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					Nothing stays put. The world is a wheel.

					All that we know, that we’re

					made of, is motion.

					—Amy Clampitt,

					“Nothing Stays Put” (Westward, 1990)

					It was all improbable and perfectly natural.

					—Amy Clampitt,

					letter to her family from Greece, April 30, 1965

					Poeta nascitur, non fit.

					—Latin aphorism

				

			

		

	
		
		
			Iowa Flora

			(In Memory of Amy Clampitt)

			
				We thought we were having an indigenous childhood

				splashed with Indian paintbrush and grassy knolls

				thickened by birdfoot violets and ordinary goldenrod,

				but we kept finding noxious alien weeds in the hills—

				quackgrass and thistle, European morning glory

				that no state legislation could control.

				We inherited pioneer grasses high as a prairie

				schooner, but there were also fresh settlements

				of bog flowers and refugees from the sea-

				coast marshes, silky-leaved Virginia plants

				and Texas marigolds, imported seeds and ornamentals,

				weeds from the wasted villages of other continents.

				Nature consists of immigrants and mongrels:

				you showed us how to prize coincidence and impurity

				in wayward fields, the deserted and marginal…

				I went down to the swamp to mourn for you, Amy,

				and it was as if Providence led me to the place

				where I stumbled upon yellow swamp betony

				and pink foxglove mingled with something nameless

				(unfathomable the mystery before us, you said)

				and the shining, cup-flowered grass of Parnassus.

				—Edward Hirsch, On Love
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				Prologue:

				Assembling a Life

				In its issue of August 14, 1978, The New Yorker published a poem by a writer previously unknown to its readers:

				
					The Sun Underfoot Among the Sundews

					An ingenuity too astonishing

					to be quite fortuitous is

					this bog full of sundews, sphagnum-

					lined and shaped like a teacup.

					A step

					down and you’re into it; a

					wilderness swallows you up:

					ankle-, then knee-, then midriff-

					to-shoulder-deep in wetfooted

					understory, an overhead

					spruce-tamarack horizon hinting

					you’ll never get out of here.

					But the sun

					among the sundews, down there,

					is so bright, an underfoot

					webwork of carnivorous rubies,

					a star-swarm thick as the gnats

					they’re set to catch, delectable

					double-faced cockleburs, each

					hair-tip with a sticky mirror

					afire with sunlight, a million

					of them and again a million,

					each mirror a trap set to

					unhand unbelieving,

					that either

					a First Cause said once, “Let there

					be sundews,” and there were, or they’ve

					made their way here unaided

					other than by that backhand, round-

					about refusal to assume responsibility

					known as Natural Selection.

					But the sun

					underfoot is so dazzling

					down there among the sundews,

					there is so much light

					in the cup that, looking,

					you start to fall upward.

				

				The author was fifty-eight years old and had lived in virtual obscurity for thirty-seven years since she moved to Manhattan from her native Iowa, fresh out of college, in 1941. A manuscript of the finished poem among the author’s papers is dated “5 January 1978.” Beneath that date, in pencil, she has noted, “Accepted by The New Yorker, 3/78.” Though not a youthful overnight success, she was now on a fast track with regard to publication. The New Yorker began to accept additional work.

				Almost four years later (January 11, 1982), another poem—there would be a total of forty-eight in her lifetime, and two posthumously—appeared in the same magazine. The author used its title for that of her debut book, The Kingfisher, published by Alfred A. Knopf in 1983:

				
					The Kingfisher

					In a year the nightingales were said to be so loud

					they drowned out slumber, and peafowl strolled screaming

					beside the ruined nunnery, through the long evening

					of a dazzled pub crawl, the halcyon color, portholed

					by those eye-spots’ stunning tapestry, unsettled

					the pastoral nightfall with amazements opening.

					Months later, intermission in a pub on Fifty-fifth Street

					found one of them still breathless, the other quizzical,

					acting the philistine, puncturing Stravinsky—“Tell

					me, what was that racket in the orchestra about?”—

					hauling down the Firebird, harum-scarum, like a kite,

					a burnished, breathing wreck that didn’t hurt at all.

					Among the Bronx Zoo’s exiled jungle fowl, they heard

					through headphones of a separating panic, the bellbird

					reiterate its single chong, a scream nobody answered.

					When he mourned, “The poetry is gone,” she quailed,

					seeing how his hands shook, sobered into feeling old.

					By midnight, yet another fifth would have been killed.

					A Sunday morning, the November of their cataclysm

					(Dylan Thomas brought in in extremis to St. Vincent’s,

					that same week, a symptomatic datum) found them

					wandering a downtown churchyard. Among its headstones,

					while from unruined choirs the noise of Christendom

					poured over Wall Street, a benison in vestments,

					a late thrush paused, in transit from some grizzled

					spruce bog to the humid equatorial fireside: berry-

					eyed, bark-brown above, with dark hints of trauma

					in the stigmata of its underparts—or so, too bruised

					just then to have invented anything so fancy,

					later, re-embroidering a retrospect, she had supposed.

					In gray England, years of muted recrimination (then

					dead silence) later, she could not have said how many

					spoiled takeoffs, how many entanglements gone sodden,

					how many gaudy evenings made frantic by just one

					insomniac nightingale, how many liaisons gone down

					screaming in a stroll beside the ruined nunnery;

					a kingfisher’s burnished plunge, the color

					of felicity afire, came glancing like an arrow

					through landscapes of untended memory: ardor

					illuminating with its terrifying currency

					now no mere glimpse, no porthole vista

					but, down on down, the uninhabitable sorrow.

				

				Poetry readers—I remember, because I was one of them—scratched their heads and asked, “Where did this come from? Who is this person?” No poems like these had appeared on the scene in quite some time, if ever. Curiosity was piqued. People wanted to find out more about the new author, and to see more of her work.

				In “The Sun Underfoot Among the Sundews,” readers heard a measured music that begins with the repeated, almost rhyming vowels of the title; they saw a rendering of a Maine landscape featuring one “of several insectivorous plants of the genus Drosera, growing in wet ground and having leaves covered with sticky hairs” (the author helpfully supplied a note about this ordinary, enticing item when the poem appeared in hardcover); and they were presented with a modest, almost offhand philosophical inquiry into the nature of creation, as well as Darwin’s theory of natural selection. The diction suggests that the poet wanted to update Robert Frost’s ingeniously cheery and vertiginously menacing sonnet, “Design.”

				Scholars, critics, and amateur poetry lovers would have noticed that the second poem is full of literary echoes, and allusions to Greek mythology, Shakespeare, Keats, Hardy, and Gerard Manley Hopkins; that it pays homage to more recent and important high culture figures (Igor Stravinsky, Dylan Thomas, perhaps T. S. Eliot); that its diction is mouth-filling, its imagery rich, and its luscious sentences long and complex. It manages at least one cheeky pun—“a benison in vestments”—about Trinity Church Wall Street. It is obsessed with birds not only as symbols or cultural artifacts but also as parts of our real, physical world.

