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Dedication

For Kristen, emphatically




Epigraph

Where there is great love there are always miracles.

—Willa Cather
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Prologue

March 3–July 8, 1948

THE YOUNG WOMAN CLUTCHES THE CYLINDER and rushes through New York City as it is swallowed by darkness and lacquered in sleet on Wednesday, March 3. The city is in a state of emergency because a postal employee has found an unmarked envelope with five hand-scribbled pages that say 150 bombs will explode at rush hour. Hundreds of law enforcement officers, fearing Russian attack, slop through Times Square, Pennsylvania Station, the Staten Island Ferry terminal. They stop cars, tear through baggage at Grand Central Terminal, trace rat paths through dank subway tunnels. After the young woman sloshes up the steps of the Beaux-Arts postal service building in Midtown Manhattan and slips through the Corinthian colonnade, FBI agents stop her.

“What have you got there, miss?”

“Powder,” she replies.

In her trembling hands is the address for Bernard and Avis DeVoto, one of the most consequential couples of the twentieth century, whose business with whatever is in the cylinder alarms the agents. They detain Jeanne-Marie Kranich and tear open her parcel, revealing a tin. Kranich pleads that she is only running an errand for her boss. Agents pop open the tin and from it wafts a savory-smelling ochre plume that no one can identify. A daring man touches finger to tongue, taps the substance, and darts it back. He grimaces, shakes his head like a dog, and suffers no ill effect. When rush hour ends without carnage, the letter is deemed a false alarm. Agents escort Kranich to have the parcel rewrapped at a stationery store and addressed to 8 Berkeley Street in Cambridge, Massachusetts, home of the DeVotos.

On March 5, Avis DeVoto fails to find the Vencatachellum Madras curry powder she asked for from her friend, a food writer who, with terrible timing, sent his secretary to the post office. Sometime after the curry was mailed, it was inexplicably removed from the package and replaced with one pound of peanuts, still shelled. An insomniac crime reporter puts the strange tale in the New York Times on May 22. “A Curry Mystery . . . Great Powder Disappearance Involves Seizure by FBI of Lovely Secretary” declares the headline. “There is a chance that J. Edgar Hoover of the Federal Bureau of Investigation has it.”

The Times reporter is the first to postulate that the nation’s foremost law enforcement officer is interested in the DeVotos.

Around the DeVoto breakfast table where eggs, newspapers, and Chesterfield cigarettes are devoured, the article delivers bombs of laughter. As a bonus, it is Avis’s forty-fourth birthday. Having sent her foodie friend, Fletcher Pratt, a sarcastic thank-you for the peanuts, she mails the Times reporter, George Horne, a rollicking bravo. Bernard DeVoto, fifty-one, a writer, historian, and conservationist, tucks the article in his files. His crusading for public lands is dovetailing with his defense of the Bill of Rights, and he is collecting details about increasingly intrusive and opaque government investigations. He fears their potential co-option by land despoilers with intent to target, harass, smear, censor, and persecute.

A shared righteous sense of humor still draws the DeVotos together as it did when he was a misunderstood twenty-five-year-old who found in a radiant eighteen-year-old kindred spirit from Michigan’s Upper Peninsula the “courage, faith, certainty” that quelled his thoughts of suicide. Now, laugh lines and two sons testify to the longevity of their union, one fused by symbiosis—she loves to cook, he loves to eat, he loves to write, she loves to edit, he loves attention, she cherishes her privacy. As the marriage enters its climactic act, Avis remains in awe of her husband’s Promethean mind. “He could surprise me to the day he died,” she will say of Bernard, pronounced “BERN-ard,” whom she dresses down at home as “DeVoto,” “B.,” and “damn genius.” He holds scholarly accolades but she is more emotionally intelligent. An empath, Avis usually better interprets “overtones of a situation.” But where she falters, he develops “intuitions and understandings quite beyond mine.” Their intellects are as simpatico as their souls. They both feel the ramifications of the accusation from Wyoming.

On June 1 in the tiny, windy High Plains town of Douglas, some of the West’s largest cattle ranchers, dressed in suits and Stetsons, discuss how to dispense with Bernard DeVoto. The elite Wyoming Stock Growers Association seethes because in Harper’s Magazine Bernard exposed and thwarted a secret plot by its leaders to force the sell-off of as much as 230 million acres of America’s public lands, including national parks, monuments, forests, and grasslands. The DeVotos uncovered the plot on an epic 1946 cross-country road trip, and in his 1947 blockbuster exposé “The West Against Itself,” Bernard wrote (paraphrasing Woody Guthrie’s fresh folk classic) “this is your land we are talking about.” In retaliation, a Cheyenne newspaper printed the association’s statement saying that Bernard “should have a hammer and sickle over his desk.” Bernard joked that until reading that he had no idea he was a Communist. Hoover, missing the humor, keeps the quote underlined with an arrow pointing to it in the same classified Washington, DC, file where he stashes a synopsis about the curry.

Meanwhile in Cambridge, Bernard studies arcane congressional reports through the spring of 1948 and his blood chills when he sees that the National Park Service faces a new existential crisis. It is the scariest threat to the service’s integrity since Congress created it in 1916 with a mandate to protect land “unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.” Bernard discovers that the Bureau of Reclamation plans to dam an awesome, ancient sandstone chasm carved by the Green River inside Dinosaur National Monument. That wild canyon country, straddling the border of Colorado and his home state of Utah, is under the jurisdiction of the National Park Service. If the Bureau of Reclamation can smash down the legal barrier protecting Dinosaur National Monument, it will expose all national parks and level a path for plunderers of all public lands. Like guillotine blades, more dams will fall on national parks: Grand Canyon in Arizona, Yellowstone in Wyoming, Glacier in Montana, King’s Canyon in California, Mammoth Cave in Kentucky. Ultimately, as many as 75 percent of the acres inside the nation’s parks, monuments, forests, and grasslands could be thrown open to clear-cutting, livestock grazing, mining, real estate development—and closed to the public. Bernard considers this not only as a lover of pristine, open country, but as a social historian extrapolating how environmental devastation and monopolization of natural resource wealth in the West will spark factional war and threaten the union. He receives an alarming June 10 letter from National Park Service director Newton Drury confirming that the parks are “on very thin ice.”

Most responsible is Patrick McCarran, Democratic senator from Nevada, whose paranoia is eclipsed only by his parliamentary genius. McCarran withholds appropriations from the National Park Service—“One can raise merry havoc with these departments by the control of their purse strings,” he has boasted—and showers his favorite bureaus with money and power. One is the Bureau of Reclamation. Another is the Federal Bureau of Investigation. While nurturing Wisconsin Republican senator Joseph McCarthy, McCarran tacitly conscripts the FBI as the vigilante arm of the Wyoming Stock Growers Association.

