons blow away seventeen bears in one night and give 

"the New Englander a thousand weight of fine, fat bear to last 

him all winter. 112 7 "Biped man in the north was full of brag 
with 'gold in the pocket, silver on the tongue, brass in the 

face and iron in the heart'," Lesueur wrote in North Star 

Country.28 In conquering the continent--and it's a notion we 

could not expect to hear in LeSueur--trappers, traders, even the 

railraod man James Hill and the iron men Merritts can appear 

heroic: "These were men whose every adventure and effort was a 

saga, part of the heroic struggle of men of all times to make 

new oaths through the wilderness, create new tools, take the 

earth's wealth and put it back again. 1129 A very interesting 

paper might be written on what kind of individuals--male and 

female-LeSueur admired at various stages of her career. 
The most interesting element of these books, however, is 

a new narrative voice which seems to be emerging in, of all 

places, children's books, which we would expect to be the 

simplest, most direct of prose. In The River Road, for example, 

LeSueur wrote of Nancy Hanks, "The unborn child heaved upward, 

sounding, and she rose in alarm: would he crack out now? Where 

is the bolt of birth, she thought, who counts the fingers, even? 

There was no answer but the prowling, knocking, unborn child, 

casting up wing or fin, gathering the substance of a tall man in 

the new wilderness, on such a night of howling beasts and 
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hunger, in such an early season of a nation's growth." 30 Here 

is the germ of LeSueur's most recent style: dense, multi

layered, reaching out in one phrase to a whole nexus of ideas. 

Poetic. 

One of LeSueur's first significant publications was a 

poem, "Nests," which appeared in Poetry magazine in May 1924. 

Nevertheless, it was not until the 1970s that she began to 

publish poetry in quantity. Interestingly, this is precisely 

the moment when her prose style took on that quality we like to 

call poetic: a certain compactedness, paradoxically both 

precise and suggestive, a voice, a lilt, a music. The clarity 

and the voice derive, I believe, from the prose of her proletar

ian period; the rich metaphors come from her early work. The 

melding of the two can, as I have suggested, be seen proceeding 

apace in the writings of her so-called "dark years," the 1950's. 

I do not think much of LeSueur's poetry, and I will admit 

it: it seems more rhetorical than necessary, a little too "poet

ic," and a little heavy on the twin vices of overt symbolism and 

didacticism. Her prose seems more poetic, what I have read of 

the new novels-in-progress and "The Ancient People." It is 

great, moving, enormous prose. All the old themes are present, 

even the old crusade against Puritanism, and Populis~d 

Feminism, and new revelations as well. Perhaps most interest

ingly in "The Ancient People," LeSueur takes herself as a sub

ject, but with the ripeness of the author, self-as-subject 

encompasses a whole people, a whole race of people, reaching 

before 1900, before the coming of the whites, returning into 

itself like the circle, which is LeSueur's central metaphor. 

Through the circle of history and the current of her rich prose 

runs the current of nourishment: the land, the people collec

tively and individually, the author herself. "In this landscape 

of linear violence I grew in many climates. I was fortunate in 

a moment of cataclysm to see the geological and sociological 

base of our roots. I saw we wer.e not walking on air •••• I was 

nourished by this place and time and people. Through our house 

on Dayton Avenue there came the dissidents, the brave exploded 
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root, the radicle;,,.These prairie agragian prophets, these sagas 

of the people, still rise in the nitrogen of the roots, still 

live in the protein. 1131 The dead, enriching the soil, live, 

nourish, sustain. We do not walk on air, but on the women from 

the breadlines, the Girl, Butch, Crockett, Hanks, Lincoln, The 

Merritts, Debs, Haywood, Goldman. And on Art and Marian 

LeSueur. And on Meridel LeSueur. And we are sustained, 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

