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Preface


A little over ten years ago, when I lived in a small Michigan community near the birthplace of Russell Kirk, I fell into conversation one day with a younger friend, a teacher, about the state of education in the local schools. Midway through our talk, we turned to the subject of authors who have written on education. “You really ought to read this man’s work,” I said, referring to an essay I had recently read. “It articulates exactly what you’re trying to say.”


“What’s the author’s name?”


“Russell Kirk.”


“Who’s he?”


“Well, he grew up near here, in Plymouth, but he went on to become famous for helping found conservatism in America after World War II.”


A conservative. Oh.


Images rose in my friend’s mind of men with crewcuts, American-flag lapel pins, a dull, straight-arrow way of living, closed-mindedness, and voting Republican without fail.


Like all stereotypes, this description has a shadow of a basis in fact among some but not all who call themselves conservative. But it does not describe the man whose writings I had just commended to my friend. Kirk had written not only on education, he also wrote social criticism, literary criticism, ghost stories, novels, an economics textbook, and a host of other works, not to mention the work by which he is best known, a history of ideas called The Conservative Mind.


The questions my friend asked then are pertinent today: Who was Russell Kirk, what did he accomplish, and does his work live today? In the study that follows, I have endeavored to answer these questions, and in so doing illuminate the life and works of an extraordinary man.


As is already evident by the heft of this volume, I have not sought to write the final word on Kirk’s accomplishments, nor a deeply detailed one. Rather, I have tried to craft a critical primer, an introduction to Kirk’s thought that will serve the intelligent, interested reader, in a manner accessible to the nonspecialist, and at the same time provide a starting point or springboard for those scholars who will in time depart from this study to write more in-depth works on a man William F. Buckley Jr. has called “a neglected prince of conservative thought.”1


The impetus for this study sprang from a steadily growing perception, which came about during the last years of Kirk’s life and the years that immediately followed, that the word “conservatism” and certain terms used by Kirk himself, especially “the permanent things,” were falling from the lips of men and women who had little understanding of the meaning behind these concepts, much less a defensible understanding of the terms’ substance. The very words “conservative” and “conservatism” had come to mean nearly anything the speaker had in mind, whether it be former Russian communists who longed for the days of Josef Stalin or any wealthy, self-absorbed American who cared to adopt the motto “He who dies with the most toys wins.” Words serve very little purpose if they have a meaning so malleable that they would not be recognized by those who coined them. Russell Kirk gave twentieth-century American conservatism its very name, and even he would find it hard to recognize as a distinct habit of mind among people who apply the term freely.


In a largely favorable review of Kirk’s Eliot and His Age, sympathetic critic John Chamberlain lamented that he could not tell what Kirk meant by “such terms as Right Reason, the Higher Reason, the Permanent Things, and Demon Ideology. They demand what might become whole libraries of qualification, and so they become thought-stoppers instead of thought-liberators.”2 A valid concern—other reviewers, some of them hostile to Kirk, have made the same point. This book, then, intends to serve the purpose of making clear distinctions so that Kirk’s terms become “thought-liberators.”


Along the way, I seek to demonstrate a truth brought to my mind by way of imagination in the opening chapter of Owen Barfield’s novel Worlds Apart (1963). There, the principal narrator, G. A. L. Burgeon, relates that something distressing had occurred to him while reading the many book reviews spanning several disciplines in The Times Literary Supplement: “What struck me so forcibly, and not for the first time, was that a new book on any subject—history, philosophy, science, religion, or what have you—is always dealt with by a specialist in that subject. This may be fairest from the author’s point of view, but it conveys a disagreeable impression of watertight compartments.” Burgeon explains:


The trouble was this. Behind each review there lay a whole network of unspoken assumptions about the nature of life and the universe which were completely incompatible with the corresponding network behind the review on the next page. It was obvious for instance that for both the reviewer and the author of the book on Psycho-Social History and the Unconscious everything that both the reviewer and the author . . . of the book on Demythologizing and the Synoptic Gospels took for granted was a tissue of exploded fantasy. . . . It wasn’t that people can think at once confidently and oppositely about almost everything that matters—though that, too, can sometimes be a sobering reflection. It wasn’t that they disagreed. I wished they did. What was biting me was the fact that these minds never met at all.3


In Russell Kirk: A Critical Biography of a Conservative Mind I hope to demonstrate not that Kirk was a man of undivided mind in his writings across disciplines—that perhaps goes without saying—but rather the extent to which there was an undergirding unity of worldview that informs all his work. To continue Barfield’s metaphor, there may have been discipline-related “compartments” in Kirk’s mind, but there was a sluice-gate open between each one, with certain key concepts playing a consistent part in filling them. The reader who accesses Kirk’s works by way of any particular discipline, whether it be social criticism, horror fiction, economics, or whatever, will find the same philosophical underpinning supporting the thought expressed in one discipline as in another.


There is another purpose, also. I consider Kirk one of the greatest minds this nation has produced during the twentieth century and make no secret of my admiration of him, though that admiration is not uncritical. He was not a “man with a message” or any other such ideologue or sanctimonious bore. He was, rather, a quiet, wise, and gentle man whose spoken and printed words reflect imaginatively and memorably the wisdom of many great Western thinkers who have gone before him. Thus, I wish to share with interested readers something of my own high regard for Kirk’s thought, believing that others might see and understand, even if they do not agree with his worldview.


So I encourage you to venture forth into the pages that follow, for I believe you will discover an interesting man whose beliefs, writings, and way of life speak pertinently to the needs and issues of our time. Readers who expect to find in the following pages an exercise in hero-worship will find nothing of the sort; they will, though, find a sympathetic perspective that looks along Kirk’s life and works rather than at them, for it is by sighting along the light of knowledge by which he lived that one can see clearly (and thus better understand) his purposes and actions.
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Memory and the
Continuum of Time:
Russell Kirk’s Life


We shall not cease from exploration


And the end of all our exploring


Will be to arrive where we started


And know the place for the first time.