				The poem displays something that all art strives for: a unique style. And it is certainly not an easy poem. It does not even seem personal. It sounds distant and mannered. In fact, it is deeply personal, recounting a love affair gone wrong. It is a confessional poem masquerading as an objective third-person narrative, an extended series of vignettes, with birds rather than people as the central characters. Its author said of it, “The design here might be thought of as an illuminated manuscript in which all the handwork happens to be verbal, or (perhaps more precisely) as a novel trying to work itself into a piece of cloisonné.” This is not entirely helpful to a reader of the poem, but the characterization derives in part from the author’s unsuccessful efforts for about twenty-five years to write fiction, and then her distillation of narrative into lyric.

				The poem is by, and about the life of, Amy Clampitt. Its origins lay in something from her life that had occurred more than a quarter century earlier. It is autobiographical, perhaps at second hand, but not revelatory. A biographer might understandably wish to associate it with the verifiable experience of its author, if he could ever connect it to matters in her life. But he would be foiled. Amy Clampitt was a retiring presence, a background figure, however flamboyant she was on the page and then, at the height of her celebrity later on, however visible. As Doris Myers, one of her oldest friends, said in an interview, “She wanted to tell the world things, but she didn’t want completely to share herself.” Poems that appeared in earlier, more personal forms became, as they were revised for publication in her five elegant volumes from Knopf, more impersonal. Revelation and concealment were partners in her psychological makeup.

				In his inaugural lecture as the Oxford Professor of Poetry, W. H. Auden remarked that when he read a poem that moved him he asked himself two questions. The first: “Here is a verbal contraption. How does it work?” And the second: “What kind of a guy inhabits this poem?” By the latter he did not mean the sum of minute biographical facts about the author, but rather the kind of mind and temperament that we might infer, by reasoning back from effect to cause.

				That said, we are always grateful, even eager, for additional information about the maker, the real person who “inhabits” the poem or novel or painting we admire. An artist’s life is necessary, but never sufficient, to explain her art.

				

				——

				How does one measure an artist and her achievement? Can one define a person by her literary work? These are questions for critics and scholars. And a related question: Who deserves a biography? In an ideal world, everyone would get one, the written equivalent of Andy Warhol’s fifteen minutes of fame. All lives can be made interesting. Every life, every biography, can give what Samuel Johnson most valued: something that “comes near to us, what we can turn to use.” A poet’s life is not intrinsically more compelling than anyone else’s. Everything depends on the methods of the teller. And no biography can be complete, however, because all lives, even ones well observed and documented, are partial. All are replete with contradictions and unsolvable mysteries. No one is the same person to everyone in her sphere. People see one another through a unique lens or, often, through more than one lens. Some visions look clearer and cleaner than others, which may be muddy or opaque. But perceptions, memories, and attachments often overlap. We assemble a life from the shards of evidence and recollection that remain. A life in many pieces can be made to look whole.

				Clampitt, who lived from 1920 to 1994, presents special challenges to a would-be biographer, and her life still warrants attention in the twenty-first century. Her visible presence on the American poetry scene lasted for less than two decades, and it will be for literary scholars and historians, as well as the general public, to determine her place in the pantheon. She bloomed late and then died too young, but her poems continue to generate both heat and light, and she still has fans, numerous and enthusiastic. Her poems evince a life engaged with books, and in political protest and religious struggle. They are not confessional outpourings. They open up to us a woman deeply connected to the physical world, who wrote about nature, landscape, and weather in the most detailed ways. They mingle Keatsian lushness and Quaker austerity, an unusual combination and one evident in Clampitt herself. These poems, her artistic legacy, open a window onto their maker. This is one reason to examine that maker.

				We should also have a written account of her life because we can regard her as one of the Patron Saints of Late Bloomers. It took her a long time to come into her own. The Latin proverb poeta nascitur, non fit (a poet is born, not made) is not entirely true in her case. Clampitt may have been born with a genetic predisposition and capacity to write. From an early age she was sensitive to language, first as a reader, and then as a schoolgirl who played around with words on the page. But she had to make herself a poet, and she did so only after many wrong turns and many years of failure.

				And a third reason to pay attention to her life is that our current culture has begun to express appreciation for women who in generations past led exemplary lives, privately as well as publicly: “Overlooked No More,” says The New York Times of its series of obituaries of previously ignored role models. Before she became famous, Clampitt was living eccentrically, but with aspirations to something grander. She had as many facets as a diamond, as great a depth as a cave of wonders. She sets an example. The last sentence of Middlemarch, the George Eliot novel that Clampitt read over and over because of her identification with its author and with Dorothea Brooke, its heroine, sums up Amy’s status before she found fame, or fame found her:

				
					…the effect of her being on those around her was incalculably diffusive: for the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.

				

				For almost sixty years she faithfully led a life that was mostly hidden, and certainly unhistoric. Then followed a coming out into the spotlight.

				As I wrote this book, I fell gradually and almost unthinkingly into the habit of calling my subject Amy when portraying the woman who is now gone. I try to say Clampitt when I refer to the artist whose work remains. In the preceding paragraph, my reader has already experienced the liberty I have taken. I hope that reader will agree with me that writing a biography may permit an author a legitimate sense of intimacy with his subject, and allow him to use her given name.

				

				——

				The external shape of Amy’s life before her two decades of renown (roughly 1978 until 1997, when the Collected Poems was published posthumously) is clear in its outline. Born in Iowa to a Quaker family of farmers on June 15, 1920, the eldest of five children, bookish and slightly eccentric from an early age, she was graduated from Grinnell College in 1941 and, following a summer working with European refugees at a Quaker establishment in Iowa, she made a beeline for New York. In her 1993 Paris Review interview, she said that “the happiest times in my childhood were spent in solitude,” mostly reading, and that she felt like a social misfit. The absence of mountains or oceans in her native Iowa made her hanker for an entirely different landscape. She left the landlocked Midwest, although she never entirely shook the Iowa soil from her boots. She had a fellowship for graduate school at Columbia in English, but dropped out, perhaps before the year was up, and soon went to work at Oxford University Press as a secretary, and then rose to the post of promotions director for college textbooks. In 1949 she won an essay contest sponsored by OUP, for which first prize was a trip to England. I’d like to believe that she beat out dozens of other applicants for the prize, but we don’t know anything about the competition. The anodyne assignment for the essay was something like “Why I Wish to Visit England.” Traveling to a country that she knew of only through literature changed her life: “I believed that the past could be experienced as the present.” The prize made her wish come true.