FOOTNOTES 

For a full bibliography, see Neala Schleuning, America: 
Song We Sang Without Knowing It (Mankato: Little Red Hen 
Press, 1983), pp. 165-171. 
However, a woman whose parents were both known throughout 
the Midwest for their work in reform causes (Arthur LeSueur 
was the socialist mayor of Minot, North Dakota; Marian met 
him when they both taught at a People's College for workers 
in Fort Scott, Kansas; Crusaders contains a reprint of a 
poster announcing that •~rt • . LeSueur, The Great Socialist 
and Labor Champion will address The First Socialist Conven
tion held in Benson County at Baker, N.D."); a woman who 
had known as a girl (having met them at her parents' house, 
or in New York City) Helen Keller, Eugene Debs, Big Bill 
Haywood, and Emma Goldman; a woman who had actually lived 
in a commune with Berkman and Goldman in New York could 
scarcely be said to have an underdeveloped social and polit
ical consciousness to begin with. 
It is but one small part of the continuing American liter
ary scandal that LeSueur's books--with the . exception of the 
Knopf and F. Watts children's books--have all been pub
lished by small or radical presses. 
"The source of American culture lies in the historic move
ment of our people, and the artist must become voice, mes
senger, awakener, sparking the inflammable silence, 
reflecting back the courage and the beauty. He must return 
really to the people, partisan and alive, with warmth, 
abundance, excess, confidence, without reservation, or cold 
and merely reasonable bread, or craftiness, writing one 
thing, believing another, the superior person, even super
ior in theoretic knowledge, an ideological giant, but 
bereft of heart and humility,: she wrote in "The Dark of 
the Time" (in Harvest & Song For My Time; West end Press, 
1972; p. 122). 
A fair and representative sample is "Biography of My 
Daughter": "I just got up and looked out the window and 
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knocked over a pitcher of water, because I can't write this 
story. Rhoda has been buried two weeks now, and I really 
wrote this story tearing it out between my teeth when we 
were driving back from the sanitarium that morning when the 
corn was just ripening in the fields. You shouldn't break 
into a story like this, but it comes out like a burning 
behind my teeth, and that morning when she died, I could 
have swept down the fields with my arms, folded up the 
fields and crunched the city in my teeth" (In Salute to 
Spring; International Publishers, 1944; p. 100) . 

6. Whittaker Chambers' footnote to "Women on the Breadlines," 
first rinted in New Masses, read, "This presentation of the 
plight of the unemployed woman, able as it is, and inform
ative, is defeatist in attitude, lacking in revolutionary 
spirit and direction which characterize the usual contri
bution to New Masses. We feel it our duty to add, that 
there is a place for the unemployed woman, as well as man, 
in th~unemployed councils and in all branches of the 
organized revolutionary movement. Fight for your rights!" 

7. "There are nonetheless questions to be asked: about the 
nature of LeSueur's images, the contexts in which they are 
presented, and the interpretation of women they convey," 
Elaine Hedges begins her equivocation in the introduction 
to Ripening (The Feminist Press, 1981) on page 24. 

8. Corn Village (Stanton & Lee, 1970), p. 39. 
9. LeSueur herself saw much of her early writing as an attempt 

to rid herself of a puritanism she inherited from her 
mother and grandmother, In "Corn Village" she wrote, "She 
was affectionate even, and my grandmother never kissed us. 
She was embarassed by any excess of feeling and had a way 
of turning down her lips bitterly. She had that acrid, 
bitter . thing too about her body, a kind of sourness as if 
she had abandoned it. It was like an abandoned thing, per
haps it had not been occupied. The Puritans used the body 
like the land as a commodity, and the land and the body 
resent it. She never took a bath except under a shift" 
(Corn Village; Stanton and Lee, 1970; p.25). 

10. Notes of a Native Son (Beacon, 1955). 
11. In Salute to Spring (International Publishers, 1940), 

p. 86. 
12. In Harvest & Song for My Time (West End Press, 1977), p.26. 
13. Not to be confused with her novel The Girl, which was not 

published until 1978. 
14. Worker Writers·(West End Press, 1978), p.5. 
15. The Girl, p. 149. 
16. In Salute to Spring , p. 140. 
17. "Tonight Is Part of the Struggle," Salute to Spring, 

p. 140. . . 
18. Women On the Breadlines (West End Press), p. 20. 
19. LeSueur did, however, mine the unpublished novel for half a 

dozen stories published between 1935 and 1945. 
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20. The Girl (West End Press, 1978), p. 149. 
21. p. 106. 
22. p. 112. 
23. For example, "My Grandmother told me too that he never 

carried a gun. -My Grandmother said that he was the friend 
of all the beasts and birds of the American wilderness: 
(p. 15) and "With him walked the animals, and above him 
flew his friends the birds .••• Worms and snails moved 
out of the way of his toes: (p. 27), Little Brother of 
Wilderness Road (Knopf, 1947). 