—from “Little Gidding,” by T. S. Eliot


“Dr. Kirk, have we any hope?” the President asked the bespectacled man who stood beside him in the Oval Office. The two men gazed through a window to the scene being enacted outside the White House gates and throughout Washington. It was early April of 1972, and the capital of the United States was flooded with many thousands of young people protesting Richard Nixon’s prosecution of the war in Vietnam. Their sheer numbers and loud, vulgar contempt for the president seemed to suggest the first stages of a mob revolt and the utter rejection of everything the two men valued in American culture. Outside the White House gates, these screaming people, seemingly the wave of the foreseeable future, surged through the streets. “Have we any hope?” the president asked again. There was a painful silence.


Russell Kirk finally spoke. “That depends upon public belief, Mr. President. Despair feeds upon despair, hope upon hope. If most people believe the prophets of despair, they will seek out private hidie-holes and cease to cooperate for the common good. But if most people say, ‘We are in a bad way, but we still have the resources and the intelligence and the will to work a renewal’—why, they will be roused by the exigency to common action and reform. It is all a matter of belief.”


In the few minutes remaining in his audience with the president, Kirk spoke of how other cultures had existed for centuries, experiencing periods of decline followed by eras of reinvigoration. “No human institution lasts forever, Mr. President,” he concluded, “but the United States is young, as great powers go; and presumably three-quarters of our existence at least, lies before us. Our present troubles may be succeeded by an age of greatness.”1


Visibly comforted and encouraged by these words, Nixon told Kirk he had always believed this and that he was grateful for his visitor’s words of confirmation. Kirk left the White House a short time later to prepare to return to his home in Michigan. That evening, he was surprised to learn that Nixon, accompanied by a small cadre of Secret Service agents, had abandoned his rigid schedule of activities and walked over to the Lincoln Memorial to talk with individual antiwar protesters one-on-one. There were no rope-lines, no screening of questions, only Nixon and his critics face to face. Presumably, he believed that by this action he could change minds through earnest dialogue. It all depends upon public belief, Kirk had said. Despair feeds upon despair, hope upon hope—even amid confusing and discouraging circumstances. The news media were astounded, reporting the president’s dialogue at the Lincoln Memorial and wondering what had motivated him to do such a thing. Or possibly, who.


Indeed, just who was Russell Kirk? Adviser to presidents, editor, writer of a gothic novel and numerous ghost stories, lecturer on political, aesthetic, and economic matters, syndicated columnist, cultural historian, biographer—he was all this and much more, preferring to term himself a man of letters. Aside from these stark terms, how might he be best understood? Historian Gleaves Whitney, speechwriter for Michigan Governor John Engler, identifies seven essential facets of the man,2 which I have adopted and elaborated upon below.


FOUNDER OF MODERN CONSERVATIVE THOUGHT


Kirk is best known as the founder of the post–World War II conservative movement in America, an honor he acquired through the popular and critical success of his 1953 study, The Conservative Mind. This work, having seen seven editions, traces and examines conservative thought as a recurrent element in British and American life from the era of Edmund Burke down through the example of John Adams, James Fenimore Cooper, Irving Babbitt, George Santayana, and T. S. Eliot, among others. It is considered a landmark work of intelligent scholarship, one that—along with A Program for Conservatives, The Roots of American Order, and several other books by his hand—laid the groundwork for the political triumph of conservatives real and so-called during the 1980s and beyond. As early as 1956, Flannery O’Connor could write, “Mr. Kirk has managed in a succession of books which have proved both scholarly and popular . . . to make the voice of an intelligent and vigorous conservative thought respected in this country.”3


FOUR DECADES OF LEADERSHIP


As Whitney has written, “Kirk was not just a founder; he was a builder. He guided the conservative movement to maturity.” From the mid-1950s to the mid-1990s, he remained in the public arena, helping to shape conservative thought through numerous lectures and debates, books, and articles. A portion of Kirk’s impact as a builder was due to the sheer volume of his published works: 32 books; 800 essays, book reviews, and articles; and more than 3,000 newspaper and magazine columns. Normally no piece of writing dates more quickly than columns written for periodicals, but not so in the case of Kirk, whose writings focused for the most part on first principles and perennial questions, or at least pointed back to them. In many of his works he examined such issues as order versus freedom, continuity versus change, and the state versus civil society.


Kirk was also the founding editor of two quarterlies of Western culture, Modern Age and The University Bookman; he edited the latter from 1960 until his death in 1994, enlisting a blend of established conservative writers and young newcomers to write for this slim review of books otherwise ignored, many of them, in other reviewing venues.


POLITICAL OBSERVER AND ADVISER


Having lived through and observed closely the cultural and political changes of twentieth-century America, Kirk wrote frequent, ruminative essays on the nation’s politics, establishing himself as an articulate champion of ordered freedom. The balance between the claims of order and freedom is a recurrent theme throughout American history, and he aligned himself with one of his historical heroes, the Anglo-Irish statesman Edmund Burke, in championing “liberty under law” and holding that prudence is the chief virtue in checking the excessive claims of each. Still, given his many writings on the subject of politics, Kirk prudently saw far more to life than politics; he did not “chew the newspapers,” for he believed with the English novelist George Gissing that “Politics is the preoccupation of the quarter-educated.” He was thus far more than an advocate for conservative politics and politicians. With Burke, he assigned a definite role and purpose for politics and government action. This made Kirk something of an odd-man-out to America’s more politically absorbed conservative figures during the Reagan years; he did not believe “government is the problem,” according to the popular perception of Ronald Reagan’s widely quoted phrase. Rather, Kirk believed that government at the state and federal levels should stay within constitutional bounds rather than “press the envelope” of those bounds; he applauded federal legislation to protect certain waterfowl, for instance, believing this a legitimate piece of conservative legislation as it ensured future generations of humanity the timeless pleasure of hearing the cry of the loon at evening and preventing the bird’s destruction, something far from certain were such a law not in place. (Trained as a historian, he was recognized by many as deeply knowledgeable in matters of constitutional law and “original intent,” and on several occasions he was called to serve as an expert witness in court cases related to church/state relations.)


