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John Steinbeck’s life was as varied as the books he wrote. His background and experiences led him to heel great sympathy for people who were poor and oppressed.

Steinbeck was born in the setting he was later to use in much of his fiction: the California county of Monterey in the valley and town of Salinas. His father, the treasurer of Monterey County, and his mother, a schoolteacher, gave their only son a love for books and learning. His surroundings inspired an appreciation of nature-an attitude reflected in many of his books.

Steinbeck read widely when he was young. His favorite stories were the legends of King Arthur, with their tales of knights, battles, and quests for truth and justice. He later said that he was more influenced by Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur (The Death of King Arthur) than nearly any other book.

In high school, Steinbeck was a track and basketball star. During the summers he worked on nearby ranches as a ranch hand-another experience he was to draw upon in his later writing career. He entered Stanford University in 1920, but he was not a serious student. He dabbled in various courses and wrote poems and satires for student publications, but he never intended to finish a degree.

Steinbeck’s restlessness and lack of interest in higher education led him to New York in 1925. There he held a host of odd jobs, from newspaper reporter to bricklayer. Two years later he returned to California.

In the High Sierras, Steinbeck landed a job as a caretaker of a private estate. This job gave him time to complete his first novel, Cup of Gold, based on a story he had written as a student. This book was an extravagant historical tale of a pirate. It was not a success, but its failure caused Steinbeck to turn to characters and settings closer to home.

Steinbeck’s first successful novel, Tortilla Flat, was published in 1935. Its best-seller status surprised both Steinbeck and his publisher. The book’s sales were even boosted by some negative publicity. The Monterey Chamber of Commerce denounced Tortilla Flat, worried that its unsavory characters might offend tourists.

Tortilla Flat contains the seeds of many of Steinbeck’s later works. Based on the lives of Californian Pisano’s (people of Indian and Spanish heritage), it proved to Steinbeck that he could write successfully about his own observations and experiences.
Two years later, Steinbeck published what was to become one of his most acclaimed works- Of Mice and Men.

Because Of Mice and Men was originally written for the theater, the novel still contains many stage conventions. But it was first published as a novel, and it won praise from critics and the audience at large. Readers found it to be realistic and compassionate, with powerful, moving characters. The stage version won the New York Drama Critics Circle Award in 1937.

In 1940, Steinbeck published another novel, this time about the hard lives of a group of Oklahoma migrant workers. Steinbeck had actually lived and worked with migrant workers, and he translated his experiences into a painfully realistic portrayal of people whose best efforts just weren’t good enough. Readers were shocked by Steinbeck’s controversial subject matter, and the novel caused an immediate uproar. But, The Grapes of Wrath won the Pulitzer Prize for best novel in 1940.

Up to this time, most of Steinbeck’s writing had been concerned with several central themes: the dignity and worth of the common person, the reality of human suffering, and humanity’s place in its natural surroundings. As Steinbeck continued to develop his style, his new experiences were also reflected in his writing.

A scientific expedition to the Gulf of California led Steinbeck to produce Sea of Cortez (1940), a nonfiction travel book. In 1942, Steinbeck’s experiences as a newspaper correspondent in World War II led to a collection of his wartime dispatches and The Moon is Down, a novel about an occupied European country. Steinbeck’s later writings include political satire, novels that attack the materialism of modern civilization, and dramatic parables about struggle and life. He also wrote a tale about traveling the United States with his poodle, Charley. Finally, he translated Sir Thomas Malory’s King Arthur stories.

Steinbeck’s work was too controversial and, some said, to erratic and rough to be universally appreciated. But the power and impact of the best of his writing was undeniable. In 1962, he received the Nobel Prize for Literature. The Nobel Academy praised him for his “realistic and imaginative writings distinguished as they are by sympathetic humor and a social perception.”

Steinbeck continued to write in spite of critics. He once said, “The writer must believe that what he is doing is the most important thing in the world. And he must hold to this illusion even when he knows it is not true.”

Steinbeck died at his home in New York City in 1968.