				Postwar Europe possessed a magical appeal for Americans hungry for high culture, for poets as well as everyone else who was unable to get there during the 1930s, owing to the Depression, and the 1940s, owing to the war. Things began to open up in the late forties, even though much of Britain and the Continent was still a destroyed war zone. Recovery came slowly. England retained vestiges of war rationing until 1954, but educated Americans were now eager and able to see the real thing with their own eyes, and to visit sites they’d experienced only in books, pictures, and university classes, as well as movies and newsreels. The poets all went: Robert Lowell, James Merrill, John Ashbery, Adrienne Rich, James Wright, and others like Anthony Hecht, Howard Nemerov, and Richard Wilbur who had served in the Army but were hardly at that point in tourist mode. (Hecht, who was born into a family with some money and considerable cultural aspirations, had visited Europe with his parents as a child in the 1930s.) With the help of Fulbright grants, awards from the American Academy in Rome, and especially the generally favorable exchange rate, they took advantage of peacetime conditions. And Amy happily joined them.

				
					
						[image: ]
					

					
						Amy with the head of Oxford University Press, when she arrived by ship in England, 1949

					
				
				After her return, she went back to work but then left the press permanently in 1951, to write a novel, which turned into several novels, and to travel through Europe more extensively for another five months. When no publisher accepted her novel, she got herself another job, this time as a reference librarian for the National Audubon Society. Birds, like cats, weather, and landscape, remained perennially fascinating to Clampitt, the woman and the writer: “She was galvanized by nature,” remembered her oldest New York friend, Phoebe Hoss. Indeed, in her mature poetry nature often becomes—as it did in her life—a surrogate for the direct treatment of personal relations. (We can say the same thing about Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, another American poet equally alert to meteorology but reticent with regard to internal weather, and who often allowed the first to represent the second.) Thus, “The Kingfisher” and many other poems, in which outward data provide an outlet for guarded emotions. She was always reserved. We learn from people’s reports about her that she often remembered the names of cats but not of their owners.

				Is it coincidental that she took up poetry writing for the first time since adolescence when she began to feel the attraction of the Episcopal Church in the mid-1950s? Or that her major poetry coincides with her later abandonment of the church in the late 1960s and early 1970s in favor of political activism? Looking back, she allowed, “What I see in Christianity now is a kind of template of human nature—by which I guess I mean mainly human suffering.” She left the church but rechanneled the religious impulse. In a letter to a friend who became the abbess of a religious order in England, she described “the dangerous qualities of faith, the destructive potentiality of faith, as well as its creative, constructive features.” In 1977, having written poems for more than a decade, she took a creative writing class at The New School. It confirmed her sense of vocation, and it released energies that were previously pent up.

				In the 1960s and ’70s, she came into her own in several ways. She started working as a freelance editor, then went to Dutton Books, where she was known as the “Book Doctor,” and began writing poetry with greater earnestness. She became involved in antiwar and other political pursuits. The other encouragement for writing poetry came in 1968. She met the man who became her life partner, Harold Korn, a law professor at New York University and later Columbia, through their shared political activity and work with the Village Independent Democrats. They were campaigning for Eugene McCarthy in his idealistic, perhaps quixotic drive to become president. She moved in with Hal in 1973, keeping this cohabitation something of a secret from her more conventional relatives, at least at the start, but she also held on to the small walk-up apartment in a Greenwich Village brownstone that remained the Woolfian “room of her own” until she was forced to give it up in the last year of her life when the building was converted into co-ops. She married Hal several months before her death. This long-deferred marriage is one of many parts of her life that are mysterious. According to some friends, she had always opposed marriage on principle. Other friends said that Hal would not marry a non-Jew while his observant Orthodox mother was still alive. The reality is always thornier, more complex than the facts.

				Her poems began appearing in magazines, and she rose like a comet on the literary scene in the late seventies, praised by many and derided by some. A MacArthur Fellowship in 1992 gave her the first real money she ever had. “I know how to live poor,” she told Doris Myers. Finally, she did not have to be poor. With her prize money she purchased a modest gray-shingled Cape Cod cottage outside Lenox, Massachusetts, almost adjacent to Tanglewood and close to Edith Wharton’s The Mount. In the spring of 1993 she was diagnosed with ovarian cancer. She died in Lenox eighteen months later.

				

				——

				A biographer is left with various lacunae when he attempts to fill out Amy’s life. Many people who might have helped me died before I could contact them. Clampitt’s paper trail does not resemble those of Elizabeth Bishop, Robert Lowell, or James Merrill. Her friends did not realize that she would become “Amy Clampitt.” But we have compensatory materials. Her papers are housed at the Berg Collection in the New York Public Library. Other materials remained in the Berkshires for twenty years, and have only recently been transported to the Berg, where they have yet to be catalogued.

				Although there are gaps and omissions, Clampitt seems to have saved everything. There are mementos and writings from earlier stages of her life, going as far back as elementary school. The habit of hoarding, unlike the fact of renown, came early, even before she began to realize that she would become a person of interest. We have the manuscripts of her poems, as well as her novels and other unpublished work; we have her diaries, journals, and travel reports. We have her letters. And we have oral interviews with family and friends, conducted more than a decade ago. Nevertheless, much has disappeared. When I was in the process of assembling Clampitt’s letters almost twenty years ago, her college friend Barbara Clark reached out to me and told me that she had many letters from Amy, all of which postdated 1968. Why not earlier ones? Because Clark’s husband, eager to welcome his wife back home from surgery in 1967, had done a radical housecleaning and tossed away boxes of things he thought they would never want to look at. A quarter century of correspondence was disposed of. What revelations did the young Amy Clampitt make to her college roommate? How many other friends were there in similar situations? Every biographer confronts the inevitable losses that time inflicts upon him.