This said, Kirk early recognized that the twentieth-century American penchant for looking perpetually to government to solve social problems is culturally debilitating. As Whitney wrote, “His study of British and American culture led him to the conclusion that, in the absence of coercion by government, society could heal its own ailments. Society spontaneously and repeatedly generates its own order, and does so through both the self-interested and other-directed activities of its members. Burke pictured all the voluntary associations of civil society as ‘little platoons,’ to which we give our allegiance and in return for which we maintain a just and tolerable order.” Indeed, Kirk adhered to a localist philosophy, believing that the small, voluntary associations of church, community group, guild, friends, and family (the “little platoons”) make life livable, lovable, and interesting—as opposed to bland, predictable, and boring, the hallmark of the standardized “masses” with their internationalist vision. Believing that ideology and utopian schemes for entire nations lead to tyranny, he was fond of advising his readers and listeners to “brighten the corner” in which they live, with a nod to an old hymn popular during his boyhood, “Brighten the Corner Where You Are.” He was thus no friend of governmental intrusiveness, legally coerced standardization, excessive taxation, or other agencies and actions that strain and (in time) destroy the voluntary associations of community. In one pithy statement included in Prospects for Conservatives, for example, Kirk wrote, “Taxation, taken to the limit and beyond, has always been a sign of decadence and a prelude to disaster.” Decadent and a prelude to disaster because the onus of neighborly responsibility that inheres in the little platoons is removed and replaced by a program, a department, a handout from on high, the fruit of this being plain to see in any culture in which statism is pervasive. In such cultures, people will (for example, as observed by American prisoners of war in North Vietnam) let an entire building collapse from moisture damage rather than replace a single missing roof shingle, this being universally considered the government’s responsibility. Kirk thus believed that the desire to lawfully shake free of governmental regulation and benevolence programs was not an exercise in “greed and selfishness,” the progressive mantra of the 1980s against conservatism. Rather, it was a legitimate effort to keep government from interposing itself inappropriately, so that right relations between people in voluntary association might be restored and communities strengthened through the “centering” of individuals living in right relation with the transcendent and with each other.


PATHBREAKING SCHOLARSHIP


As many writers have noted, when Kirk burst on the scene with The Conservative Mind in 1953, the very phrase “conservative mind” was considered a contradiction in terms. It was accepted as secular dogma that the American tradition is a liberal tradition, meaning given to advocating freedom verging into license in some matters and pervasive statist control in others, and that conservatives were simply out-of-touch cranks and heartless, rich capitalists who resented the New Deal legacy of Franklin Roosevelt. In 1950 literary scholar Lionel Trilling had confidently written, “In the United States at this time liberalism is not only the dominant but even the sole intellectual tradition. For it is the plain fact that nowadays there are no conservative or reactionary ideas in general circulation.”4 He added that “the conservative impulse and the reactionary impulse do not, with some isolated and some ecclesiastical exceptions, express themselves in ideas but only in action or in irritable mental gestures which seek to resemble ideas.” Trilling was partly right, for at the dawn of the 1950s the New Deal and Keynesian legacy had been enshrined in the popular imagination as a glowing success and the future of American economic policy. What the American people needed and wanted, it was believed, was an ever-growing, ever-more omnicompetent central government dedicated to the belief that ever-higher taxation and public sector activism would lead to prosperity for all, progressing toward the day when no American citizen would have to worry about personal cash shortages, unemployment, costly medical care, or lack of retirement benefits. At the same time Trilling wrote his often-quoted words, conservatives were generally seen as the laughably out-of-touch children of wealth and privilege who wanted to turn back the clock of history to the days of the Robber Barons. As National Review senior editor Richard Brookhiser described it, “The Conservative Mind appeared at a time when the very title seemed a paradox. The American right wing was an intellectual rag-tag, about as coherent as the Iranian parliament: robber barons and free-enterprisers; Communists turned Americans; America Firsters turned McCarthyites; Midwestern Republicans and Confederates; with Peter Viereck on the sidelines whispering all the while that the True Prince was Franklin D. Roosevelt.”5 The conservative was routinely depicted in editorial cartoons in both Marxist journals and major newspapers as a top-hatted hog walking on its hind legs while wearing a tuxedo and smoking a fat cigar. As American liberals learned in time and to their dismay, the great danger of thinking in slogans is complacency; for the conservative “outsiders” made inroads toward gaining a voice in American culture singly during the late 1940s through the mid-1970s, and in waves from the late ’70s onward. Kirk’s The Conservative Mind made a huge impact toward this end in 1953.


ADVOCATE OF CLASSICAL LIBERAL ARTS EDUCATION


From the mid-1940s when he began teaching college courses to freshmen who had just returned from military service overseas until his death in 1994, Kirk was a strident advocate of a classical, liberal arts education in America and an enemy of educational fads of every sort. The educational system he urged upon the American republic was one common to an earlier day but found operating in increasingly fewer districts and campuses as the twentieth century progressed: systems that support the inculcation of wisdom and virtue as the chief end of education, from grade school through university. Such an education, he believed, is ever relevant, focusing students’ minds, through normative literature, upon the best that has been said and written throughout the ages rather than the here today–gone tomorrow intellectual fashion of the moment. As Whitney has written, “The goal of the liberal arts is simply to make sure that each generation of students develops an understanding of and fluency with some of the most important ideas communicated through some of the most important books ever produced.” He adds that a sound education in the liberal arts—which are really the thinking arts, as opposed to technical branches of knowledge—should enable one to understand and articulate what it means to be (for example) human, Western, American, and modern/postmodern.


