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Steinbeck’s Scarf 

 John Steinbeck’s scarf (or so I believed) came to live with and inspire me several 

years ago.  Informed of my unsatisfied desire for a Burberry scarf, a family friend sent 

me one, embellished with the added magical possibility of its once having been in the 

possession of John Steinbeck.  I was thrilled at the “story-value” of owning something 

worn by someone so famous, yet the scarf’s presence troubled and confused me.  I 

believed I was supposed to derive meaning and direction from my new possession, yet I 

had no clue as to what that meaning and direction could be. I was soon to find out. 

  That winter, I was engaged to do some research for the Elaine Steinbeck Estate.  

Initially my job was to search through archived materials and documents to track 

ownership paths of certain estate possessions.  I felt like a CSI detective, as my search 

took me from the Steinbeck apartment in New York to the Stanford Special Collections 

to the Steinbeck Center archives.  To the dismay of typically subdued researchers in the 

Green Library Special Collections, I shouted and nearly turned over my chair when I 

discovered my first real “find,” an obscure reference to the authenticity of a Picasso 

drawing whose origins the attorneys had been trying to trace.  I began to feel the 

humanness of Steinbeck, particularly in the New York apartment, as I gingerly touched 

the journals in which he had written, scrutinized the texts he had collected and valued, 

and observed the very artwork he must have enjoyed.  While visiting the Steinbeck 

apartment – my scarf’s original home, as I imagined, -- I sat at Steinbeck’s desk, napped 
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on the couch on which he had rested, and craved even more exposure.  I wanted to 

possess just about everything by and about the author.  Thus my collection began.  

 Starting with Steinbeck biographies and biographical articles, I went on to the 

works themselves (excitedly acquiring a first edition after a summer job allowed this 

luxury), and, ultimately dove into the primary source documents.  After numerous 

literature classes that spanned a breadth of literary works, it was a novel experience to 

immerse myself so fully in the life and works and thoughts of one single author.  There 

were brief moments when I imagined myself inside the author’s mind; my slowly 

growing collection provided a tangible closeness to Steinbeck that paralleled my mental 

explorations.  The scarf was draped in a gingerly fashion atop the slowly-filling 

bookshelves.    

 I initiated my own research to find out about the man that had worn the scarf and 

how he transformed his own and his ancestors’ experiences into creative masterpieces.  

Reading letters, in particular, I was able to experience the uncertain Steinbeck, the 

whimsical Steinbeck, the racy Steinbeck, the mundanely-detailed Steinbeck, and other 

aspects of the author’s personality so freely opened to me, simply by exploring primary 

sources. Through these letters, Steinbeck came alive for me. 

 A true “ah-ha” moment came when a connection about which no one had 

previously written, became apparent.  I had been fascinated by my research on 

Steinbeck’s earliest works, particularly Cup of Gold, a first novel often dismissed as 

immature.  Prior versions of the novel, more crudely written, were reminiscent of 

something I had once read but could not place . . . until I remembered an obscure journal 

written by Steinbeck’s paternal grandfather about his dramatic adventures as a missionary 
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in Palestine in the 1860’s.  Stylistically transformed and historically placed in a different 

era, Cup of Gold, nevertheless, conveyed powerful elements of the grandfather’s odyssey.   

Moreover, it contained autobiographical elements discoverable in Steinbeck’s letters of 

the time, as well as elements foreshadowing future works.  Needless to say, I was 

spellbound!  The scarf and my research had, indeed, worked their magic on me.   

 Initially, my collecting and investigation focused on the Steinbeck’s often-

neglected early works; my research resulted in a conference presentation, yet the 

exploratory process and the spirit of the scarf went further still. In performing archive 

research, I realized that a valuable resource was absent from many literature classrooms.  

Archives, used meaningfully, could allow students – as they had allowed me – to step 

into an author’s world and allow the author to step into the classroom as a vibrant human 

being, not so different from his student readers.  Via primary sources, students could 

become detectives and researchers.  To put this to the test, I designed a curriculum for 

teaching literature through archived materials, one that my high school allowed me to 

teach to sophomores.  The proposal for this curriculum was presented at the California 

Association for Independent Schools conference and published in English Journal, whose 

editors joked that I was their only author whose mother had to sign his publication 

permission form.  I was thrilled and frightened about the teaching process, but the 

students were as surprised and engaged as I ever could have hoped.  They were 

particularly fascinated by the copies of letters I showed them (with library permission), 

awed that they could be privy to Steinbeck’s thoughts, as written in his own hand.  I 

would like, in the future, to acquire a background in education and curriculum design, to 

further play a role in adolescents’ exposure to literature.  My goal is to help others 
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become as stimulated as I have been in using primary sources as applied to published 

works to open doors to hidden meanings in literature.     