Bernard works exhaustively to expose the malfeasance. The DeVotos fly to Boulder briefly in mid-June and Bernard gives an impassioned speech about conservation while accepting an honorary degree from the University of Colorado. It is a controversial accolade from his home region that he says “pleases me a damned sight more than the Pulitzer Prize did.” They pause on June 30. The DeVotos cheer their silver wedding anniversary. Summer celebrations are time for Avis’s favorite simple dish, chilled lobster bathed in hot butter paired with her husband’s famous, icy “DeVoto Dry” martini (3.7 parts gin, 1 part dry vermouth, and a twist of lemon only). A quarter-century has accentuated the couple’s Beauty and the Beast element. Avis has a femininely handsome face, luminous smile, high cheekbones, sapphire eyes that beam under arched brows, and wavy, chestnut hair. Her trademark cosmetic flourish is audaciously red lipstick, and her paycheck becomes fashionable dresses of ruby broadcloth and hyacinth blue chiffon that hug her trim waist and voluptuous bosom. Bernard, by contrast, is “far from a beauty,” she tenderly admits. Nose, mashed; eyes, googly; lips, droopy; haircut, like iron shavings on an egg. He wrinkles his gray wool suits by slouching in odd shapes, adding a Quasimodo aura. His sense of humor about it is generally good. His advice to a man mistaken for him: sue.

Bernard has a sonorous baritone voice reminiscent of CBS newscaster Edward R. Murrow. In conversation with Avis he uses it like Gershwin scoring brass with woodwinds. A friend tells Avis that to share conversation with the DeVotos was to experience “such vitality that knowing you only for a few hours was equal to knowing most people for years.” In this marital symphony, close friends detect Avis’s part in Bernard’s successes, like winning the previous year’s Pulitzer Prize for History for his book about the Rocky Mountain fur trade, Across the Wide Missouri.

The DeVotos’ great legacy is saving so many millions of acres of America’s public lands, which in an unforeseen twist is about to make Avis best friends with a fellow aspiring gourmet, Julia Child, whose career Avis vows to launch. But the DeVotos’ legacy will be undone if a dam is built in Dinosaur National Monument. That would set a precedent for the gutting of all national parks, monuments, forests, grasslands, battlefields, and other historical sites that the DeVotos thought they had saved. McCarran’s muscled-up political weapon is accusing his adversaries of disloyalty to the country, which McCarthy is excitedly learning to repeat as the Second Red Scare dawns. The DeVotos will fight back, as always, with facts, humor, the Bill of Rights, and reminders of what unites all Americans—first and foremost the land. But McCarran and McCarthy’s counteroffensive will enlist their ally, FBI director Hoover, who derives his power from collecting and strategically revealing secrets. He is boss of the agent who seized a curry tin addressed to the DeVotos, and another who arrived with questions at their Cambridge home months later.

On Thursday, July 8 at 8:30 a.m. the DeVotos’ phone rings. It is an FBI agent saying he is coming in 30 minutes. He will not say why. Bernard is “half sick to boot, or more than half” from overwork, and Avis is worried. He wearily pulls on dark, baggy slacks and a rumpled sport shirt but neither rakes his gray stubble with his Rolls Razor nor pats his mottled cheeks with lilac vegetal aftershave nor spritzes his squat neck with Bay Rum cologne. At his door, Bernard greets a veteran agent, scrubbed and in a crisp suit and shiny shoes. He leads him past Avis’s kitchen into his office boasting not a Soviet flag but 10,000 books. Expecting a “touchy interview,” the agent flashes his badge and asks about a man who listed Bernard as a reference. Avis, something of an expert in investigations—her job is writing detective novel reviews for the Boston Globe—may have warned her husband the agent would take the opportunity to get information from him to collect information about him. Bernard cheerfully natters to the agent about his fiction publisher, Little, Brown and Company, with whom he is canceling his contract in protest because it publishes author Howard Fast (whom Bernard thinks is a hack and knows is a Communist). Bernard tells the agent little he does not already know, but by keeping the conversation going through midmorning, Bernard learns plenty. When the agent seems to realize he is being mined, he says no to coffee and leaves. There will be alarm in his report to Hoover that Bernard DeVoto has “an almost uncanny ability to realize what might already be in our files.”




Part I

There can be no greater issue than that of conservation in this country.

—Theodore Roosevelt

That was a fine collection of sovereigns, that first Nevada legislature. They levied taxes to the amount of thirty or forty thousand dollars and ordered expenditures to the extent of about a million.

—Mark Twain, Roughing It




1

“Deep as the Roots of the Earth”

BEFORE THE DEVOTOS’ LOVE BLOOMED, ancient trees swayed above carpets of wildflowers in Helen Avis MacVicar’s hometown. Around Houghton, Michigan, on the Keweenaw Peninsula, a finger of land sheathed by the icy waters of Lake Superior, there were sugar maples, white pines, yellow birches, and hemlocks. At their bases among the maidenhair ferns flashed goldenrods, gaggles of black-eyed Susans, and hidden trilliums the color of porcelain.

According to Avis’s family lore, the first member of her clan who traveled to North America from Scotland was a red-coated British Army enrollee who deserted to Canada during the Revolutionary War. Avis’s grandfather ran a hotel in Walkerton, Ontario, near Lake Huron, before he walked out on his eight children. One of them, Walter, her father, immigrated to the United States and opened a dry goods store in Houghton, serving employees of the mining and logging companies busily turning an Eden into a hellscape.

In the 1600s, Jesuit missionaries to the Ojibwe tribe located a 1.5-ton boulder of cherry-colored copper on the banks of the Ontonagon River near Houghton. In the 1850s, as Indigenous societies were shattered, railroads came to haul away copper and iron. The devastation to the virgin forests of the upper Midwest was on par with the simultaneous slaughter of buffalo on the Great Plains and the extermination of the passenger pigeon. Grayling, cold-water fish whose oversize dorsal fins shimmer like oyster shells, were extirpated from Michigan as the earth was literally scorched. In 1871, slash piles left by cut-and-run loggers combusted and the conflagrations torched more than 2.5 million acres of Michigan and Wisconsin, killing as many as 2,400 people (eight times more than the Great Chicago Fire that year). By the turn of the twentieth century the upper Midwest’s expanse of deforested land was half the size of Europe. When Avis was born in 1904, what around her had been revered as hallowed ground was being redubbed as “hollowed ground.”

History swerved when Theodore Roosevelt, an imperialist and an ecological nationalist furious about the destruction of his country’s natural heritage, intervened. By the time Roosevelt became president in 1901, he had ranched cattle in Dakota Territory, led daredevil Spanish-American War charges as an army colonel in Cuba, and authored more than a dozen books. The energetic and eccentric chief executive saw his nation’s survival threatened by the Weyerhaeuser timber syndicate’s progression from razing midwestern forests to amassing Far West landholdings rivaling the size of New England states. To check the syndicates and cattle kings seizing the West, Roosevelt created or enlarged 150 national forests. National forests curbed monopolization of water, the region’s most precious natural resource. An irrigation obsessive, Roosevelt understood from his ranching days that in the dry West, mountain peaks rake precipitation out of thin air in the form of wintertime snow. This makes them equivalent to the gray-bellied clouds that hydrate the humid side of the country east of the Mississippi River. Conserving forests and grasslands is essential to shading, filtering, and regulating melting snow through blazing summers so clean water can consistently bathe downslope ranches, farms, and communities. Nothing but winning at war is more important, Roosevelt said.

