




Ruth Suckow's Grinnell 
By MARGARET MATLACK KIESEL, '30 

Margaret Kiesel finds writing for a 
Grinnell alumni publication nothing 
new - she began writing for the
former Grinnell and You while a
freshman, continuing during her 
four years in college. She was also 
on the staffs of the Scarlet and 
Black, Cyclone, and Malteaser and
was a member of Theta Sigma Phi 
(now Women in Communications 
Inc.), as well as Phi Beta Kappa. 
Since graduation from Grinnell she 
has earned the M.A. degree (Ober
lin, 1932 ); held various jobs, some 
of them connected with writing and 
editing; and taught for 10 years in 
the English department of Hamline 
University (1954-64). Now involved 
in the women's movement, she is 
president of the Grinnell League 
of Women Voters and a member of 
the Iowa Women's Political Caucus. 
An early admirer of Ruth Suckow, 
she remembers staying home from 

a college basketball game to read 
a Suckow novel, hot off the press, 
which had been sent to Grinnell and 
You for review.

"All through my childhood, there 
was a glamour about the name 
Grinnell. My older sister went there 
and came back with 'the Grinnell 
fever.' For three summers we wash
ed and wipe.d dishes to the tune of 
'Come Ye Back to Old Grinnell.' 
College girls visited us, and once 
the Glee Club came to town. They 
all talked about nothing but Grin
nell ... " - Ruth Suckow, in Col
lege Humor, 1930. 

At the 1975 Grinnell College 
Writers' Conference, Curtis Har
nack, '49, himself a writer who is 
winning critical acclaim for his 
books, mentioned the name of Ruth 
Suckow, '14, another Grinnell writ
er who had a long and distinguished 
career in the field of realistic Amer
ican fiction. Harnack's connecting 
of Ruth Suckow with the awarding 
of the annual Steiner prizes for 
creative writing was not only ap
propriate but timely. Grinnell has 
for too long neglected this outstand
ing woman writer - especially in 
the light of recent interest in Grin
nell women of distinction. 

There is yet another reason why 
we should take a new look at Ruth 
Suckow: She used Grinnell as ma
terial in her fiction (as does Har
nack). She also wrote about the 
college ( and her experiences as a 
student) in magazine articles, of 
which the most famous is the Col
lege Humor article quoted above. 
Both that article and her short novel 
A Part of the Institution ( which 
appeared in H. L. Mencken's Smart
Set in 1923), stirred up a bit of 
dust on the campus. (Although 
Grinnell liked to bask in the re
flected glory of Ruth Suckow's fame, 
it wasn't quite so happy when she 
cast a critical and irreverent eye on 
her alma mater.) Her novel, The
Bonney Family, published by Knopf 
in 1928, is also obviously in a Grin
nell setting, with thinly disguised 

faculty members, students, and even 
alumni, readily identifiable to Grin
nell readers - not always to their 
pleasure. 

What is apparent, looking at her 
from the perspective of 1975, is 
that Ruth Suckow was a generation 
or two ahead of her time ( she was 
a student from 1910 to 1913). In 
spirit she was much closer to to
day's campus than she was to the 
college she found when she re
turned for a visit in the 1920's 
when the men's Dormitory and th� 
women's Quadrangle set a rigid pat
tern - not only of segregation of 
the sexes, but of the entire social 
life of the campus. Looking back 
with nostalgia from 1930 (when she 
wrote the Campus Humor article), 
she wrote: 

"The college [in 191 0] was al
most unaware of rules. The students 
were so engrossed in its zealous, 
secluded life, so satisfied and in 
general so happy in it, that they did 
not think of doing any yearning. 
Within its small boundaries, it of
fered a life of innocent freedom that 
could scarcely be matched any
where." 

In other ways, Ruth Suckow 
would fit into today's campus. She 
had a deep and unending belief in 
the right of an individual ( especial
ly a woman) to freedom of choice. 
It was the vaunted "Grinnell Spirit" 
which she deplorel - the "service 
to mankind" which was constantly 
preached from the chapel platform. 
Many of Grinnell's graduates of 
the 1910 era became missionaries, 
social workers, ministers; many of 
the women became teachers or 
wives. And they all remained loyal 
alumni, coming back for class re
union after class reunion ( this is 
what she satirized in A Part of the
Institution, which covers the Class 
of 1903 from its inception to its 
25th class reunion). 

Ruth Suckow did not follow 
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