Opposed to this vision is the current world of American education, dominated by a national teachers’ union less interested in education than in wielding political power and willing, in great measure, to give classrooms over to an agenda of grade inflation, equality of results, denigration of Western culture in general, and other ideological pursuits. Kirk agreed with the observation made by many others that this agenda is carried out largely by administrators who speak in an obscure, pseudo-scientific jargon understandable only to other adepts: a dense, plodding vocabulary largely incomprehensible but pleasant-sounding to the tax-paying public. The depraved administrator Wither, from C. S. Lewis’s novel That Hideous Strength, might have cobbled together some of the pronouncements issued to support such ideological initiatives as “self-esteem education” and Kirk’s personal “favorites”: college courses in golf and degrees in “packaging.” Lewis’s demonic creation “Screwtape,” a “senior tempter” among Hell’s elite, articulates the gist of many such modern educationists, in advice to a young trainee in the infernal realm:


The basic principle of the new education is to be that dunces and idlers must not be made to feel inferior to intelligent and industrious pupils. That would be “undemocratic.” These differences between the pupils—for they are obviously and nakedly individual differences—must be disguised. This can be done on various levels. At universities, examinations must be framed so that nearly all the students get good marks. Entrance examinations must be framed so that all, or nearly all, citizens can go to universities, whether they have any power (or wish to profit by higher education) or not. At schools, the children who are too stupid or lazy to learn languages and mathematics and elementary science can be set to doing the things that children used to do in their spare time. Let them, for example, make mud pies and call it modeling. But all the time there must be no faintest hint that they are inferior to the children who are at work. Whatever nonsense they are engaged in must have—I believe the English already use the phrase—“parity of esteem.” An even more drastic scheme is not impossible. Children who are fit to proceed to a higher class may be artificially kept back, because the others would get a trauma—Beelzebub, what a useful word!—by being left behind. The bright pupil thus remains democratically fettered to his own age group throughout his school career, and a boy who would be capable of tackling Aeschylus or Dante sits listening to his coeval’s attempts to spell out A CAT SAT ON A MAT.6


Such a system at once feeds upon and encourages envy, and it is ventured in the name of a higher good that cannot be questioned, much less opposed, by the lesser breeds who foot the bill for such nonsense through their tax dollars. Leveling is always a leveling down, and Kirk opposed this tendency vigorously, most notably in his biweekly column “From the Academy,” which he contributed to National Review from 1955 to 1980, and in his book Decadence and Renewal in the Higher Learning (1978).


MAN OF LETTERS


Kirk was one of a very small number of people who have earned their living by writing in a variety of genres and lecturing. He crafted works on conservative cultural and political issues to be sure; but he also wrote novels and short stories, an economics textbook, book reviews and literary criticism, familiar essays, newspaper columns, essays on education, and other works. With his novel Old House of Fear (1962), he brought about a renaissance of interest in the writing and reading of Gothic literature. His critical biography Eliot and His Age (1971) was named one of the two essential studies of the great poet by no less a critic than Allen Tate. Several of his historical works, notably The Roots of American Order (1974), as well as a textbook he wrote on “the dismal science” of economics, have been used in high school and college classroom settings. Then there are the ghost stories. Kirk wrote numerous such stories, some of which have been highly acclaimed, notably “There’s a Long, Long Trail a-Winding.” He was also a great teller of ghost stories, drawing upon the lore surrounding the old house he lived in for much of his life, Piety Hill, in the village of Mecosta, Michigan.


CULTURAL CRITIC


In certain matters, Kirk was almost predictably “conservative” as that term is popularly understood. On other matters, his thought went against much of the contemporary American grain—including the conservative grain—and it did so in two different ways. As historian Wilfred McClay has written:


In the first place, he was an intellectual genuinely at ease in America. He may have fancied himself a Bohemian Tory, but he was never that most tiresome of bores, “the alienated American intellectual,” a restless species that grazes in herds of independent minds. He knew he was fortunate to live in a country free and prosperous enough to permit him a career as an independent writer, and he never forgot that fact. But at the same time, he was never an uncritical celebrant of American culture. He loved his country, but he did not idolize it. Instead, he held it accountable to a transcendent standard, against which he often found it seriously wanting.


In particular, Kirk lamented the deification of progress, the cult of absolute equality, the advance of the Leviathan state, the licentiousness of the autonomous self, the transvaluation of values, and other such modern abstractions that have transformed and eroded the American republic. While he vehemently opposed ideology in all its forms, including conservative ideology, he at the same time lamented Americans’ fixation upon short-term, practical, problem-solving, results-oriented, and utility-maximizing thinking in place of a deeper reflection upon the proper ends of things. Kirk, then, was trying to do something characteristic of traditionalist conservatives: fight on two fronts at once. He was defending the American way of life against its cultured despisers—while at the same time challenging many elements of that way of life by holding it up to its classical and Judeo-Christian antecedents. He comforted the afflicted and afflicted the comfortable—and sometimes they were the same people.7


A hard man to pigeonhole, this Russell Amos Kirk.


KIRK’S LIFE


Kirk was born in the railroad town of Plymouth, Michigan, on October 19, 1918, in his grandfather’s bungalow just a few yards from the train tracks. He was the son of Russell Andrew Kirk, a railroad engineer, and Marjorie Rachel (Pierce) Kirk, a homemaker and the daughter of the local bank president, in whose house he was born. From his mother young Russell acquired his facial features and gentle personality, and from her father, Frank Pierce, his love of good books (particularly imaginative literature), long walks, and intelligent conversation. In truth, Kirk grew up in an environment straight out of Ray Bradbury’s Dandelion Wine: a small town of domestic good humor, a tinge of danger, boyish adventure, and normality—excepting a serious childhood bout of nephritis that nearly killed the boy. In his youth Russell and his neighborhood friends spent their time exploring the grounds near the railroad roundhouse and the woods adjacent to an old millhouse on nearby Wilcox Lake, where his family rented. He had no religious upbringing to speak of, though his mother presented him with a Bible during his teens, inscribing it “To Russell Kirk Jr.” (He was called Junior by his mother until her death in 1942.) Life in Plymouth, some twenty miles west of Detroit, was quiet but not dull, especially since his beloved grandfather’s house, a short distance from young Russell’s house, was directly across Mill Street from the now-vanished Nelson Hotel, a stopping place for rail passengers, which doubled as a speakeasy and, over the years, sank into ever-more squalid decay. Kirk and the other neighborhood children were directed away from the Nelson, devoting their energies to games of “Prisoner’s Base,” “Kick the Can,” and other outdoor games.