“I am against the man who skins the land!” the barrel-chested, teeth-clacking Republican declared. Roosevelt knew that public lands managed scientifically and sustainably were the wellspring of his nation’s permanent wealth. They would provide water, timber, grass, havens for wildlife, and peace of mind for humans. Passionate in equal amount about history and big-game hunting, Roosevelt wanted to cultivate patriotism in future generations by providing escapes from industrial pollution, opportunities to experience lonely, silent landscapes, and sanctuaries for awesome wildlife the likes of which the first Americans saw. He established the first fifty-five national wildlife refuges and used the 1906 Antiquities Act to create the first eighteen national monuments. “The forest reserves should be set apart forever for the use and benefit of our people as a whole and not sacrificed to the shortsighted greed of a few,” Roosevelt told Congress. White Americans’ extermination of Native peoples and theft of their lands for cultivation by ensalved Africans compromised the righteousness of his message. But as the nation evolved, all its citizens faced a challenge as old as life itself: how to source food, water, air, and materials for shelter without polluting or exhausting them. Enshrining public lands conservation as a nation’s priority for the first time in world history marked an American political, philosophical, and moral revolution.

The environmental destruction epitomized in Avis’s hometown inspired Roosevelt to protect the forests of the West, linking Avis to her future husband in the roots of conservation history. Bernard DeVoto sprung screaming into this world in Ogden, Utah, in 1897. When Bernard was a pugnacious, pudgy-lipped boy of ten, Roosevelt established the Wasatch National Forest, encompassing trees growing in striated belts on the mountains hulking over town: shaking aspen and Gambel oaks, spindly lodgepole pines, shaggy spruces, and alpine firs. In special places, there grew audacious fairy slipper orchids, like silver stockings wearing pink crowns.

The 40 acres of the West most sacred to Bernard was his maternal grandparents’ fruit farm at the mouth of the Weber River, pouring from the national forest. His grandfather, Samuel Dye, had been a prosperous mechanic in drizzly Hertfordshire, England. Mormon missionaries converted him in 1852. He followed his faith to London, where he married a dressmaker, Rhoda. They immigrated 8,000 miles to Utah Territory where the church commanded them to farm a patch of remote alkali desert and make it bloom. Raising seven kids, they met that pioneer challenge so skillfully, courageously, and stoically that they earned the largest share of their literary grandson’s familial admiration. Though young Bernard knew little about Roosevelt other than that his own eccentric father despised him, he remembered watching dust gales blow off unprotected Wasatch Range slopes, intuiting that they threatened his grandparents. It was Bernard’s farm chore to rise at 3 a.m. and animate the irrigation works that channeled cold, clean mountain water to the fragrant, flowering trees fulfilling Bible prophecy. Bernard revered the climatographical, gravitational, biotic, and political miracle by which snow above timberline on 12,000-foot peaks—spectral in predawn moonlight—became fuzzy Elberta peaches that with a swipe of small palm from branch to chipmunk cheeks delivered a taste sweeter than heaven. It shaped how he would grow and love.

Helen Avis MacVicar was known to her kin as “Little Helen” and to her friends as “Scotty,” and she disliked both nicknames. Observant from the moment she opened her eyes in 1904 and opinionated from the moment she could talk, this girl from the north country was fascinated by the people of Houghton. She connected to them through her lifelong passion, which she underscored in a teenage essay about her favorite youthful indulgences: “Next in order to sleep in my category of the delights of life, comes food. Food!”

She learned that breads and cakes baked in Houghton had a yellow tint because of good saffron, which was a favorite flavor of Cornish people who worked the mines. (She watched grime-covered miners emerge from the dark shafts of the Calumet and Hecla Mining Company to pucker cigarettes bought from her father’s store.) Her favorite food was also Celtic: pasties, dough baked around meat, potato, and rutabaga, steaming hot and sold from baskets by peddlers at the train station at the terminus of a spur line of the booming Duluth, South Shore and Atlantic Railway. She also learned to make a hunter’s stew called “booyaw,” which was a dual French-Canadian and Native American concoction that was modified by immigrants from Sweden, Denmark, and Finland. Avis made hers with a mix of homegrown turnips, carrots, potatoes, onions, and jerked venison, which her father kept a crock of in the cellar of their house to keep the family in meat through winters made more severe by three sides of Lake Superior. “This is what I grew up on,” she later wrote, still making pasties. “I am immovable about tradition.”

She thought her “Pa” was adorable; quiet except for wry, deadpan observations inspired by rye whiskey. He was a union backer, a workers’ rights man, and a rare Democrat. As for her “Ma,” Avis was enraptured watching her bake brown breads and apple cakes, and turning into jams the handfuls of wild sour cherries and sweet thimbleberries that they picked beyond the smokestacks in the cutover woods on the edge of town. Unfortunately, that was the extent of their bond. Avis’s talkativeness and constant questioning were at odds with her Presbyterian parents’ innate taciturnity. Her estrangement accelerated after her baby sister died of disease. It left her parents’ hearts calcified, in part, she detected, to her.

She escaped into reading. “I have always been addicted to it,” she wrote as a teenager. Her favorite books included Moby Dick by Herman Melville and Parnassus on Wheels by Christopher Morley. She loved Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland so vigorously it “has four times been reduced to tatters in my hands.” The Damnation of Theron Ware by Harold Frederic so shook her that after finishing it in the middle of the night she took a moonlit bike ride on country roads to pedal out her emotions.

She lived rambunctiously in what she called “the Copper Country, where so many delightful things happen.” When a dam burst and flooded the town, she waded out until her galoshes were swamped (earning a spanking from her mother). To prove she was tougher than neighbor kids, she bounded backyard fences and raided peonies (more spankings). She loved watching pairs of lumberjacks in spiked shoes run atop giant white pine logs in the lake, spinning them “until the other fellow fell off his and perhaps drowned.” Her favorite part about sledding was crashing. Sterner discipline threatened when her grandmother caught her with fingers inside colorful celluloid thimbles from the ten-cent store. Believing them stolen, she shut her granddaughter in a closet and ordered her to talk with God. She later asked how it went.

“He says I didn’t take ’em.”

As a teen Avis watched chugging ships carry stylish tourists to Chicago and she longed to follow. For high school she moved across the Upper Peninsula to the smoking pulp mill town of Escanaba where she was less affected by the outbreak of World War I than by her attack of hormones, which made her feel “steamed up.” She blossomed to an average height and weight with a prominent bust, and her face refined to a mix of Tallulah Bankhead’s pursed lips and Marlene Dietrich’s dramatic cheekbones. She had a few boyfriends—“beaux,” she called them. One was popular, athletic, and dull and she tolerated him because he had a car. She was drawn to a bookish young man who was an oddball, an outcast, rumored to be gay—a “pansy” in her Copper Country vernacular. She befriended him for life. She liked iconoclasts, underdogs, outcasts.

College offered a means of escape in the fall of 1922 and she always respected her parents for putting up no protest. At Northwestern University up the coast of Lake Michigan from Chicago, she fell in love with new things like journalism (“To me, a newspaper office is the most exhilarating place in the world”) and junk food (“the jelly doughnut”). No sorority did she pledge because she found their rules too “iron bound.” She lived in a tiny apartment with a roommate she threw slippers at for snoring, and once, for fun, they filled the bathtub with Jell-O. In English class—her favorite, for she had a way of speaking like the first lines of novels—she perched atop her desk, crossed legs sheathed in French nude stockings, book held to her face, eyes flickering over it.