 I had always imagined that sometime in the future I would visit the Steinbeck 

apartment again and return the scarf to its rightful home.  I was recently informed, 

however, that the scarf was actually one of unknown and far more mundane origins than 

originally portrayed.  The tale woven around its history was meant to be inspiring, and 

that it was.  In reality, I no longer need either the scarf or the fantasy; my collection 

remains, and I have felt the Steinbeck spirit come alive through his works and his words 

alone.   
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 Special Collections.  Stanford University Lib., Stanford, CA. 
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how his work suffers when he is drinking, making it emotional and pornographic 
(perhaps the explanation for earlier drafts of Cup of Gold).  In seriousness (and indicating 
some of the primitiveness of his Cup of Gold draft), Steinbeck asks Beswick why she 
needed to edit out the descriptive phrase, “Titanic Testes.” 
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 Steinbeck’s first novel has been criticized by those he asked to critique it; they 
commented that it had no climax.  While he explains that he thinks it is vain and useless 
for a novelist to explain his own work, he goes on to do just that.  Steinbeck claims that 
he does not believe in climaxes, as “the great events of a man’s life come about casually.”  
This is certainly not the case in Cup of Gold, nor in other primary source revelations in 
which Steinbeck claims he wants to live dramatically. In both the above letters, Steinbeck 
continues to depreciate Cup of Gold. 
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 of Special Collections.  Stanford University Lib., Stanford, CA. 
 Steinbeck admits feeling alone and abandoned by his friends, though he 
acknowledges it may be he who has abandoned them.  He writes of suicide, but it is hard 
to tell with what degree of seriousness.  Also, he acknowledges he loves Kate in a strange 
way, which is curious, as he previously told her he lacked the capacity; this seems rather 
insensitive, as she previously told him she loved him, and he could not respond.  
Steinbeck talks freely of his orgasms and his attempts to increase sexual potency.  Yet, he 
admits he must remain celibate to write. 
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 This rather mundane letter to friend and producer (with whom Steinbeck had 
worked) Jules Buck is particularly meaningful to me as my first assignment for the Elaine 
Steinbeck estate was to trace the origins of the Picasso mentioned here.  This discovery 
was the precipitant for my nearly falling out of my seat at Green Library. 
 
--------.  “To Harry Guggenheim.”  5 August, 1966.  Wells Fargo Collection.  Department 
 of Special Collections.  Stanford University Lib., Stanford, CA. 
 
--------“To Harry Guggenheim.” 22 August, 1966.  Wells Fargo Collection.  Department  
 of Special Collections.  Stanford University Lib., Stanford, CA. 
 
--------“To Harry Guggenheim.”  4 January 1967.  Wells Fargo Collection.  Department 
 of Special Collections.  Stanford University Lib., Stanford, CA 
 
--------“To Harry Guggenheim.”  18 March 1967.  Wells Fargo Collection.  Department  
 of Special Collections.  Stanford University Lib., Stanford, CA. 
 
--------“To Harry Guggenheim.”  10 April, 1967.  Wells Fargo Collection.  Department of 
] Special Collections.  Stanford University Lib., Stanford, CA.  
 The above five letters all deal with Steinbeck’s view of the Vietnam War. Lyndon 
Johnson, concerned over growing antiwar sentiment, had hoped to garner support from 
Steinbeck, who had expressed some pro-Vietnam War sentiments, particularly after his 
son John was sent to Vietnam.  Steinbeck, realizing he held complex opinions about the 
war, did not want to visit as Johnson’s emissary and potential supporter.  However, he 
agreed to go as a correspondent for Newsday, upon Harry Guggenheim’s request.  He and 
Elaine entered war torn areas few journalists visited, and he seemed to recognize the 
ambiguities of the war.  Steinbeck appreciated the dedication and hard work of the 
soldiers, but he also realized the impossibility of victory and the sinking into desperation, 
as well as the horror of all the dead Vietnamese civilians and young American men.  He 
became the target of the anti-war left, however.  Steinbeck wishes to convey some of his 
private thoughts to the President alone.  It is noteworthy that some of his “solutions” were 
rather simplistic and failed to comprehend the complexities of war, despite his first-hand 
experiences.  In the end, he tends more to write about the experiences of the men fighting 
than the politics of it, except in his private letters.  
  
-------- Untitled “family saga” poem.  Read by Beth Steinbeck Ainsworth at the Steinbeck 
 Family Reunion Held June 17, 1981. 
 John Steinbeck wrote poems for family events.  This one traces a family history 
back to his paternal grandfather, whose life and adventures were so influential on him.  
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