				And he confronts mysteries as well as losses. In 2004, I saw a pen-and-ink sketch of a woman in profile folded among the papers at the Clampitt cottage. The sitter looked like Amy, or an Amy swiftly limned with artistic liberty. At the picture’s bottom the artist had affixed her signature and the date: “Hartigan 1951.” The autograph matches others of Grace Hartigan (1922–2008), the most extravagant of the few women who had joined the abstract expressionist movement that dominated the postwar American art scene. By the early fifties, Hartigan was shifting away from pure abstraction to experiments in portraiture. I phoned her in Baltimore, where she lived, and where she died four years later. Asked whether she remembered Clampitt, the contentious octogenarian dismissed me out of hand, sounding annoyed that I had disturbed her, and denying any knowledge or acquaintance. Might the sketch have been something quickly tossed off, at a party in the Village, or at a gallery opening, and then given to the subject as a memento? This seemed plausible to me, but Hartigan offered no reply, and it’s unlikely that any answer will be forthcoming.
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						Amy in profile by Grace Hartigan, 1951

					
				
				What of Amy’s private life? And what about earlier lovers? We know she had them. As I mention above, the title poem of The Kingfisher deals opaquely in a third-person narrative with a love affair gone awry. Friends say this was Clampitt’s story. Amy refers to several “young men,” and to serious love affairs in letters to her youngest brother, Philip, but there are no love letters per se, to anyone. She writes about Peter Marcasiano (1921–1984), a handsome painter she met on a park bench in Paris in 1951. He was born in Italy to American parents. He came to New York. She had an intense (but, according to her friend Mary Russel, platonic) relationship with him until 1958, when he returned to Paris, where he died. Other friends said Mary Russel was wrong about the “platonic” part. There were also other European men—one who married someone else, one who died—said Russel and Phoebe Hoss, but specific identities have been lost. Another friend from the OUP days, Janet Halverson, said in a 2002 interview that there was a lengthy affair with a married man named John Menapace from the OUP production department. Today’s cultural climate would be unlikely to tolerate such office romances. At some point in the 1940s, she actually planned to marry a man named Howard, a painter who was both deaf and alcoholic. Amy’s parents came out from Iowa, prepared to go to City Hall with the couple, and then the would-be bride backed out. Her brother Philip mentions a man named Raymond with whom there was an engagement, subsequently broken. (It’s likely that his memory has played tricks; there was probably only one engagement.) Sister-in-law Jeanne Clampitt thought there was a blind man, although perhaps she mistook deafness for blindness. A biographer who wants to pin his subject down will meet with inevitable disappointment. He must rely on conjecture rather than certitude. For the most part, Amy Clampitt’s amatory life remains unknowable.

				Amy resolutely refused to breach confidences in her letters and even, as we have learned from those interviews with friends and relatives, in her conversations. She was often daring in her life, but never in her recording of it. A biographer would prefer more self-revelation, even self-advertising, but he must remain content with reflections, not stuff that is grist for gossip magazines.

				

				——

				Literature defined her, and it affected her work, her inner life, and her love life from start to finish. People in the twenty-first century may not understand a commitment of this sort. It might seem today unfashionable, perhaps even unimaginable. But for many thoughtful, quiet people a hundred years ago, books offered a special kind of release, escape, inspiration, and gratification equaled by nothing else. In a letter to Philip (March 17, 1956), Amy says with the confidence of the hopeful and untried, “I feel as if I could write a whole history of English literature and know just where to place everybody in it, with hardly any trouble at all. The reason being, apparently, that I feel I am in it.” The young John Keats (“I think I shall be among the English poets after my death”), Ezra Pound, W. H. Auden, and Robert Lowell, among countless others, would have said exactly the same thing about their place in literary history, although they all earned their places early in their lives. Few women would have been so bold to make this claim. It would take another two decades for her even to get her foot through the door.

				Clampitt’s sense of a literary calling (“a writer is what I was meant to be,” she admits to Philip) coincided with, or was temporarily eclipsed by, her flirtation with the Anglican Church in her thirty-sixth year. She complemented her commitment to “the hidden power of language” with a religious zeal that led her, for a while, to find harmony and wholeness in spiritual observances, to find a place in a religious community, which she later abandoned in favor of political activism and more public engagement.

				Almost sixty, coming out of obscurity well beyond the age when one might expect her to do so, she sounded a note of gratitude in her reply to the young poet Mary Jo Salter, who had just written her a fan letter: “I’ve yearned secretly for a poet I could write to.” If she was born to be a poet, it certainly took her a long time to discover that fact. Her vocation was always clear, but the right genre was not. Not only did she try her hand at writing fiction when young, but near the end of her life, fascinated by the place of Dorothy Wordsworth in the circle that included her brother William, and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Clampitt wrote and rewrote a play about the English Romantics, which displayed virtually no gift for the conflict and dialogue inherent in drama, in the same way her earlier novels, mostly about life on an Iowa farm, with some excursions back and forth to big cities like New York and Chicago, were thick with philosophical commentary and descriptions of nature but thin on plot and characterization.

				From the start, Clampitt committed herself to her literary vocation as a consumer, that is, as a reader. In her letters and journals, we hear the voice of a custodian of literature, a keeper as well as a sharer of property. Her long life of reading came out of a dedication to learning, and to a solitary, contemplative temperament that looks increasingly old-fashioned in the third millennium. In a 1959 letter to Mary Russel she refers to “solitude, that dangerous luxury—or is it a necessity after all?” Earlier that year, to the same correspondent, she allowed that “I made a real try at not wanting to be a writer…The curious thing about this kind of voluntary relinquishment—or anyhow attempt at relinquishment—is that one emerges with renewed confidence: not in oneself, precisely, so much as in the nature of things.” She was well aware of her “vocation”—which she admits “is a curious thing”—well before she experienced any success in it. But as a reader she was already permanently and deeply engaged. Books called to her, and she responded.

				

				——

				Many of the external circumstances of Clampitt’s life, though hardly her personality or character, changed after fame and accomplishment caught up with her. She loved her laurels but never rested on them. The success of The Kingfisher made her work harder. She said yes to invitations to read, to give classes. She accepted teaching posts at William and Mary, Amherst, and Smith colleges. She continued to travel, by train or bus whenever possible, preferring to see the landscape from inside a Greyhound. (Her European trips, early and late, were managed almost exclusively by ship.) She had a paralyzing fear of flying. No other contemporary poet has expressed so keenly the complementary feelings of separateness and togetherness, selfhood and community, that one gets when traveling by boat or on a bus or train, as she does. (Elizabeth Bishop, in “The Moose,” does the same thing. Clampitt did it many times.) Travel always brought out her congenital, almost giddy eagerness and joie de vivre: at forty-five, visiting Naples, she says she is mistaken for twenty-five and feels fifteen.

				Once eminent, she offered suggestions about the work of friends and strangers alike; she accepted honors and invitations, from virtually everyone, everywhere. Part of her legacy is a series of recordings of her public readings. She sounds slightly high-pitched, little-girlish, even seductive, like Marilyn Monroe if Marilyn Monroe had been an intellectual. To articulate the long sentences in her poems she had to develop stamina and breath control. She learned how to regulate her voice. In performance, as in life, she balanced exuberance with restraint.