She was a pioneer by fact of being a woman on campus, two years after the Nineteenth Amendment. Northwestern admitted co-ed undergrads in 1869, but it would take four more years before women would be admitted into the medical school. Though the effort she put into school made her tops in her class—“All I know how to do is work like the devil and hope for the best,” she would say—the chauvinism she stared down would be trumpeted in a September 1927 article by an educator in Harper’s. “How can a man teach with a room full of beautiful girls listening to him?” it began. “It could not be possible that such stunning girls would even pretend to take an interest in intellectual matters.” That writer was her English teacher, Bernard DeVoto.

Under the snowy spires of the Wasatch Range on January 11, 1897, Bernard Augustine DeVoto was born a dark-eyed, olive-skinned boy so adorable that family lore has him winning a beauty contest. His mother, Rhoda, named after her mother, became a Jack Mormon after the bishop of Uinta appeared when she was a girl at her farmhouse door and announced she was to be his plural wife. Her father threatened to “shoot the hell out of” him. Rhoda married another scoundrel instead. He was a New Yorker who became county clerk in Rock Springs, Wyoming, and fled with stolen money to Mexico where he was rumored to be killed in a shoot-out. Rhoda remarried and had Bernard, who tenderly loved his scrappy and nurturing mother until she closed her haunted eyes a final time in 1919, a victim of the great influenza pandemic. The blow was softened by Rhoda’s five younger sisters, who always shared in Bernard’s maternal care, and shaped his worldview by modeling dignity, compassion, and community. (Further into that 1927 Harper’s article, he admonished himself for sexism and went on to argue that colleges were wiser to invest in women’s education than in football.)

Rhoda’s second husband, Florian Bernard DeVoto, was born in Cairo, Illinois, the son of an army officer from Italy seeking political asylum. He earned five degrees at Notre Dame University, excelling at math, painting, and tuba playing. He kept a flapping mustache umbrellaed by a Roman nose. In the 1870s he moved to Salt Lake City to build a Catholic school, a beachhead in Mormondom. He lost his inherited fortune speculating on mines and became a land title abstractor for the Union Pacific Railroad in secularized Ogden. Officials throughout the West were in awe of Florian’s ability to determine legal land ownership—a byzantine puzzle on a rugged frontier rife with fraud, with titles tracing back to grants from Spain, England, France, Mexico, and Russia; plus, after American purchases and wars of conquest, involving federal, state, territorial, county, and municipal governments, as well as Native American nations, railroads, timber and cattle companies, and individual homesteaders. Bernard learned public lands law by apprenticing for his father, one of the few people he ever called “genius.”

That “genius” was also a bitter misanthrope who was despotic toward his only child. Bernard was not yet three, still a cherub in Victorian-era dresses, when he made a quantum leap from reciting doggerel from his mother about mittens and kittens to reading Homer. Florian drilled Greek, Latin, and Italian epics into him by the time he turned ten. Insisting Bernard’s stunning mind be molded by Jesuits, Florian sent him to a girls’ Catholic school (until nuns expelled him for leering at his classmates). Bernard would remember that Florian “bellowed at me through most of my childhood.” Florian accused his son of “continual stubbornness.” A neighbor remembered Florian forbade Bernard from venturing out from their house, where he might find playmates, or discover yeasty-smelling 25th Street leading from the train depot and teeming with drunks, beggars, and prostitutes. When Bernard did bust out, he acted awkward, angry, and got into fistfights. Attempting baseball, Bernard got his nose shattered by a bat so badly that multiple reconstructive surgeries left it without a point and with two porcine nostrils. He was taunted with the nickname “Barnyard Revolto” and was, the sister of a classmate remembered, “the ugliest, most disagreeable boy you ever saw.”

As the boy whose initials spell “BAD” matured, Bernard developed a rebel charm and renegade humor that made girls take chances on him. He was searching for a dream girl, not a date but a partner, a Penelope to accompany his odysseys. He would think he found her in a shallow blonde daughter of the richest businessman in Ogden, whose turreted mansion he envied. She dropped him with the words “The Lord says that I must not let a Gentile kiss me any more.”

He sought solace and focus by escaping into the Wasatch National Forest. By his early teens he was sleeping alone atop Mount Ogden, approximating the experience of frontiersmen. He brought books of philosophy, poetry, religion, and American literature and history. They planted the seeds of his life’s focus—“to explain America.” Under swishing trees, crackling stars, and great gray owls, his independent spirit grew and he called himself “a maverick who may not run with the herd, unbranded.” He freed himself from the maddening residues of both his inherited religions by rejecting all dogmas—“absolutes mean absolutism.” He committed to thinking freely and living skeptically. He brought along his .32 automatic pistol and made himself an expert marksman (he said he dropped robins from the skies and ate them). He taught himself to do the same thing with bullets as with arguments: hit the bull’s-eye. He comprehended his promise. “My mind is as good as there is.”

Heroically, Bernard resolved to “pour that arresting, God-awful emulsion that is I” into writing the Great American Novel. In 1914 he enrolled at the University of Utah to study English, but his tenure was cut short by protest. Labor wars were rocking the state, Industrial Workers of the World songwriter Joe Hill would die by firing squad in Salt Lake City the following November. Mormon bishops demanded the university ban the Intercollegiate Socialist Society. Bernard enraged them by organizing the society himself, and then enraged its members by criticizing Karl Marx. No one would tell Bernard what to read or what to think. When the university bowed to pressure and fired his favorite English teacher, he dropped out in solidarity. “These people are not my people,” he growled, “their God is not mine.”

With a paternal aunt’s financial help, he moved to Cambridge in 1915 and enrolled at Harvard University. Inside its red-brick Federal-style buildings among minds as fast as his, he felt like a freed antelope on open prairie. In 1917, when World War I worsened, he listened to Woodrow Wilson speechify about making the world safe for democracy and enlisted in the army. He proudly contemplated dying overseas; it roused him to begin his novel celebrating America. In uniform—puttees squeezing calves, epaulets weighing down shoulders—his whole 5 feet, 9 inches had to stand straight as a ponderosa pine to keep on his peaked cap with the golden eagle. But because he was such a good shot, the army sent Bernard to Camp Perry in Ohio to teach sharpshooting to draftees. He felt ashamed at this stroke of fortune—whoever heard of a soldier too good with guns for war? It left him wanting to serve his country some other way, to prove that he wasn’t “a shavetail.”

In 1920 the Jazz Age dawned, and the glitterati, the most dashing novelists of the era—Fitzgerald, Hemmingway, Dos Passos—migrated to Europe. Bernard returned to Harvard after eight months of military service, graduated seventh in his class with a degree in philosophy, and backslid to Ogden to bury his mother. Living in a pandemic-hollowed home with Florian, he fought with his novel and worked a string of jobs that went nowhere: Idaho sheep ranch hand, Ogden newspaper reporter, Union Pacific baggage handler. Trapped and hopeless, he fell into a deadly depression, “the thought of suicide not out of my mind, waking or sleeping, for a moment.” Florian compounded his torture by telling him to improve at “suppression of your feelings.”