Russell spent his summers upstate in Mecosta, a town founded by one of his great-grandfathers, Amos Johnson, who had also built an imposing white house on a rise of ground just west of town, at the corner of Main and Franklin Streets. That white clapboard house, in which lived two elderly great-aunts during Russell’s boyhood, had a reputation as a haunted house and a colorful history as the scene of spiritualist meetings and ghostly visitations dating from Mecosta’s founding during the heyday of lumbering in upper Michigan. What with the house’s inhabitants being Swedenborgians and spiritualists, the long-vanished lumbermen had given the old Johnson place the nickname “Piety Hill,” the stronghold of the godly, and the name stuck. Russell spent his summers there doing nothing but what he loved to do best: reading, listening to his elders tell stories—ghostly and otherwise—of days gone by, and taking long walks. Back in Plymouth during the school year, he attended Starkweather School, a few blocks away from home, eventually moving up to Plymouth High School, a mile away from the millhouse. Long an avid reader, having read deeply in his grandfather Pierce’s volumes of Edmund Burke, Samuel Johnson, Fenimore Cooper, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and others, he soared academically. His schoolfellows considered him bookish and smart, someone who was going to “do something with his life,” as one schoolmate remembered him many years later. He graduated from high school in 1936, and in the fall of that year, having won a scholarship to continue his education, he began attending Michigan State College of Agriculture and Applied Science (now Michigan State University) in East Lansing. While at State he began contributing essays on history to various academic quarterlies. The Kirk family never having been wealthy, Russell needed to support himself in college by entering all manner of writing contests with cash prizes. Facing this need, he entered every such contest he could and often won. During summer breaks, he worked as a tour guide at Henry Ford’s Greenfield Village in Dearborn, actually meeting the aging founder of the automotive assembly line on one occasion. In 1940 he graduated from Michigan State with a B.A. in history, then moved on to Duke University in the fall. In another year he had received his M.A. in history from Duke, having written his master’s thesis on the fiery Virginian statesman John Randolph of Roanoke. This work was published eleven years later, becoming Kirk’s first published book.


Kirk was drafted into the U.S. Army a few months after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and the beginning of America’s involvement in World War II. For the duration, he served in the army’s Chemical Warfare Service and was stationed at the Dugway Proving Ground in Utah. He endured a fairly uneventful time in the service, spending much of his time simply reading, writing letters, and thinking on the meaning of things, when not on duty. By war’s end, he had attained the rank of staff sergeant and had absorbed most of the work available in English by the author who, by Kirk’s own admission, came to exercise the greatest impact upon his outlook, Marcus Aurelius.


Mustering out of the service in 1945, Kirk was appointed an assistant professor of the history of civilization at Michigan State the following year. In addition, he and a friend opened a secondhand bookshop in East Lansing that struggled for two years before closing. Kirk taught one semester per year at State until 1953. Those portions of the academic year not spent at East Lansing were spent in Scotland, where he pursued doctoral studies at St. Andrews University. In 1952 St. Andrews conferred upon Kirk the degree of Doctor of Letters, the highest arts degree of the senior Scottish university. He was the first (and, to date, only) American to earn this degree from St. Andrews.


His doctoral paper, a study of Anglo-American conservatism, was brought to the attention of several American publishers, eventually reaching the maverick publisher Henry Regnery in Chicago. Regnery immediately accepted it and published it in 1953 as The Conservative Mind: From Burke to Santayana. This work received many favorable reviews, notably one by Kenyon College president Gordon Keith Chalmers in The New York Times Book Review. Time magazine devoted the entire book review section of its Fourth-of-July issue to The Conservative Mind, with many critics sensing—though nobody could fathom the extent of its influence—that here was a landmark in twentieth-century letters. The Conservative Mind, now in its seventh edition, went on to become one of the most widely discussed works of political theory written in the twentieth century.


The year 1953 was a red-letter year for Kirk in other respects, as well. That year, while attending the Edinburgh Festival, he met T. S. Eliot, whose play The Confidential Clerk was set to debut. Kirk was present to review the play for The Month, while Eliot, an editorial director at the English publishing firm of Faber & Faber, had arranged to bring out the British edition of The Conservative Mind and sought to meet the work’s author. After reading Kirk’s appraisal of his play, Eliot wrote to commend the younger man’s skill at “penetrating so far into the play merely on what he has seen at one stage performance, without having been able to read the text.” The two got along cordially, by letter and in face-to-face meetings and dinners, establishing a polite friendship that lasted until Eliot’s death thirteen years later, addressing each other in their correspondence as Mr. Kirk and Mr. Eliot, never Russell or Tom.


In 1953 Kirk also resigned from the faculty of Michigan State, moving into Piety Hill to establish himself as a full-time writer. To Kirk, it was plain that the administrators at his college were single-mindedly bent not on academic excellence but on State’s becoming bigger, more populous, and better at collegiate sports than the nearby University of Michigan—an assessment the college administration took few pains to deny. A parting of the ways had been long brewing, with Kirk being quite vocal about the grade inflation and lowering of standards at State; and when the break came he was glad to be out of the toils of the college administrators and State’s president, John Hannah. A man who had earned his bachelor’s degree—and nothing higher—in poultry science (a “chickenologist,” Kirk called him), Hannah didn’t think much of this young, fault-finding hotshot, however high his reputation as a rising force to be reckoned with in the world of cultural criticism.


The next forty years of Kirk’s career have been covered in detail in his memoir, The Sword of Imagination, and what follows can for the most part be found at greater length in that work (though some details appear here that are absent in Kirk’s book). Over those decades, while finding time to serve as a justice of the peace for Morton Township (which envelops Mecosta) and take long walking trips through Scotland, Southern and Eastern Europe, and North Africa, Kirk published biographical and philosophical studies of Robert Taft and Edmund Burke, six volumes of literary and social essays, four volumes of supernatural fiction, an economics textbook, and several other works, notably a colorful historical survey, The Roots of American Order. With each passing year since his days at St. Andrews, it seemed, his interest increased in the culture of his ancestral Scotland, and his occasional writing took on a mildly Scottish or archaic flavor, with sentences beginning typically with such phrases as “Turn we now to a study of,” “Wondrous to relate,” “In the fullness of time,” and “Aye, just so.” This was done not out of affectation; rather, it was a reflection of his stylistic preferences grounded in a lifetime of reading in the works of earlier centuries, evidence of his own thought being rooted in something deeper than the style and catchphrases of the passing hour.