24. Nancy Hanks of Wilderness Road (Knopf, 1979), p. 4. 
25. Chanticleer of Wilderness Road: A Story of Davy Crockett 

(Knopf, 1951), pp. 107-108. 
26. The River Road: A Story of Abraham Lincoln (Knopf, 1954), 

p. 187. 
27; On a related note, I might mention that on this particular 

occasion LeSueur suggests paternity may be almost as 
compelling a relationship as maternity: "And nobody knows 
what a hunt is till he hunts with two brave sons of his own 
flesh.' He had to turn away and swear at a hound so they 
wouldn't see that he had something in his eye mightily like 
a tear" (p. 45). 

28. North Star Countr y (Duell, Sloan & Pearce, 1945), p. 18. 
29. North Star Country , p. 277. Arthur LeSueur was, of course, 

the greatest hero of all. In Crusaders (Blue Heron Press, 
1955), Meridel wrote, "Arthur returned like Ulysses from 
every fight and told how he bested _ the prostitute judges, 
how he stood against the Vigilante committees, how he 
bested them in argument. When he was dying at eighty
three, he was still fighting: (p. 16). 

30. Reprinted in Ripening, p. 240. 
31. In Growing Up in Minnesota (University of Minnesota Press, 

1976), pp. 142, 43, 46. 

REVIEWS--CHILDREN'S BOOKS 

by Norine Odland 

Alexander Lloyd. The Beggar Queen. Dutton, 1984. 248pp. 

- $11.95. 

The third book in the Westmark trilogy. Mickel is the 

queen of Westmark, a place of conflict and changing 

allegiances. The twists and turns are ironic, but 
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logic prevails in a story of politics, romance, and 

philosophy. Masterful control of language makes for 

complete immersion in the suspense. 11-16 

Behn, Harry. Crickets and Bullfrogs and Whispers of Thunder. 

col, by Lee Hopkins. illus. by author. Harcourt, 1984. 

83pp. $11.95. 

Poetry from the work of a truly fine poet has been made 

available in one volume with fifty poems of seasons, 

fantasy, and childhood adventure. Images are clear; 

language is melodic, Behn's art accentuates the sim

plicity and elegance of his work. An introduction, index 

of titles, and an index of first lines complete the book. 

All ages. 

Bunting, Eve. The Man Who Could Call Down Owls. illus. by 

Charles Milolaycak. Macmillan, 1984. 32pp. $9.95. 

Spectacular art is the powerful attraction in a book that 

tells a mythic tale of good vs. evil. The boy, Con, 

witnesses the Owls' triumph over the evil stranger who, 

for the sake of power, killed the friend of the owls. 

Browns and grays, in shades that convey depth and mood, 

predominate in double spread illustrations. 8-10 

Cleary, Beverly. Lucky Chuck. illus. by J. Winslow 

Higginbottom. William Morrow, .1984. unpaged. $8.50. 

Different from Ralph's motorcycle, Chuck's is real and 

Chuck is old enough to have a license. Chuck's story is 

real, told simply with all the facts about the cycle and 

the Motor Code. Drawings are accurate to the most minute 

detail. Age range is "all those who like motorcycles-

from 4-40." 

Cleary, Beverly. Ramona Forever. illus. by Alan Tiegreen. 

Morrow, 1984. 182pp. $8.59. 

The title may hint nostalgia but never does Ramona preach 

philosophy. She is very busy facing the fact she won't 

be the youngest in the family, the death of her cat, Aunt 

Bea's wedding, and, best of all, not having to have a 
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