His lifeline came in 1922 in an offer to teach at Northwestern. He came so close to killing himself on the train ride that on arriving on the elm-shaded streets of Evanston he saw a psychiatrist, despite the social stigma. It started his lifelong fascination with the subject. (He would develop theories about the relationship between mental turmoil and creativity that boiled down to his aphorism “Art is man determined to die sane.”) Like many a great performer, Bernard taught so theatrically no one could guess his inner pain. “His classes were ever as galvanistic as the Evanston power plant,” charged a campus paper. Outside the classroom, Bernard gave his time prodigiously to struggling students. In class he strutted, challenged, teased, engaged; perhaps—a little—showing off for an attentive brunette in the front row. When Bernard spouted about the novels he intended to pen, his enthusiasm jumped off him like sparks. “He was supposed to be teaching us about writing, not about America,” a student remembered. “We all learned to love America more.”

Avis and Bernard grew close in the fall of 1922. “I must have been in love with her from the first,” Bernard would remember. The big complication was: he was her teacher and she was his student. A trove of graded papers from his freshman English class are surviving records of their courtship. He assigned weekly essays and his detailed, meticulous handwritten critiques often went longer than the pieces themselves. (When he was disappointed he was sardonic. “All this is probably my teaching,” began his explanation of an essay he awarded a D minus.) Only Avis stepped up and challenged his critiques, addressing his concerns point by point and resubmitting them for his review.

“You write with ease and . . . welcome humor,” he pencils. “Let me have more of it. Unless I tell you particularly to write on the assigned subject, you may henceforth choose your own.”

“Thank you,” she replies in red ink.

In essays about her childhood, Avis describes the vines that grew on Houghton’s elm trees, the color of sunlight on her hardwood floor, the taste of russet apples, the sound of frogs, and the feel of summertime moonlight swims in Lake Superior.

“The first straight A I have given goes on this,” Bernard writes. He ventures a question—is she also an aspiring novelist? He is realizing she can write better prose than he and has, he will jot in a personal letter, “the subtlest mind I have ever known.”

Despite his private stirrings, he keeps the relationship strictly proper. He cuts her no slack. When she does not rise to her talent, he tells her “Too trite for you.” He coaches her through a description of her home garden until it is so florid he can smell it. “Larkspur and California poppies, Sweet William and heliotrope” . . . “Good,” he pencils . . . “pansies and the wild, unkempt clumps of my favorite marigolds” . . . again, “Good” . . . “Down there were chrysanthemums, white and yellow, the purple of asters, and marsh marigolds, more red-gold than in August.”

“This is exquisite prose,” he tells her. “Distinguished writing.”

“I am eternally grateful,” she replies. “I begin to believe.”

A hint that she is interested comes when she writes of loving Christopher Morley’s books and Bernard comments “rather full of sweetness and light, aren’t they?”

“Do you speak from experience?” she asks.

In the same essay, she mentions The Damnation of Theron Ware and he pencils, “I’ve always wanted to read this.” She does not miss a flirtatious beat.

“I’m surprised you haven’t.”

The joust opens him up enough to confess: “I am interested in the books you read.”

Her next essay is over the top. Titled “DEVOTEES,” it is a mock review of an imagined Bernard DeVoto memoir about being chased by a harem of incompatible women, and she infers herself in the role of heroine.

“Decidedly, we must have more of this young man,” she gushes. “His is an amazing gift which should not be allowed to suffer from lack of appreciation.”

“I must conclude that the paragraphs are adequate,” he deadpans.

“Please ascribe the mechanical errors to the exigences of the moment,” goes her red reply.

They began taking walks together alone, despite his consciousness of the teacher/student taboo. He fell for her. He could rationalize that, despite their seven-year age gap, they were technically both freshmen at Northwestern. They were compatible in humor, love of literature, curiosity about the world, and complex feelings about their hometowns. They had something else, that magic, romantic phenomenon called chemistry. Bernard realized she had changed his internal makeup because he stopped thinking about suicide. “It was because I was in love with her that I was able to pull through,” he said.

His hesitation about marriage—the thing that would redeem the taboo—was that on a salary of $1,800 he could not care for her well enough. He could not buy her a diamond; he could barely afford his drafty, half-furnished bachelor pad and canned food. She had to wonder whether submitting to marriage was worth leaving college. But a marriage to him promised to brim with the things she wanted in life—writing, ideas, adventure, family, cooking, love, and support. “I never really talked to anyone except Benny,” Avis would remember. “He was always there when I needed him and I worshipped his mind.” He, in turn, proclaimed he wanted her as his true partner in life. “Whatever the future may be, if we are apart it will be empty,” he wrote. “If we are together it will be depth-full of significance, of meanings as deep as the roots of the earth.”

Spontaneously, she said yes on the first warm day of 1923, April 10, as they stood on a dock jutting into Lake Michigan watching the sunset. In the afterglow, three weeks later, she received a C minus for a subpar essay on Jonathan Swift. The worst grade she ever received underscored that not even for love would her freethinking fiancé budge from his code of honesty. Which made it all the more poignant when on June 30 in a quiet ceremony in Evanston he swore he would be hers until death did them part.
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The Sagebrush Caesar

DEATH CAME FOR THEM sooner than they imagined because of land destruction accelerating in Utah. The event happened when Bernard took Avis west for the first time to meet her father-in-law, Florian.

It was high summer 1925 when they stepped off a smoking Union Pacific train into the Spanish colonial–style depot in downtown Ogden. The alkali air straightened Avis’s curls and chapped her skin as she raised her eyes to the Wasatch Range, a sight nothing in her midwestern upbringing prepared her for.

Florian’s home—half of a shabby duplex—was no place of refuge. His inclination to hate everyone yet give all his earnings to charity left him so destitute that Bernard began giving him money. Florian proudly addressed the couple as “Dear Children,” and he corresponded with Avis about Bernard’s “moods” and counseled that she needed courage to deal with them. He confided that he knew the source of all Bernard’s accomplishments would be “your belief in him.”

Bernard remained a hometown pariah, so he fled with Avis into the paradise of his youth, the mountain wilderness. When they arrived at their rented cabin in an alpine valley, Bernard was horrified. The trees and grass were almost gone and the babbling creek was the color of bile.

Utah was late in the stages of having its vegetative skin grafted off. To boost lumber, beef, and wool production in World War I, logging and grazing regulations were lifted in national forests but then never reinstated in peacetime. In the Roaring Twenties the federal government combined laissez-faire management with the spoils system during the Republican administration of Warren G. Harding. His interior secretary, Albert Fall, of Las Cruces, New Mexico, took bribes in exchange for dispensing oil-drilling leases on public lands. Governmental neglect and corruption denuded the land, and the number of animals the West could sustain plummeted. In 1900, Utah was able to support 3.8 million domestic sheep. By 1940 that number dropped to 2.3 million. As the savannas were turned to desert, the state’s human population mushroomed, and desperate family ranchers in search of grass sprigs drove livestock high into the mountains just after snowmelt, so early that animals’ teeth plucked grass shoots and their roots out of the moist soil. Come summer, it baked to hardtack. Bernard would write about parallels with the decline of the Spanish Empire, and the Middle East where an environmental warning was written in the Bible. “If Noah’s flood occurred in Mesopotamia, as some have believed, overgrazing and overcutting were responsible for it.”