As noted earlier, he was the founding editor of two influential quarterlies, Modern Age and The University Bookman, the latter edited with the aid of college student assistants at his library, a converted toy factory a few hundred feet down Franklin Street from Piety Hill. For a quarter century, from 1955 to 1980, he contributed a regular column on the state of American education, “From the Academy,” to National Review, associating himself from the time of the magazine’s founding with William F. Buckley Jr., Frank Meyer, William A. Rusher, and the rest of the writers and editors surrounding that conservative biweekly. For years he also wrote a syndicated column, “To the Point,” which appeared in many major newspapers throughout the country, notably the Detroit News, the Baltimore Sun, the Los Angeles Times, and the New Orleans Times-Picayune. During the 1950s, Kirk learned that the John Birch Society had publicly accused then-President Dwight Eisenhower of being a communist. Borrowing a quip from columnist George Sokolsky, Kirk wrote, “Ike’s no communist—he’s a golfer.”8 In these six, widely publicized words, Kirk stated a phrase for which he is widely known today, and at the same time punctured a reckless accusation with his characteristically dry humor. He had no interest at all in tolerating extremists of the left or the right, nor did he march in lock-step with other conservatives on the issues of the day. Regarding the central issue of American dissent during the 1960s, Kirk believed American military involvement in Vietnam was a huge mistake, though he supported American troops and believed the United States and the South Vietnamese ought either to adopt a strategy to win the war quickly or else quit the field with as little loss of life and dignity as possible—not simply fight a long, costly war of attrition. Years later, he was one of the few conservative writers to oppose the Persian Gulf War of 1991, believing it little more than a war over Western access to Middle Eastern oil masked as a war against murderous and unappeasable expansionism.


A longtime adherent to a stoic view of the world, modeling his life on the example of his grandfather and the authors he admired most, Kirk converted to Christianity in 1964, the year he married a lively, devout Thomist, Annette Yvonne Cecile Courtemanche. He had met her while in New York in 1960, when she, then a nineteen-year-old junior at Molloy Catholic College for Women on Long Island, spoke on one of his books, The American Cause, at a conservative event. Kirk, himself forty-two years old at the time, was smitten by her loveliness and intelligence, and spent the next few years writing long letters to her—though he never would have believed that Annette would someday consent to marry him. As for the faith he embraced in 1964, Kirk later claimed to have grown into Catholicism, having long found the ancient faith congenial to his own way of looking at life and truth. He prayed daily and observed church feast days, and was for many years a regular attendee of mass, though he stopped attending regularly during the mid-1970s. His reasons were twofold: First, like his friend Richard Weaver, the distinguished Southern-born social critic, Kirk felt he needed only occasional experiences in corporate worship to last him for long periods. Second, during the 1970s and ’80s, his local parish church was torn by a severe internal dispute that created bitter factions within its walls, and was led by priests whose services tended to focus less upon man’s relationship to God and more upon the iniquities of American foreign policy in El Salvador and elsewhere. Saddened by the rift within his church and not being one who enjoyed being hectored weekly by secularized clergy who presumed to speak on matters they little understood, Kirk stayed home most Sunday mornings and slept, maintaining throughout his life a daily schedule of staying up until 3:00 A.M. reading and writing, and then sleeping till mid-morning. (Indeed, he kept very “British” hours, rising late in the morning, eating each meal later than the American average, and retiring every night well after midnight.)


In time the Kirks welcomed four daughters into their lives: Monica, Cecilia, Felicia, and Andrea. They were educated in local Catholic schools and grew to young womanhood in a most unusual household; for at Annette’s behest (with Russell’s encouragement), their home in Mecosta also served as a refuge for homeless immigrants in need of job and language skills, unwed mothers in need of acceptance and help, and half-reformed burglars in need of shelter and work. Former South Vietnamese Captain Nguyen Tan An and his family of ten, displaced by the communist takeover of 1975, lived with the Kirks for two years, as did Rett Ludwikowski, a Polish professor whose political incorrectness had earlier landed him in potentially deadly trouble with the communist authorities in his native land. A young female prostitute from nearby Grand Rapids was given shelter from her brutal boyfriend for several days, but she soon left quiet Piety Hill, preferring the risks of life on the streets. An unmarried mother-to-be was taken aboard long enough to go into labor; then, the doctor being delayed, Annette stepped in to deliver the young woman’s healthy baby. As late as 1984, the Kirks were still providing such help to a great number and variety of displaced persons, with Kirk writing to his friend Peter J. Stanlis, “We have with us at Mecosta four Croats, four Poles, one Italian, one Swiss, one Scot; we had two Ethiopians recently; also a congeries of Americans: A summer household of twenty-four, in all, ranging from eight years of age to ninety-three.”9 Throughout the many years of this activity, room was somehow found to accommodate all who came. And in the midst of it all, Kirk continued to find the time to write well-received books, departing from Mecosta periodically to serve as a guest lecturer at numerous colleges and universities throughout the United States and Europe.