				In the flesh, she looked eccentric, but also as inviting and comfortable as a tea cosy. She was a tall woman, with a gap-toothed smile, and she had a way of accenting her body with a scarf, a skirt, a hat, often homemade or found in a thrift shop. For a New York magazine profile in 1984, Patricia Morrisroe met her at a Madison Avenue café. She noted that Amy’s “hair is neatly tucked into a beret, [and she] seems out of place, like Wedgwood china in a high-school cafeteria.” Life in the Village, rather than on the Upper East Side, suited her well. Because she never really felt at home anywhere, she was at home everywhere. Everyone who met her said she made an impression. Janet Halverson said that “nutty as she seemed to be, she was always, like, way ahead of me in everything, too.” Her friend the actor Peter Kybart, who coached her before she did her first open-mic readings, said, “I don’t think I ever saw Amy in bad spirits, never in a bad mood.” She did, we know, suffer from a depressive strain that she inherited from her father, but she had no sympathy—this was part of her stern midwestern upbringing—for people who paraded their inner misfortunes, especially given her deep political attachment to people who suffered genuine economic and social privation, and psychological hardships.

				In her years of eminence, she also knew when to say no. She had second thoughts about guest-editing a volume of David Lehman’s Best American Poetry. She made a fuss in 1992 when William and Mary commissioned her to compose and deliver a poem in honor of the college’s three-hundredth anniversary. Some of the college authorities thought that her “Matoaka”—a long poem about Pocahontas—might offend the sensibilities of Prince Charles, who would be on the same platform, and asked her to read it on a separate occasion. Her icy formal letter in reply shows the same steel in her spine that was evident in an earlier protest letter to Henry Kissinger and in her deeply felt, Quaker-inspired resistance to perceived injustices and social inequalities during her years of political activism. When she acted with indignation, she did so on behalf of a higher or impersonal cause, and never out of vanity or self-righteousness. Her fierce integrity matched her unsentimental generosity.

				The literary culture had changed by the time Clampitt made her appearance in it. It was the era of poetry readings, degrees in creative writing, not to mention open-mic readings in coffee houses and church basements. Being a “poet” conferred a certain modest cachet. In a 1990 letter to her English friend Barbara Blay, Clampitt reports on a trip to the Midwest:

				
					There were several poetry readings, and at one of them half a dozen relatives from my hometown—the last ones I would have expected at a poetry reading—turned up. Another occasion brought out a group from my old college, along with a different crew of relatives. Times have changed, from when admitting to being a writer was an embarrassment. (What do you do? I’m a writer. What do you write? Poetry, said with a slow blush. What kind of Poetry? Oh…well…I don’t really know…And so on.)

				

				She was as surprised as anyone that she had become a success. The story of how she became that success is salutary.

				

				——

				A writer’s life, like anyone’s, is composed of interconnecting parts. Much of any artist’s time is spent alone, working—painting, composing, writing—and this time is hardly the stuff of a derring-do narrative. Twentieth-century poets like Auden, Lowell, Rich, and Allen Ginsberg, who were vivid presences in the public sphere, became well known in part by virtue of their political work and other forms of social engagement. Some writers achieve more than poetic celebrity and become notorious personnages. Earlier than Ginsberg, we can glance back at Lord Byron, the Sitwells, and Dylan Thomas, all famous for theatrical shenanigans and bad behavior. Youth, too, counts for a lot. Lowell and James Merrill entered the public scene early, but more politely than Byron and Ginsberg. Their precocity and their social connections kept them alive in the eyes and minds of literary cognoscenti. But even they had lives of ordinariness: eating, sleeping, shopping, doing the dishes. All artists can make art out of the mundane stuff, the details of the lived life; thus, we have what Frank O’Hara called his “I do this I do that” poems. Although everyone’s life is mostly banal, great poetry transcends its maker’s quotidian habits.

				The poet Stanley Kunitz observed, “It is out of the dailiness of life that one is driven into the deepest recesses of the self.” An artist’s life is supplemented by matters of will, decision, and serendipity. Flamboyant poets make good subjects for a biographer. Poets of dailiness, masters of the ordinary like Bishop, Wallace Stevens, Howard Nemerov, and A. R. Ammons, are in many ways a biographer’s nightmare. These people led quiet lives of outward conventionality: they took walks between home and office, or they made daily examinations of the goings-on in the backyard. But rooted in routine, the inner life always flourishes, often in unpredictable ways. This was certainly true for Amy Clampitt.

				

				——

				An eccentric woman deserves an eccentric biography. In the following pages I shall not tell all the truth, because it is not available, but I shall tell some of the truth, and I’ll have to tell it “slant.” Emily Dickinson’s word would, I think, resonate with Clampitt, a passionate and thoroughgoing reader of her precursor’s poems. In addition to my narrative—a reconstruction of Amy’s life—this book consists of shards accumulated from various sources. The first are the reminiscences and judgments of more than a dozen family, friends, and colleagues assembled in oral interviews. The oldest of these people are now themselves dead; I think of them as my informants, dramatis personae in an ongoing conversation.

				A second trove of information is the diaries and journals that have been carefully transcribed from Clampitt’s spidery handwriting (and later, her much cleaner typing), and that contain everything from ordinary laundry lists of things to be done to religious meditations during the years when she was deeply engaged with High Anglican theology.

				The third is Love, Amy, the volume of letters that Columbia University Press published in 2005. Clampitt shines in them, and in other letters not included in the volume, as a prose writer whose deliberations, reports, and commentaries would be notable as energetic literary artistry even were their author not a distinguished poet herself.

				And the fourth is the evidence of the poems. I have already offered my readers two exemplary ones. Amy knew how to live “poor,” but she also knew, perhaps as compensation, how to write “rich.” At a time when the cultural preference was for a plain or pared-down style (William Carlos Williams, Mark Strand, Robert Creeley, W. S. Merwin, Louise Glück), Clampitt went in the opposite direction. She brought extravagance and flamboyance back into fashion. Flaubert famously said that one must live a bourgeois life in order to become “violent and original” as an artist. Amy’s situation is analogous: even when she had some money, her Quaker frugality and the congenital need to keep things simple would not allow her to live lavishly. Her work is another story, an intoxicated outpouring of language that can send a reader to a dictionary or an encyclopedia. Quoting from her letters, journals, essays, and especially her poems, I am allowing the poet to speak for herself. My biography willingly cedes partial authority to its subject. This book about a woman and her poetry is in large measure a portrait of the woman through her poetry as well as her unpublished writing.

				Clampitt’s self-presentations in poems and prose constitute a quite credible autobiography. A writer who is bookish defines herself by what she has been reading and thinking about. The inner life—the life of the mind—is as urgent, demanding, and constitutive as the lived life. The poet as a reader absorbs the musings of others. She then proceeds, as a writer, to create her own.