Late one afternoon, on a day Bernard spent writing and Avis spent canning peaches and hunting rattlesnakes with a .22, humid air blew inland from the Gulf of Mexico, gained hurricane strength, and smashed into the Wasatch Range. Rain burst out at 8 inches per hour, six times the heaviest rate ever recorded in the rainforests of Olympic National Park. Such cloudbursts were normal. Abnormal was the lack of vegetation to soak it up.

The same thing had happened when another pair of newlyweds ventured into the Wasatch two years earlier. The husband and wife, expecting their first child, made camp in a high mountain valley in a meadow with young quaking aspen trees. Across the dappled way four Boy Scouts from Salt Lake City also pitched tents. After the cloudburst, a pair of teamsters who had passed the meadow on their way to an uphill mine heard rumbling and scrambled for their lives. A 30-foot wall of boulders and quicksand crashed down the valley, smashed their wagons, and killed their horses. When the flash flood exploded out of the canyon’s mouth at the bottom of the mountain, it carried boulders weighing hundreds of tons. It spread wreckage over a square mile. On one edge of the disaster a young woman sprinted to her home only to have the flood cut it in two and bury her (terrified but rescuable). On another edge, a screaming family took refuge on the second floor of their home and watched mud and gravel rise to the level of their window. A policeman charged into floodwater to reach his daughter and suffered a fatal heart attack. Everywhere in the flood’s path houses and barns were obliterated, telephone and power lines toppled. The main north–south highway and railroad tracks beside it were buried under 20 feet of detritus. Two farther sets of tracks were washed away. Farms, similar to Bernard’s grandfather’s, were ruined.

The bodies of the four Boy Scouts were recovered in the debris. The pair of newlyweds were found later, snagged in the mountains. The woman’s head and legs were discovered separately. Her fetus was found ripped from her body.

Like the teamsters had, the DeVotos rushed to higher ground when the flash flood came at them. The cold lava almost tore down their cabin and washed out the wooden bridge linking them to town. Floods like these were not unique to Utah’s Wasatch Range. Similar ones through the 1920s devastated Silver City, New Mexico, Pueblo, Colorado, Escalante, Utah, and other western towns, all because of conservation failures. The sparking flood lit a fire in Bernard DeVoto’s soul that would grow until it put heat to every word he wrote. Bernard never got over his anger and horror. Just when he had found the love of his life, the fight of his life found him.

The sky over New York City darkened in the late morning of May 11, 1934, when Bernard was with an editor, pitching articles about the West. The bright blue was swallowed by a sickly, acrid plume so dark that the city turned on streetlights. The editor asked what it was.

“It is for God’s sake Kansas,” Bernard snapped. “And maybe it will annoy you enough so that you’ll let me write that piece about it.”

It was the Dust Bowl. Like a plague out of Exodus, the worst erosion event in modern history proved that a western emergency was a national one. Enough soil to bury all 130 million Americans under 3 tons had billowed off the Great Plains, flown 15,000 feet into the air, and spread 1,800 miles north to south. It blanketed the Eastern Seaboard, dirtied ships in the Atlantic, even silted Europe. As the “Black Blizzard” hit Washington, DC, Oklahoma senator Thomas Gore called it “the most tragic, the most impressive lobbyist that [had] ever come to this Capitol.” Over the next five years, hundreds of such storms raked the West and left 2.5 million coughing refugees bereft, their family farms destroyed.

The Senate was debating an emergency conservation act to curb the erosion—until Patrick McCarran interjected. McCarran, freshman from Nevada, an expensive suit squeezing his rotund 5-foot, 7-inch, 235-pound body, his cowlick of silver hair shining above eyebrows V-shaped as a water wake, rose to say he would oppose it “so long as I have vitality sufficient to resist.”

Pat McCarran and Bernard DeVoto had much in common. Both were the only children of overbearing Catholic fathers, both educated themselves with books in western mountains, both married outspoken women. Both had intense ambitions that drove them to the Northeast, where they earned reputations for being outsiders. Both considered themselves populists. They even hailed from the same extreme western subregion, the Great Basin, 200,000 square miles from the tips of the Sierra Nevada to the tops of the Wasatch Range, across California, Nevada, Utah, Oregon, Idaho, and Wyoming. The Great Basin encompasses the world’s oldest living organism (bristlecone pine), biggest trout (Lahontan cutthroat), and the largest salt lake in the Western Hemisphere. From the Great Basin rises the highest peak in the contiguous United States, Mount Whitney, 14,505 feet above sea level. It looks down on the lowest point in North America, Death Valley, 282 feet below sea level. Pat McCarran and Bernard DeVoto epitomized the same extremes.

McCarran was the son of an Irish immigrant, Patrick McCarran Sr., who became a private in the Second Cavalry Regiment and was sent to Nevada in 1862 to quell the Paiute War near Pyramid Lake. Patrick Sr. deserted, started a sheep ranch east of Reno along the Truckee River, and threatened to shoot all trespassers. His Irish bride gave birth to their only child in 1876. The elder Patrick’s attempt to pass along the family business ended when McCarran allowed his merinos to wander onto the Union Pacific tracks and a speeding locomotive exploded them. Sued repeatedly for failure to pay his ranch hands, and barred by absentee landlords from grazing the state’s most fertile valleys, Patrick Sr. was forced to sell away his ranch piecemeal.

In public school, McCarran was laughed at for his overalls. He never graduated from college but passed Nevada’s oral bar exam in 1905. Nevada was nicknamed “the Rotten Borough” for its extravagant corruption. It was effectively run by owners of the billion-dollar Comstock Mine, most of whom lived in San Francisco. In the 1880s Nevada’s state legislators pulled off one of the most brazen public land heists in western history, seizing for themselves more than 2 million irrigable acres in what is the union’s driest state. By 1900 fewer than one hundred wealthy individuals owned 75 percent of the state’s remaining private land. The land and water monopolization so squeezed ranchers like Patrick Sr. that by the 1930s, 70 percent of agricultural producers had been forced to take predatory loans from the state’s biggest bank. With his father’s rage, McCarran hated the bankers who grew more powerful with every foreclosure. “The gang on the corner,” he spat, referring to their second-floor office in the ornamented, Classical Revival–style Reno National Bank at the intersection of First and Virginia Streets. To fight back, McCarran ran for Senate in 1916 and 1926 as a pro-union Democrat. The gang on the corner made sure he lost.

Norman Biltz ran the gang and was McCarran’s enemy. Biltz, a Republican, was nicknamed “the Duke of Nevada” and “Mr. Big” as he seized power of the state’s political machine. Born in Connecticut, Biltz moved west to build a real estate empire. He dreamed of making Nevada a millionaire’s haven, and he kept a list of the two hundred richest Americans, eighty of whom he boasted he sold property to. Biltz would almost single-handedly stop an attempt to make a Lake Tahoe National Park by developing 27 miles of its shoreline for a $500,000 investment (less than $10 million in 2021 dollars). Working for the bank, Biltz repackaged and resold 90 percent of Nevada’s foreclosed-on ranches, often as tax shelters for nonresidents. He would sell a giant ranch near Elko to crooner Bing Crosby, who loved it so much he bought six more. Biltz embodied everything McCarran purported to despise.