A large, brick Italianate annex was built onto the old wooden house to accommodate the Kirks’ growing family and their many guests. Some of these visitors came for a few days, and some stayed for several years. One such guest was a hobo Annette spotted begging money outside her church door one snowy Sunday in late 1966. This was Clinton Wallace, a man of approximately fifty years, who had been wandering the less-traveled roads of America since his mid-teens. From his many hours spent sitting in town libraries and Christian Science reading rooms, he had read and memorized a great number of poems from the Western canon; to potential benefactors, he would recite lengthy passages from memory in exchange for meals and shelter. Clinton, a tall, simple man with a booming voice and a long history of odd jobs, petty thefts from church poor boxes, and short stays in prison, was invited to lunch at Piety Hill that winter day, thus beginning an eleven-year association with the Kirks. He lived at the Old House with the family for six of those years, being paid out of Russell’s pocket for setting the table, pouring out wine at supper, and answering the front door. His job skills being meager, Clinton enjoyed this work as the first “real job” he had held in his long life. But every year or so he would get upset over some small matter or simply be overtaken with wanderlust; then he would unexpectedly disappear from the Kirk home for several months, after first pilfering some small but valuable household item to be pawned to pay for food and lottery tickets. At those times, Kirk would vow to all present that Clinton Wallace would never again be allowed across the threshold of Piety Hill. However, upon the hobo’s inevitable return, Clinton, deeply and invariably sorry for all the trouble he had caused, would be welcomed back with open arms—with a beaming Russell Kirk standing at the head of the line to greet him at the front door. Kirk’s affection for and fascination with Clinton and his wealth of true stories of life on the open road transcended even the fact that the man’s overzealousness in tending the fireplace one winter night in 1975 led to the Old House catching fire and burning to the ground. (The brick annex withstood the flames and was soon remodeled to become a large residence in its own right, the new Piety Hill.) Clinton eventually qualified for Social Security benefits, at which point he moved into a small apartment of his own in nearby Grand Rapids. He died not long after leaving behind the only family he had known since boyhood. He was one of the most intriguing (and, at times, exasperating) persons Kirk met during a lifetime of meeting the great and the lowly, and the world-traveled writer spent hours listening to the hobo-butler relate tales from his colorful life story. Eventually he worked the basic details of Clinton’s life into what became his best-known short story, “There’s a Long, Long Trail a-Winding,” and its sequel, “Watchers at the Strait Gate.”


The new Piety Hill, a brick Italianate structure, took its full shape in mid-to late 1975, and was built in part with remnants salvaged from the remains of other interesting buildings that had fallen victim to the wrecking ball. “You possibly may have heard of our disastrous fire of Ash Wednesday last, which utterly destroyed my ancestral house here; only a single tiny ancient saucer was found in the ashes,” wrote Kirk in an invitation to Malcolm Muggeridge in October 1975. “But you would be comfortably enough lodged here,” he added,


for the modern massive brick wing which survived the fire, a kind of Italianate tower, has plenty of bedrooms. We have begun to rebuild, both at our house and at my separate library-building. From the jaws of the Urban Renewers of Grand Rapids, we have snatched various curiosities which will embellish our restored house: two immense terra-cotta lions’ heads from the demolished Isis Theater, a travertine lion’s head from the quondam Morton House Hotel, eight bronze griffins from a demolished bank, a wealth of panelling from a demolished Anglican church, etc., etc. The crowning glory, being lifted to the top of our surviving house this very day, is a big Italianate cupola, with eight sides, from the vanished hospital for the aged of the Little Sisters of the Poor, Grand Rapids. . . . “These fragments I have shored against my ruin.”10


As it had in the years immediately before the Ash Wednesday fire, Piety Hill attracted college students eager to study with Kirk in the solitude of his 10,000-volume library and gain publishing experience by helping edit The University Bookman. The students, some of whom arrived on scholarships provided by the Marguerite Eyer Wilbur Foundation, were in some cases admirers of Kirk, sometimes not; and most of them were scholarly, though a rare few were not. One individual was asked to leave Piety Hill after spending his days sleeping and his nights performing with a rock group in Grand Rapids. In the mid-1960s, another young assistant wrote an arrogant rejection letter to an aspiring University Bookman contributor who went on to found a very influential magazine of the right. (Never having read this letter before it was mailed, Kirk was embarrassed to behold it after finding a copy of it in his files many years later.) The students were for the most part conservative, but not straitlaced by any means. Studying in the Kirk library in the wee hours of a winter night, two student assistants got into a good-natured disagreement that escalated to the point that they began throwing small objects at one another; the fight ended when one of them threw a small bottle of white liquid type-remover at the other. It bounced into the fireplace and then, there being a fire blazing at the moment, the bottle exploded, splattering the library from floor to ceiling. The two students spent the remaining hours till dawn scrubbing the library’s floor, mantel, ceiling, and prized statuary with cleaning rags and toothbrushes—under the firm direction of Annette Kirk. Among the students who studied with Kirk were Michael Henrie, an accomplished essayist and editor; Marjorie Haney, a skillful teacher and writer; Christopher O’Brien, an attorney of note; Robert Kamphuis, today a successful businessman; and Andrew Shaughnessy, a quiet young Scotsman who is also an essayist and trusted associate editor of The University Bookman, as well as Kirk’s right-hand man during the final months of the older man’s life.


Kirk good-naturedly tolerated, but did not encourage, the sobriquets that came to be heaped upon him over the years, including “the Sage of Mecosta,” “the American Cicero,” and other such honorifics, though he took a boyish delight when referred to as “the Wizard of Mecosta.” (When one visitor piped up at supper one night at Piety Hill and said he was “in awe” of his host, Kirk responded quickly, with a glint of humor in his eye and struggling to keep a straight face, saying, “As well you ought!”—and then led the laughter at his own self-mocking remark.) In person, he was a quiet-spoken man, bashful, preferring to let others do the talking. If there were two virtues Kirk possessed in abundance, they were humility and generosity, he being one of the least self-absorbed intellectuals one might ever meet. Even on the rare occasions that he was roused to express anger at someone, he was short-spoken and to-the-point—and then the storm was over. (With Kirk, as with many people, shyness and quietness could be sometimes mistaken for signs of arrogance by certain first-time observers. A little over a year before his death, he confided to his diary, “My chief failing throughout life has been a painful shyness. It goes back before adolescence, to perhaps the eighth or ninth year.”11) Upon being asked questions at table, he would give fairly short, humorous answers, though he could be drawn out after patient inquiry and then hold forth at modest length. When asked to tell a ghost story, he could go on for hours, but in most other circumstances he held his peace. His wife Annette, in contrast, is high spirited and loquacious: discerning, energetic, witty in the neo-classical sense of being quick to see connections (often humorous) between like-sounding words and concepts, and playfully but deeply respectful of her husband. Trained by exacting, old-school Catholic teachers of philosophy and rhetoric at Molloy, she possesses a razor-sharp mind; and while friendly and generous, she is a serious and prudent steward of the grant funds that enable students to study at Piety Hill, and nobody to underestimate or trifle with. On the few occasions when guests in her home have dared to be bluntly rude to her or disdainful of her husband, she has set them straight deftly and in no uncertain terms. She is a Thomist, given strongly to the interior life of reason; Russell was Augustinian in temperament, relating to explorations of truth as it is apprehended through rational thought as well as sources outside the human capacity to reason. Together they made what Annette called a team, each coming to depend upon the other to supply portions of the intellectual, spiritual, and material needs of each day in their married life.