				Although it gained in strength, Clampitt’s work did not really “develop” through her five volumes, although her final book, A Silence Opens, suggests several new paths to follow. Her subjects and her various styles remained pretty much the same throughout the fifteen years of her creative maturity. I have used the poems as evidence of her life, but I do not deal with them in chronological order. Each of her five books has its own organization, but none necessarily represents the author’s life at the time of composition or publication. Some of the poems speak about events in her life that took place well before she wrote them. Some were put in later volumes only because earlier ones were in fact already the right length requested by her editors. “Tepoztlán,” for example, from The Kingfisher, is based on memories of a visit to Mexico in 1944, where her parents were working with the American Friends Service Committee. “Losing Track of Language” (in What the Light Was Like, 1985) was written thirty years after the incident that it records. “Manhattan,” a three-part reminiscence of Amy’s early years on the island, might have appeared in Westward, her 1990 book, but was pushed forward into A Silence Opens four years later, in part for reasons of length and also because it fit better in what turned out to be her farewell volume. Other poems have origins in notes and fragments that she had tucked away for decades before bringing them into the light.

				For all the simplicity of her daily arrangements, Amy was voluble and emotional, always an enthusiast. Her energy finally found an outlet in her work. Jack Macrae, her boss at Dutton, told me that Clampitt’s poetry changed once she started learning Greek, but his memory is probably mistaken. She visited Greece in 1965. It was an eye-opening, mind-expanding experience. She began her Greek studies in the 1980s, after she had come into her mature style. It’s more likely, as Mary Jo Salter has observed, that her “love of syllables”—lots of them—predisposed her to the long words and the long sentences that became her stock-in-trade. And in Homeric Greek, Clampitt found ample precedents for her exciting polysyllabic explosions.

				Her poems are not to everyone’s taste. Sitting down with her Collected Poems, according to a friend of mine, is like eating a meal composed entirely of desserts. The poems’ richness owes a lot to their maker’s earliest literary influences. This is the work of a woman who said, in her Paris Review interview, that her greatest debt was to Hopkins: “the delight in all things physical, the wallowing in sheer sound, in the extravagance of the possibilities of language.” In another interview, she said that the first book she bought at the Gotham Book Mart in the fall of 1941 when she was struggling as an unhappy graduate student, was a volume of Hopkins’s poetry.

				Her poems offer a look into the woman who lived them as well as the poet who wrote them. “Iola, Kansas,” for example: a thirty-two-line, single-sentence poem that opens us to the richness of a long bus ride, the kind of trip most sensible people would choose to avoid as tedious, uncomfortable, or even smelly, but which Amy loved. Or “The Woodlot,” a stunning description of her childhood landscape that updates Frost’s “Mending Wall” with a detailed investigation of barbed wire and what it does to the surround. Like Willa Cather, who left Nebraska as soon as she could, Amy was nurtured by her native soil long after she emigrated from it. In spite of her decades in New York, she was an Iowan through and through. Other poems, longer and more complicated (for example, “Westward” and “The Prairie,” ingenious poetic constructions as well as investigations of culture and literature through the lens of landscape), explore their maker’s political and historical concerns and obsessions.

				She venerated European civilization. In the 1980s, some critics and scholars, as well as other poets, took issue with Clampitt’s defense of the great Dead White Males of the Western canon. Some reviewers rebuked her harshly for her indebtedness to the old traditions. This happened during an age of cultural controversy (still going on today) that hollered for the dismantlement of canons, and demanded the expansion of university humanities curricula to include voices that had been formerly left out. There’s an irony in this part of her critical reception. The naysayers either ignored or were unaware of Clampitt’s commitment, as a person and a writer, to many political and social causes, and to the simple fact that she wrote some of the most powerful poems of political reportage, analysis, and protest of the late twentieth century. She was independent in her thought and her behavior; her poems open us to a mind not beholden to any contemporary pieties. She was always put off by being thought a “feminist poet,” although she gladly accepted the feminist label with regard to her political and social stances. Her poems, along with details from the letters and the diaries, and the memories of the people who were part of her life, embody the coherence as well as the complexity of the woman and her work.

				

				——

				This book is divided into three parts. The first, “Iowa,” covers the early years, from 1920 to 1941. The 2007 interviews with her brothers and sisters-in-law open a rich vein of reminiscences of Amy as oddball; as firstborn protector of younger siblings; a reader among readers; a naturalist from a family of people who knew the land; a young woman with a social conscience in a strong Quaker community; a daughter whose mother always worried that her eldest would not have the proper female fulfillment (marriage and children) but who would not direct her in any overt way; a fiercely independent and always enthusiastically playful free spirit.

				Although her father, Roy, barely mentions his firstborn in his written reminiscences, she was the child who most resembled him. In 1971, he was awarded an honorary doctorate by Grinnell College, his alma mater, for his lifetime of good deeds with the American Friends Service Committee and other Quaker organizations. (Amy received her honorary doctorate from Grinnell thirteen years later.) An article in the Des Moines Register recounted his life, which sounds like a prediction of his daughter’s. His parents were Iowa farmers who had migrated to California, where Roy was born in 1888. A year later they returned to New Providence and the farm. He graduated from Grinnell, Phi Beta Kappa, in 1911, with majors in Latin and Greek. He did a master’s degree and tried teaching, but gave it up because “teaching used up too much of my nervous energy, and I went back to my father’s farm.” When his son Larry joined the Navy in World War II rather than become a conscientious objector, Roy observed that “he had many contacts with others at Iowa State, and I’m not surprised he discounted what he had learned at home…I never felt it was my business to tell the children what to do. I let them choose their own way.” Amy inherited her father’s intellect and his energy. In addition, she absorbed a Quaker sense of justice and a courteous respect for people who disagreed with her. She, too, chose her own way, leaving the farm and setting out for the city where, even when she protested against injustice, she never tried to force her views on friends and relatives.

				“Obscurity,” this book’s second part, surveys the longest period of Amy’s life, almost four decades of quiet anonymity that began in 1941. A paucity of details from those years will leave much of her life shrouded in uncertainty. That period began to wind down in 1973, the year of her chapbook Multitudes, Multitudes, poems that barely resemble what was to come from her several years later, but that evince her growing commitment to a poetic vocation. These are also the years without incident, at least without public incident, but they are the necessary cauldron for the explosion that lies ahead. Having met Harold Korn in 1968, taking an active political role and leaving behind her earlier commitment to High Anglican religion and its rituals, Clampitt came into her own as a new if not “young” poet in her late fifties.

				The book’s final part, “Fame,” concerns the years of success and honors, the two decades of rich outpouring, and the public life that was the exact antithesis to everything Amy had previously known, but to which she adjusted rapidly, giddily, and happily. Her emergence was one of her own doing, although she was encouraged and abetted by others. She gained confidence from having taken a couple of writing courses, but regardless of her intellectual and literary temperament, she was always an outsider, never part of an institution or a group. Poets of today almost universally have to earn university credentials. Clampitt did not. (Her contemporary May Swenson had a similarly independent career trajectory.) For her, there was no Master of Fine Arts degree, and only a modest history of “workshopped poems” in the single poetry workshop she took in 1977.