When the Great Depression struck, Biltz’s bank went under and McCarran saw his chance to climb above. McCarran won his senate seat by declaring himself a steadfast ally of Franklin Roosevelt, who won the presidency in 1932 by a landslide. In Washington, DC, on inauguration day, as Roosevelt’s words about fearing nothing but fear itself hung in the air, McCarran, fifty-six, stepped into an elevator and his life’s trajectory changed. He came nose to nose with Biltz. Before the elevator doors opened, McCarran couldn’t resist a gloat.

“I fooled you and the rest of your gang on the corner, didn’t I?”

“You certainly did, Senator,” Biltz said, lifting his broad lips into an amiable smile.

It was the beginning of a lifelong friendship.

Biltz gauzed McCarran in comforts and flattery—three-piece suits, meals, hotel rooms; mortgage forgiveness, gasoline for his Cadillac coupe; introductions to Tahoe aristocrats who proffered luxury cruises and campaign cash. As he grew jowly and demagogic, McCarran was such an openly corrupt politician he would purr to Biltz, “I wonder if you know that the greatest happiness I could have would be to do something for you.”

McCarran turned against Roosevelt so violently it baffled him. “I don’t know why Senator McCarran and I don’t get along, but we don’t,” the president said. For the first part of McCarran’s career he was relatively unknown outside Nevada, which at the time had the smallest population of any state, and the obscurity helped him. Eventually he would be called “the Sagebrush Caesar” and “the Democrat as Autocrat.” No senator more quickly amassed power—or abused it. For a decade he ran the Senate’s Western Bloc and installed himself on key appropriations committees. In the 1930s, McCarran boasted that he made the federal government spend $1,150 on each Nevadan. In the 1940s Nevada had the nation’s biggest discrepancy between federal taxes paid and expenditures received: $41 million out, $175 million in, including for McCarran Airport in Las Vegas. McCarran’s largesse flowed disproportionately to his friends, like water projects for properties owned by Biltz (“Greatest senator Nevada could possibly have,” Biltz complimented). McCarran was called a “political hog” who ran a “patronage pigsty.” “McCarran is a son of a bitch from practically every point of view,” Roosevelt’s interior secretary, Harold Ickes, said. President Harry Truman would observe “he is always for something when he can get his hand in the money barrel.”

The conservation measure McCarran opposed in that Dust Bowl summer of 1934 was the Taylor Grazing Act. Its intent was to stop erosion on the final 170 million contiguous acres of the public domain, the former homelands of Indigenous nations, including the Sioux, Cheyenne, Arikara, Crow, Cree, Pawnee, and Blackfeet, to name but a few, that had become, by way of Thomas Jefferson’s Northwest Ordinance of 1787, the responsibility of the US federal government. Minor reforms to homestead laws in the early twentieth century followed by a World War I wheat bubble caused mass plowing on the dry Great Plains. Displaced herdsmen, seeking the last of the deep-rooted native grasses, waged bloody range wars on public land where no farmer had dared stake claim: the driest and most remote prairies, deserts, and canyonlands, of which Nevada has more than any other state. The Taylor Act—which passed despite McCarran’s opposition—effectively stopped dryland homesteading and range wars. It organized the public domain into districts that were managed by a new federal conservation agency, the Grazing Service. Its employees, trained in the emerging field of scientific range management, cooperated with district advisory boards made up of elected area ranchers.

Like water against stone, amendment by amendment, McCarran eroded the Grazing Service. It was the dawn of the corporate ranch, and of the cattle and real estate company. McCarran set electoral eligibility standards favoring the biggest ranchers; he empowered boards to set their own grazing lease fees at far below fair market rates; he added regulatory loopholes for ranches controlled by banks; and he agitated for board members to buy their districts outright. His efforts were a boon for plunderers like Norman “the Duke of Nevada” Biltz with profit motive to mine grass, sell hobby ranches, and pamper politicians. McCarran was building his own Tammany Hall in the sage.

As McCarran grew more powerful as the decade progressed, Roosevelt responded by pushing for reforms to the boards, specifically that they represent small ranchers. This was a declaration of war to McCarran. He announced he would lead a “real investigation” that would go into “even the smallest detail” on “every public lands question.” It was the first post-Taylor investigation of public lands. More important for the culture, it set a playbook for all McCarran investigations—and for those he would inspire.

McCarran held his line and, in a duplicitous attempt to appear interested in public opinion, curated a series of meetings throughout the rural West for citizens to air their grievances. His assistant, George Storck, screened and organized them according to McCarran’s caste hierarchy: large ranchers over small ranchers (except if the former was Native American), and all ranchers over everyone else—farmers, hunters, municipal water users, hikers. Storck’s correspondence shows the unequal treatment that went into the preproduction of the McCarran Hearings. Storck allowed the West’s largest livestock associations to dictate topics and schedule the order of speakers. Consequently, small ranchers and other concerned citizens saw McCarran brush aside their issues: flash floods, as the DeVotos experienced; the Dust Bowl, as all Americans experienced; lack of public access, as outdoor recreators experienced; and range monopolization by local oligarchs and absentee owners, which small ranchers acutely experienced.

Still, they cried their appeals to McCarran. Mary Whitehall of Deming, New Mexico, wrote McCarran that boards were “trafficking in public lands” and that the situation was “a vital matter to the numerous cattlemen who have a small ranch.” A. Phillip Foremaster of St. George, Utah, wrote that he was terrified about “the sale of land to individuals,” which would drive him off range his family had ranched since the 1880s. “It almost makes one wonder whether the ones who become leeches aren’t the best off after all.” Mrs. Charles Ellis, of Carbon County, Wyoming, wrote that she was being menaced to stay away from the hearings by the Wyoming Stock Growers Association. “It is almost an impossibility for small outfits to stay in business.” Theirs were the “smallest details” that McCarran shrugged off as he amplified voices he wanted to hear, silenced those he did not, and reveled in his power becoming absolute.

Future president Lyndon Johnson, who would be terrified by McCarran but would also study how he wielded power, remembered diplomatically that “Pat McCarran was an earth-shaking force. He lived in the midst of great controversy. And he himself was one of the controversial figures around which the storm raged.” What else could be said about a senator from a desert state who stood in the Dust Bowl and took its side?
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“The Blueprint Plans of Creation”

BERNARD EMERGED FROM THE DEVOTOS’ NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCE in the Wasatch Range still cocksure that he would leave his stamp on America by writing great novels. In Evanston, the DeVotos became a literary cottage industry. Every word Bernard wrote, Avis edited. Bernard kept his teaching job as he toiled away on novels. He also became the assigning book review editor of the Evanston News-Index and made Avis his go-to hire. In late 1925, they swapped roles. For extra money, Bernard submitted short stories to popular magazines, which he called “the big slicks.” When he received his first acceptance letter, from the Saturday Evening Post, the biggest and best-paying magazine in the country (and a check equal to a third of his teaching salary), he remarked, “We have arrived.”