During the last years of his life, Kirk stayed busy delivering lectures and then compiling these texts into books. A longtime smoker, he was stricken by a mild heart attack in 1980 and subsequently warned by his doctor to cut back to no more than one cigar per day. Kirk, having for years taken long walks in Scotland, the European Continent, and Northern Africa covering thirty miles on any given day, regardless of the weather, now confined his walking to the environs of Mecosta, often planting trees on these outings. His brief forays into the world of politics—he had campaigned energetically for Barry Goldwater in 1964 and been on friendly terms with Presidents Nixon and Reagan—came to an end in 1992 when he served as general chairman of Patrick Buchanan’s Michigan primary campaign. In 1993 his health took a noticeable downturn, marked by a decided loss of appetite: having once been fairly burly and healthful in appearance, he now lost a great deal of weight and looked decidedly frail. A two-day conference in early October to celebrate his seventy-fifth birthday and the fortieth anniversary of The Conservative Mind’s appearance, followed by a long series of lectures across America extending into late November, left Kirk physically (though cheerfully) spent, and he was confined to bed for a month on doctor’s orders. On the eve of Ash Wednesday, 1994, he was informed by his doctor that he had congestive heart failure and only a few months to live. Shortly after this diagnosis, Kirk put the finishing touches on his essay “Is Life Worth Living?” the final chapter in his long-anticipated memoir, The Sword of Imagination. (His answer to that question is an eloquent “Aye, just so.”)


During the last weeks of Kirk’s life, his daughters were just down the hall from his bedroom to help Annette attend to his few needs. His longtime assistant Andrew Shaughnessy was also on hand to converse with, to bring books over from the library for him to read, and to maintain a fire in the bedroom fireplace. Bedridden now, Kirk summoned to his side his four daughters—now grown, two of them married, all but the youngest living away from Piety Hill, but all together under one roof for the last time in their father’s life. Kirk spoke with them of many things, telling them that if they would be wise they ought to read and reread four specific writings informed by the moral imagination: The Little Fir Tree, by Hans Christian Andersen; The Pilgrim’s Regress, by C. S. Lewis; “The Golden Key,” by George MacDonald; and Tree and Leaf, by J. R. R. Tolkien.


Kirk slept poorly during these final weeks and ate little, but kept himself busy indexing a forthcoming book, Redeeming the Time, and reading. On April 23, Annette hesitated to bring to his room the day’s issue of The Grand Rapids Press; the banner headline and subheading read: “Nixon Dies—Daughters at His Bedside.” She eventually decided to show him the paper; he read the story calmly, saying a few words of praise for his departed friend. (Nixon had disappointed Kirk by his decisions related to the Watergate coverup, which had cost Nixon the presidency, but the two men remained on cordial terms.) Five evenings later, before going to bed, he asked Andrew to step over to the library and bring over one of Shakespeare’s plays, for he wanted to read that night. Annette arranged that a radio be placed in the bedroom and tuned to Blue Lake Public Radio, a local music and news station originating at the nearby Blue Lake Music Camp, for Russell wanted to switch on the radio first thing upon awakening to hear the morning news. The night passed without incident, though Kirk slept little. At about 6:30 the next morning, he called for Annette. When she awoke, Russell told her that he had just learned from the radio news that Pope John Paul II had badly injured his leg, and that they must remember the pope in their prayers that day. He then asked for breakfast, which—for the first time in weeks—he ate hungrily and finished. For an hour or so, he and Annette talked of numerous things, mostly concerning books he had read, upcoming lectures he had been invited to make, grants they needed to procure for deserving students, and other matters. At a little after 10:00, Annette noticed that Russell was silent and unresponsive. She ran out into the hall and called for her daughters to come quickly. Joined by Monica and Andrea, she turned back to Russell, who had now closed his eyes. Kirk’s oldest and youngest daughters then stood at their father’s bedside, held his hands, and began to softly sing the lilting song that he had long ago sung to awaken them, “School Days.” After a minute, Kirk opened his eyes one last time, smiled gently, and then closed them for the last time, a single tear rolling down his face. On the table at his bedside lay the Shakespeare play he had read the night before, All’s Well That End’s Well.


KEY CONCEPTS


To understand the life and work of Russell Kirk, it is helpful to review the six “canons” of conservatism outlined in The Conservative Mind as well as the six general principles articulated in his introduction to The Portable Conservative Reader. To better understand these principles, it is essential to grasp several key elements of Kirk’s vocabulary and worldview.


The Permanent Things


In one of his favorite books, Eliot’s The Idea of a Christian Society (1939), Kirk encountered a phrase and a concept that came to recur in his own writings: “the permanent things.” In its context, Eliot had written:


[Without a] firm assurance of first principles which it is the business of the Church to repeat in and out of season, the World will constantly confuse the right with the expedient. In a society based on the use of slave labour men tried to prove from the Bible that slavery was something ordained by God. For most people, the actual constitution of Society, or that which their more generous passions wish to bring about, is right, and Christianity must be adapted to it. But the Church cannot be, in any political sense, either conservative, or liberal, or revolutionary. Conservatism is too often conservation of the wrong things: liberalism a relaxation of discipline; revolution a denial of the permanent things.12 [Emphasis added]
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