				Doris Myers described her old friend as “a person who walked alone.” But her stepdaughter, Amy’s goddaughter, said that, for a child, being in Amy’s presence was “like eternal spring.” This is an image of happy fecundity, not lonely inwardness. Myers’s husband, Tom, said Amy “was a very private person, but she didn’t have a false self. You were dealing directly with her. One knew that right off the bat.” In the last chapter of her life, Amy was less alone than ever. At the end, she was walking, still herself, but now in the company of admirers. The woman who seemed, according to what her partner said to one of her editors, as if she were “sixty, going on three” had a “true” self that was compounded of high seriousness and flights of ecstasy.

				Clampitt would be happy, I think, to have a famous phrase from John Keats, whom she venerated, applied to the “mysteries, uncertainties and doubts” that confront someone attempting her biography. These uncertainties also give the writer an advantage. My frustration at not knowing all the facts means that I must accept uncertainty and mystery. In life, I met Clampitt a half dozen times during the decade of her renown. As a scholar, I wrote about her poetry. As the editor of a literary quarterly, I corresponded with her, and I published her work. I admired her from afar. Distanced now in time, I admire her even more. Some biographers, working their way into and through the lives of their subjects, come to dislike them. Others lose their identities in the person they’ve spent so many hours with. I became closer to mine, but not as close as I might wish to.

				A biography is always an invasion of privacy. I hope my reconstruction or reimagining of my subject’s life does not constitute a violation of her reticence. A writer who saves all of her papers must want someone to read them. I have done so. And I have made it my job to get as close to the poet’s true self, the flights and the depths, as I can.

				Some kinds of finality are difficult to bear, let alone understand and accept. Writing about Amy’s last few months—the illness, the pain, the late, hastily improvised marriage, the confusions, frustrations, and anxieties—and her far from easy death, was an arduous business. I didn’t want Amy to die. I wanted her to go on, confident, upbeat, and exuberant, to write more poems, and more prose. I was hoping she might have at least another ten years. Her editor Ann Close said Clampitt called her head “the poetry factory,” and that when she was on a roll she could not stop: “The poetry factory is in full gear. It’s just cranking things out.” To some unsympathetic or skeptical readers, this self-appraisal may suggest the limitations of the poet’s energetic expansiveness. “Cranking things out” sounds like an excess of exuberance, an almost hysterical compulsion. But it’s the same kind of manic energy that Sylvia Plath, whom Clampitt admired, demonstrated in the lyrics that make up Ariel, her posthumous masterpiece. And Clampitt’s other heroes—Wordsworth and Keats—also had spurts of intense creativity. Plath, like Keats, was young when she died; Clampitt was not young, but she was still working with the passion of a young poet. I did not want to see the Clampitt factory shut down. I was hungry for more work.

				We can call no biography definitive. Like translations, biographies are of a time, not merely the time of the subject, but that of the author and the audience. They are all provisional. Everyone’s life is lived forward, but it is remembered, reimagined, and reconstructed backwards, and in circles. The recollected life grows piecemeal, as a series of discrete details that, when assembled, may try to reproduce the original although it will never succeed in doing so. Individual pieces seldom slip neatly and exactly together. Nothing stays put. The entirety, as we look back on it, may look more like a mosaic: individual tiles that have been found or created are then placed artfully together to make an original design. And yet something will always be missing.
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			To someone who peers out from the window of a plane descending into Des Moines, the state capital, Iowa in mid-June can look Ireland-green, especially after a late, wet spring. Heavy rain has made the soil sodden. It has delayed the planting season. The landscape is “plotted and pieced,” as Gerard Manley Hopkins would have called it. The predominantly rectilinear fields are neatly geometric, with alternating quilt-like blocks of green and brown, as though Cézanne had painted them. Occasionally, roads break through the boxy squares on a diagonal. And one also sees from above some meandering rivers and streams, refusing to be controlled or contained.

			Like those streams, Amy Clampitt refused to be contained. She would not stay put.

			Her birthplace, New Providence, appears pretty much the same today as it did a little more than a century ago when she was born. The population, approximately 200, has remained steady. Small and medium-sized farms here still rely primarily on family members, many of them with agronomy degrees from Iowa State University in Ames, forty-two miles away, to do the work. Seasonal help is not really needed. New Providence Hardware, Iowa’s oldest hardware store (est. 1863), along with several other modest shops, stands on Main Street. Inside, there’s a wall plaque that bears the slogan of an 1882 temperance campaign: “A schoolhouse on every hilltop, and no saloon in the valley.” The brag still remains a living truth, at least in part. “Neither a tavern nor a saloon has ever existed within the borders of New Providence,” the plaque continues, although the schools have long since been consolidated with others in deep red Hardin County. Among several claims to fame, New Providence boasts the residency of Mildred (Ghrist) Day, who attended a one-room school here, and invented the Rice Krispies Treat in 1939. Nearby is Eldora, the county seat. This was the birthplace of another Iowa poet, Clampitt’s contemporary who was for years much better known, Mona Van Duyn (1921–2004). And here, as in other small rural towns in the county, many houses abut fields and farms, not backyards. This is not suburbia. Everything is green to the very door.

			It was into this community and a family of self-reliant, pacifist, literary and intellectual Quaker farmers that Amy Kathleen Clampitt was born on June 15, 1920, the year that American women—courtesy of the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution—were granted the right to vote. Her life was shaped by the major events of the twentieth century: the Depression, World War II, postwar prosperity, and then the unleashing of political unrest in the wake of the civil rights movement. She belongs to that century. And she also belongs to Iowa. Many things have changed in her native terrain, but much has remained the same in farm country. She would surely recognize the place today.

			When I visited in June 2019, it was unclear whether there would be enough sun and warmth to guarantee a good autumn crop. For farmers, there is nothing to do but wait and see. They have suffered worse. They have inherited or developed patience. They know that human effort can go only so far. After that, one relies on larger forces, perhaps on divine grace.

			New Providence residents, like people everywhere who are of the land, tend to be straightforward, unironic, but verbally adroit when they choose to be. Farmers are conservative in the best sense. They are vigilant, circumspect, frugal, and self-protective. Asked about their reactions to weather, economic changes, governmental policy, tariffs, and taxes, one man repeated what he said was a standard, because true, adage: “Farmers always suffer first, suffer hardest, suffer longest.” A fact of reality.