They moved into a less humble apartment on Orrington Avenue. Instead of quitting teaching, Bernard took on more: three classes per day, four days a week at Northwestern; night classes twice a week at the Illinois School of Commerce. Avis tutored children of immigrants. She was a metabolic furnace of activity, writing, editing, reading, cooking, decorating. Her correspondence with Florian so melted his curmudgeonly heart that he never left home without her letters in his pockets. When there was money to spare, the DeVotos threw parties, which became local legends. Alone, Avis peeled off all her clothes and sashayed seductively past Bernard on her way to the roof to sunbathe. When he could break from writing, he tore his clothes off to join her.

In January 1927 Bernard wrote in a Harper’s essay that the trend of business executives running colleges to prioritize athletics over academia was turning higher education into a “con-game.” The reaction was ferocious. A Northwestern football fan took to a campus paper to argue a counterfactual: Bernard’s face looked like it had been run over with a wagon wheel. In what felt like an attempt to push him out, the president summoned Bernard to answer a rumor that he served liquor to students (Avis said that they were too poor to waste good alcohol on amateurs). The episode encapsulated much of what attracted Avis to Bernard: stating the unpopular, demanding institutional integrity, drama, controversy, intrigue. “He has strong likes and dislikes, and a splendid absence of tact,” she would say approvingly. Though it broke the hearts of his students, Bernard quit in the summer. He and Avis moved to Massachusetts, where she would live for the next seven decades.

Bernard could afford to write full-time because he had a patron saint: H. L. Mencken, the corpulent, cigar-chomping Oscar Wilde of Baltimore whose rakish prose Bernard could ventriloquize. Mencken was thrilled to publish Bernard in his magazine, the American Mercury. Mencken also bestowed on Bernard a nom de plume, John August. Bernard began a two-track literary career. To express himself and rise in stature, Bernard DeVoto wrote novels, essays, and criticism. To make good money, John August wrote “tripe” stories for the big slicks. Mencken offered to cover if anyone suspected. “I’ll have my staff perjurer make all the necessary affidavits. He is a clergyman and hence talented.” A wise-eyed young writer, Wallace Stegner, first saw the name Bernard DeVoto in a Mercury issue hurled in anger out of an office door at the University of Utah. When Bernard-as-Mencken wrote essays on Mormons (accusing them of “smugness” and “self-righteousness”), police at the Ogden jail burned copies lest they “injure the delicate mentality of the prisoners.”

The DeVotos made a similarly brash impression when they settled at 64 Oxford Street in Cambridge. When Avis, in cocktail dress, made her formal debuts, she revealed herself a cuss artist. She painted with the pastels of “bastard,” “goddamn,” “sonofabitch,” “hell,” and “ass.” She remembered it was a habit she “picked up from DeVoto, who is reasonably profane.” To intellectual leftists, Bernard raised his arms and blew his nose so they could see Saturday Evening Post checks peeking from his coat pocket. He bought a camera, and his favorite subject—aside from western scenery—was Avis, who posed for artistic nudes which, to the DeVotos’ amusement, were swiped by a moonstruck young woman at a party. The DeVotos mellowed hard feelings about their eye-opening modernity by running liquor. They made a connection at a Vermont farm that touched the Canadian border, and imperial pints traveled a shadowy forested path from a topcoat’s pockets to their used Ford’s chassis. “My own first notion of DeVoto, as I watched him in our driveway unloading bottles from the trunk of his car,” remembered historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr., “was that he must be the family bootlegger.”

Yet Bernard’s attempts at literature underwhelmed, and it tore him up. After a rejected first novel, he wrote four more in succession. They sold poorly and earned mixed reviews. His printed debut, The Crooked Mile, pillorying a fictionalized, post-frontier Ogden, was panned as cynical and “adolescent.” His follow-up, The Chariot of Fire, about the Mormon exodus, was called “overlong.” Bernard’s third printed novel, The House of Sun-Goes-Down, about a defeated Confederate soldier who drifts west, was ripped for its “self-conscious manner” and “verbal virtuosity.” Bernard tried shifting regions by setting his next novel, We Accept with Pleasure, in Boston during the Sacco and Vanzetti trial. It was called a contender for “disappointment of the year.” Though Avis judged he was improving, one of Bernard’s revered Harvard English teachers spoke his greatest fear: that he might not have a great novel in him.

The West and Bernard DeVoto’s concern for its land pointed a way through. He would later admit that starting out he was a “young ass of intense ambition and an even intenser inferiority complex.” In tone, his novels were flat, out of tune because of envy. His cultural criticism was sharp, shrilled by ego. But in one genre, his sound was honest, pitch-perfect, original, and true: western nonfiction.

The May 1927 American Mercury ran a deeply researched essay about the Oregon Trail under Bernard’s byline and written not in Mencken’s voice, but in his own. When Bernard hit that note, it resonated. “You have put into words a belief I have long held close in my mind,” wrote a woman from Chinook, Montana. Wallace Stegner would observe that the essay forecast Bernard’s lifetime song “of love for the country and contempt for the people who abused or gutted or colonized it.” Susan Bowling, an elderly woman in Pryor, Oklahoma, with no formal education, shared the effect of Bernard’s writing in personal terms. It gave her “goose bumps of delight . . . in somewhat the same way beautiful music does.”

Bernard followed up with an article in the November 1927 Harper’s titled “Footnote on the West,” written with the Wasatch Range breaking in his mind through New England fog: “No other life is quite so rich in colors or perfumes, and none is so intimately aware of the basic rhythm of the earth, the blueprint plans of creation. In the West we say that when a man has once lived in the desert he will come back to it again. He will.”

Like Melville gone inland to write about the sea, DeVoto went east to write about the West.

In 1929, as his dream of writing great novels faltered, Bernard took a tutoring job at Harvard to stay in the realm of literature while supplementing his unsteady income as a freelance writer. Dungeoned in a dreary office furnished with dusty chairs inside the Victorian five-story Holyoke House, he made a monstrous impression. Wet-palmed freshmen sat across his desk, blinking at the ugliest man they had ever seen rock in his chair, snort, whoop, and fire questions about what they had read. Plymouth Plantation? Jefferson’s Notes on Virginia? Hawthorne? Emerson? Thoreau? Melville? Henry Adams? EMILY DICKINSON? MARK TWAIN? “He was roaring now,” remembered a straight-A student, whose negative answers decrescendoed as he feared lightning from his tutor’s eyes would burn the building down. “Well what in the name of God Almighty do we have here? An over-educated Harvard esthete, who knows all the minor Elizabethans and Victorians and not a thing about what has been done or said in his own country.”

The catalyst for Bernard taking the job was a frightening bout of writer’s block. In one week he wrote and threw out 30,000 words, and Avis became afraid to leave him alone with his guns. He developed a new dream: being a tenured professor. “Of course I belong at Harvard,” he would say. With Avis as his Annie Oakley, he cultivated a western wild man persona that—as at Northwestern—alternately thrilled and appalled his colleagues. He infused Harvard with his zest for traditional American writers, like Willa Cather, Ellen Glasgow, and Carl Sandburg. It pitted him against other faculty aspirants who favored modernists like the expatriates Henry James and T. S. Eliot. Though the battle was on an intellectual field, the stakes were high—Bernard would need his colleagues’ support to get
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