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To Know P au l Corey: 

An In tro d u c tio n

T he o p en in g  of th e  first p h ase  of the  
p resen t M ain L ibrary b u ild ing  a t the  U n iversity  of Iow a in  the  
early 1950s w as m ark ed  by  an  u n u su a l d isp lay  of books an d  
m anuscrip ts  w ritten  by  fo rm er s tu d en ts . A m ong  these  w as the  
m anuscrip t of Pau l C orey 's  Three Miles Square, the  first vo lum e 
of h is "M an tz  trilogy ,"  reco u n tin g  life on  a w estern -Iow a farm  
du ring  the  o p en in g  decades of th is  cen tu ry . A  g rad u a te  s tu d e n t 
a t the  tim e, I w as n o t fam iliar w ith  C orey 's  w ork , a n d  I su rely  
d id  n o t know  th a t by  th a t tim e he  h a d  p re tty  w ell a b a n d o n ed  
fiction a n d  gone on  to  o th er k in d s of w ritin g  (books ab o u t cats, 
for one). In  any  even t, it w as som e years  before  I cam e across 
his nam e again.

T hat h a p p e n e d  in  S ou th  D akota, in  1986. A t th e  State 
A rchives I h a p p e n e d  u p o n  the  le tte rs  w ritte n  by  P au l's  sister 
E lizabeth d u rin g  the  years  1909-19 w h e n  she  h a d  h o m estead ed  
a claim  in the  valley of the  Bad River. Paul, as it tu rn e d  ou t, h a d  
deposited  those  le tte rs , w h ich  w ere  fam ily keepsakes. Tasting  
of them , I k new  at once th a t I w a n te d  to  ed it them . To do  so 
m ean t tha t, if h u m an ly  possib le , I m u s t find  Paul C orey.

By good fo rtune , I d id  locate Pau l a n d  fo u n d , n o t on ly  th a t 
indeed  he  lived, b u t th a t a t age e igh ty -th ree  he  w as active a n d  
alert. M ore serend ip ity : h e  w as eager to  assis t m e in  ed iting  
Bess's letters for publication . T hat fall I w as o n  an  "exchange 
p ro fesso rsh ip"  a t the  U n iversity  of D elaw are, a n d  Pau l k ind ly  
m ailed m e the  typescrip t h e  h a d  m ad e  of the  le tte rs  m an y  years  
before. R eading it conv inced  m e th a t I w o u ld  n e e d  to  w ork  as 
closely as possib le w ith  Paul. C onsidering  h is age, I m u s t s ta rt 
the process as soon  as could  be m anaged .

As luck w ou ld  have  it, I w as to  beg in  a sabbatical leave from  
SUNY in January  1987. T raveling  to  C alifornia, w h e re  P au l h ad
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lived since 1947, m y w ife, G ene, a n d  I soon  fo und  ourselves 
d riv ing  th ro u g h  a w ild , w o o d ed  tract, u p  a very  narrow , very 
s teep , a n d  very  w in d in g  trail called C avedale R oad ju st n o rth  of 
Sonom a. H ere , in  a hom e he  h ad  bu ilt w ith  h is ow n  h an d s  (and 
th e n  w ritten  a book  abou t it), Pau l lived w ith  h is wife, the  poet 
R uth  Lechlitner. W e sp e n t a n u m b er of days in Sonom a, 
p ick ing  P au l's  b rain , p lan n in g  o u r book  of letters, an d  d ipp ing  
in to  the  C orey  files for fam ily p ap e rs , p h o to g rap h s , genealog
ical records, an y th in g  th a t m igh t he lp  to flesh o u t the  som e
tim es bare-bones references Bess w as g iven  to  m aking  abou t 
friends an d  ev en ts  th a t n o w  w ere  in  the  d is tan t past. O n  a daily 
basis w e w ere  re-in tro d u ced  to R uth , th en  in  advanced  stages 
of A lzhe im er's  d isease. P au l's  dev o ted  a tten tion  to he r w as 
so m eth in g  to b eho ld , w e th o u g h t, a lesson  in  infinite patience.

O ver the  nex t th ree  years  Paul an d  I co rresp o n d ed  regularly . 
I h a d  a th o u sa n d  qu estio n s  ab o u t Bess's references to the  farm  
life she  h ad  left b e h in d  w h e n  she  launched  he r w estern

Paul Corey (left) with Philip Gerber in Sonoma, 1987
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adven tu re . These w ere  re layed  to Pau l for iden tification , an d  
his m em ory  p ro v ed  to  be am azing ly  in tact. W h e th e r Bess's 
references h a d  to  do  w ith  old friends a n d  neighbo rs, fam ily 
m em bers (including  the  ho rses  a n d  the  dogs), or to  even ts  of 
ne ighborhood  life, Pau l un locked  h is m em ory  to p ro v id e  the  
specifics. In  the  process, h e  re la ted  an y  n u m b er of anecdo tes 
w hich  h e lp ed  m e to  co m p reh en d  the  persona lities  of h is 
siblings an d  the  ro les th ey  h a d  p layed  in  h is life a n d  th a t of his 
hom estead ing  sister.

I took a rich p ersona l p leasu re  from  the  fact th a t Paul lived to 
see h is s is te r's  le tte rs  p u b lish ed  sp len d id ly  by  the  U n iversity  of 
Iow a Press in  1990 u n d e r  th e  n am e th a t she  h a d  selected  for 
herself: Bachelor Bess. Som ehow , B ess's le tte rs , w h ich  taken  
altogether w en t back to 1904, seem ed  to  ro u n d  o u t P au l's  
p rofessional career. Life w as a circle, tak ing  h im  back to  h is 
ow n  beg inn ings.

H e im p ressed  u s  as one  of the  last g rea t ind iv idualists , 
surely, w ith  an  im m ense  belief in  m ak ing  h is o w n  w ay  in  life, 
s tand ing  on  his ow n  tw o  feet, choosing  h is o w n  p a th , be ing  
beh o ld en  to no  one. To h is last days h e  rem ain ed  active in  
ecological g ro u p s in  the  Sonom a Valley, speak ing  o u t firm ly 
w h en ev er he  saw  the  native  terra in  o r fauna  u n d e r  th rea t. A 
con tinen t aw ay, o u r ow n  sp irits  rose  w h e n e v e r w e fo u n d  one 
of h is b lue envelopes in  o u r daily  m ail.

W hat a privilege it w as to k now  Paul Corey! A n d  h o w  w e 
m iss him! This m em orial issue  of Books at Iowa is an  a ttem p t 
(foredoom ed, of course) to  com m unicate  som eth in g  of the  
flavor of the  m an , in  b o th  h is literary  a n d  p e rso n a l d im ensions.

Philip  G erber, G uest E ditor 
S um m er 1994
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