			There’s a paradox in small-town life: people seem to mind their own business, but there can be no privacy where everyone knows everyone else, and everything about the community. As Willa Cather, wedded to but separated from Nebraska, understood, there’s no hiding on the prairie. And local history always runs deep. Late in her life, Amy referred to this paradox as “the mentality of townships, where there is no getting away from being known about and, ipso facto, classified.”

			In an interview with the novelist Jean Hanff Korelitz, she made her point more harshly. She was labeled from the beginning as someone who did not quite fit into the place she called home: “Everybody who is ambitious is called selfish…that’s the term for somebody who goes off someplace…I was a misfit from the start.” How did this come about? For one thing, when Amy entered school she already knew how to read and write; she became isolated—in her memory—and had no friends. An early grade school teacher thought she was showing off. She skipped a grade. At the same time, she “realized that life at home was fraught with something I didn’t really understand. My parents were both feeling very frustrated about being where they were. And you absorb that. I didn’t have exactly a carefree childhood.”

			Looking back, she allowed that by the time she’d reached adolescence she had also begun to refuse standard roles, a refusal that came to dominate her social life as a career woman in Manhattan in the 1940s and ’50s:

			
				I thought I had to know how to keep house. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to get married, I just didn’t exactly want to get married, so I always managed to be connected with unsuitable people who were already married or something. It was as if I played a sort of trick on myself to keep from settling down. I know other women who have done that, although they will say that they’re very sorry not to have had a child. This is something I never was interested in. I knew very distinctly from the time you first talk to people about what you’re going to do that I didn’t want to have children. I knew that. I just saw that it was such a drag and I knew I wouldn’t be a good mother and that’s one thing that’s always been clear to me all my life.

			

			She sort of wanted to get married; she sort of did not want to get married.

			And with regard to offspring, from all reports about Amy as an adult, as an aunt (“Amy Aunt”—not “Aunt Amy”—as her brother Larry’s children always called her, with an appropriate quirkiness) she was a fairy godmother, a combination of big sister, Dutch uncle, and bohemian host. She was something of a midwestern Mame Dennis. She said that after the bomb fell on Hiroshima she did not want to bring children into the world. But she adored and was adored by children. Her nephew Peter, second son of Larry and Jeanne, recalled that when they got to be twelve, he and his siblings would each be treated to a visit with their “hippie” aunt in Manhattan. For him, a fledgling drummer, the trip included a visit to the Five Spot on St. Mark’s Place to see jazz legend Art Blakey. Amy Aunt knew exactly what would give pleasure, excitement, and a momentary escape from the conventional suburbs of Boston. At forty-five, she thought nothing of climbing to the top of the Statue of Liberty—354 steps, twenty stories—with her nephew. The writer Cynthia Zarin, a friend during Amy’s final years, recalled taking her two-year-old daughter on picnics in the park with Amy, who had made dolls for the toddler: “She was like a fairy.”

			Paradoxes seldom go away. They multiply. In a late poem, “Homeland,” Clampitt, now advanced in age and confident in her poetic craft, looks back, with what begins as nostalgia, to the apple trees—and their crop—that dotted her Iowa farm. The poem is rich in details borrowed in part from John Keats’s “To Autumn” and Robert Frost’s “After Apple-Picking.” And it offers a reminder that in Amy’s midwestern landscape, an orchard of apple trees offered protection against the elements: it was a “windbreak” and a “shelterbreak.”

			Harvest and fall come not only with the fulfillment of nature’s bounty but also—here’s the turn—with the menace we might associate with the ghouls of Halloween:

			
				…out there the old gods

				slithered and swam uncaught,

				and though we knew that no one

				knew when one of them might next

				flatten a crop or set a barn afire,

				or worse, the bagged winds’ black

				archangel, even, had no proper name.

			

			Homelands possess unease, forebodings, and their own “black / archangel.” The apple bin contains the peculiar “long-dormant resonances / of an oncoming winter.” The farmer knows the grim truth: destruction is always possible. The sensitive child can feel the chill of weather, and of an internal climate as well. She remains both in and not quite part of her family, her community, her landscape.

			

			——

			Outcast in one way, in others Amy was known and classified, boxed in like the landscape. Her great-grandfather Thaddeus Clampitt (1835–1912) had come to Iowa, an illegitimate child, from Indiana in 1859. New Providence had been settled earlier in the decade by Quaker farmers from North Carolina who were unwilling to live in a slave state. Latter-day family members told me that their forebears were also smart enough to realize they could not compete with southern slaveholders on large plantations. They had business sense as well as moral principles. Amy’s grandfather Frank (1860–1943) wrote a memoir when he was seventy-two describing with clarity and common sense what life on the farm was like. Her father, Roy (1888–1973), did the same.

			Amy lived, successively, on two family farms, one of which is still in family hands—the first until she was ten, the second until she left home for college at her father’s alma mater, Grinnell. She left again, for Manhattan, following her 1941 graduation, but returned home dutifully and frequently to visit family. She considered herself a New Yorker for the rest of her seventy-four years, although she never felt quite at home anywhere. But it was Iowa, as well as determination, character, and genetics, that made her. And the genetic inheritance from her grandfather and father included strong doses of independent thinking, literacy, and occasional depression, manageable and seemingly modest by today’s standards.

			Frank Clampitt privately published Some Incidents in My Life: A Saga of the “Unknown” Citizen in February 1933. He describes the drudgery of farm work with an acknowledgment of Hamlin Garland’s A Boy’s Life on the Prairie as an inspiring predecessor. By his own admission he was “a nervous, sensitive lad” who at fifteen or sixteen suffered “a period of spiritual depression and gloom,” which, after he mentioned it to his parents, disappeared on its own. Life before psychopharmacology seems inconceivable today. Skeptical readers may laugh at the immediacy of a self-help cure, but there it was, just as John Stuart Mill, earlier in the nineteenth century, had talked himself out of an existential crisis by reading Wordsworth. For Clampitt, “the load was gone!—and a certain lightness, a buoyancy, a radiance filled my being.” “Gone,” yes, but not permanently. That buoyancy did not last forever.

			Frank’s decision to spend time in college—unusual for a farm boy—came from and led back to a bookishness that continued to offer sustenance throughout his life. His youthful reading included the essays of Bacon, Lamb, and especially Emerson, Whittier’s Snowbound, poems by Sir Walter Scott, and Longfellow’s Tales of a Wayside Inn. Moving into a new house, the young man was thrilled with an upstairs library, which contained “a large walnut bookcase and little desk.” Everything seemed sumptuous compared to the previous house: “this room with its magazine tables, its single bookcase, and dictionary stand was to my book-obsessed fancy a veritable literary paradise.”

			Reading inspired writing: “I later practiced composing sonnets as I guided my plow through the long stretches of prairie sod
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