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Crossing to safety Wallace Stegner is a seminal work that delves into the complexities of human

relationships, the enduring allure of the American West, and the often-difficult journey toward self-

discovery. This collection of short stories, first published in 1971, showcases Wallace Stegner's

masterful prose and his profound understanding of the human condition. From the rugged landscapes

that often serve as a backdrop to the internal struggles of his characters, Stegner explores themes of

isolation, belonging, redemption, and the search for meaning. Readers will find themselves transported

to the vast plains and towering mountains, experiencing vicariously the triumphs and tribulations of

individuals navigating their own personal frontiers. This article will explore the key themes, memorable

characters, and enduring literary significance of Stegner's remarkable collection, providing a

comprehensive overview for both new and seasoned readers alike.
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Understanding Wallace Stegner's "Crossing to Safety"

Wallace Stegner, a Pulitzer Prize-winning author and a towering figure in American literature, gifted

readers with a collection of short stories that resonate with truth and emotional depth. "Crossing to

Safety," though not the title of a specific collection, often serves as a thematic anchor for discussions

about Stegner's broader body of work, particularly his preoccupation with individuals finding their place

in the world and achieving a sense of peace or "safety." His stories frequently feature characters

grappling with the challenges of the American West, both the physical and the psychological. The

phrase itself evokes a sense of transition, of moving from a state of uncertainty or danger towards a

place of security and understanding. This collection, or the thematic exploration it represents, delves

into the human desire for belonging and the often arduous paths individuals take to find it.

Stegner’s writing is characterized by its meticulous attention to detail, its deep psychological insight,

and its lyrical descriptions of the natural world. He was a craftsman who understood the power of

language to evoke emotion and to transport readers to different times and places. "Crossing to Safety,"

in the broader sense of his oeuvre, allows us to witness this mastery firsthand, as he explores the

universal struggles of life, love, loss, and the continuous quest for a stable ground upon which to build

one's existence. The stories within this thematic umbrella offer poignant reflections on what it means to

be human, to connect with others, and to ultimately find a safe harbor amidst life's inevitable storms.

Exploring the Core Themes in Stegner's "Crossing to Safety"

The overarching theme of achieving a state of "crossing to safety" is woven intricately through many of

Wallace Stegner's narratives. This often involves characters confronting their past, making difficult

choices, and ultimately finding a measure of peace or belonging. Stegner masterfully explores the

complexities of human relationships, particularly friendships and marriages, and how these bonds can

either be sources of strength or sites of conflict. The journey toward safety is rarely a straightforward

path; it is often marked by introspection, personal growth, and a profound understanding of oneself

and one's place in the world. This exploration of internal landscapes is as crucial as the external

settings in which his characters find themselves.



The Search for Belonging and Identity

A recurring motif in Stegner's work, and central to the idea of "crossing to safety," is the profound

human need to belong. His characters often find themselves on the fringes, outsiders in their own lives

or in the communities they inhabit. The American West, with its vast open spaces and its history of

rugged individualism, provides a powerful backdrop for this search. Whether it's a protagonist returning

to a childhood home, forging a new life in an unfamiliar territory, or simply trying to understand their

place within a family, the desire for acceptance and a stable identity is palpable. This quest often

forces individuals to confront difficult truths about themselves and their past actions.

Navigating Difficult Relationships

Wallace Stegner’s stories are populated by characters who often grapple with the intricacies of their

relationships. Marriages are tested, friendships are forged and sometimes broken, and family dynamics

are laid bare. The path to emotional safety often involves mending fractured connections or learning to

live with the imperfections of those closest to us. Stegner avoids simplistic portrayals, instead offering

nuanced and realistic depictions of how love, loyalty, and conflict intertwine. The act of "crossing to

safety" in this context can mean achieving a new understanding within a relationship or finding the

strength to break free from damaging patterns.

The Redemption of the Past

Many of Stegner's characters are haunted by their pasts, by choices made and opportunities lost. The

journey towards safety frequently involves confronting these ghosts and seeking a form of redemption.

This might manifest as an act of atonement, a coming to terms with regret, or a re-evaluation of one's

life choices. Stegner’s approach to redemption is rarely dramatic or miraculous; rather, it is a gradual

process of self-acceptance and the quiet rebuilding of one's life. This theme is particularly potent in

stories where characters must reconcile their present selves with the people they once were.



The Enduring Power of Nature

The American West, a landscape Stegner knew and loved intimately, plays a crucial role in his

narratives. The natural world is not merely a setting; it is an active participant in the lives of his

characters. The vastness of the plains, the majesty of the mountains, and the harshness of the desert

all serve to highlight the human struggle for survival and meaning. For many of Stegner's protagonists,

nature offers both a challenge and a solace, a place where they can confront their inner demons and

perhaps find a path toward a more authentic existence. The wild, untamed aspects of the West often

mirror the internal wilderness that characters must navigate to reach their own form of "safety."

The Setting as a Character in Stegner's Work

Wallace Stegner possessed an extraordinary ability to imbue his settings with a life of their own,

making the landscapes of the American West as integral to his stories as the characters themselves.

The geographical features, the climate, and the history of these regions deeply influence the lives and

psyches of the people who inhabit them. The very act of "crossing to safety" is often tied to navigating

these specific environments, which present both opportunities and formidable obstacles.

The American West: A Canvas of Resilience

Stegner frequently set his stories against the backdrop of the American West – from the dusty plains

of Saskatchewan to the rugged mountains of the Rockies and the arid deserts of the Southwest.

These landscapes are not static backdrops but active forces shaping his characters' destinies. The

harshness and beauty of the West demand resilience, resourcefulness, and a deep connection to the

land. For characters seeking a sense of peace or a place to call home, the West represents both a

trial to be endured and a promise of a new beginning, a place where they might finally find their

footing and "cross to safety."



Nature's Influence on the Human Psyche

The natural world in Stegner's fiction has a profound impact on the internal lives of his characters. The

immense scale of the Western landscapes can be both awe-inspiring and isolating. The struggle for

survival against the elements often forces individuals to confront their own limitations and their place

within the grander scheme of things. For many of Stegner's protagonists, it is in the quiet solitude of

nature, amidst its raw power, that they find the clarity and strength needed to make difficult decisions

or to understand their own desires, ultimately aiding them in their journey toward a personal "safety."

Memorable Characters and Their Journeys

Wallace Stegner populated his narratives with a cast of vividly drawn characters, each on their own

unique path toward understanding, acceptance, or a personal sense of "crossing to safety." These

individuals, often flawed and complex, resonate with readers because of their relatability and the

universal nature of their struggles. Stegner masterfully captures the nuances of human experience,

showcasing characters who are both shaped by their environments and actively striving to shape their

own lives.

The Outcast and the Seeker

Many of Stegner's protagonists can be categorized as outcasts or seekers. They are individuals who

feel disconnected from their surroundings or from the mainstream of society, embarking on journeys to

find a place where they truly belong. This might involve literal migration, as characters move across

the vast American landscape, or it could be an internal odyssey of self-discovery. Their pursuit of

"safety" is often a quest for authenticity and for a connection that transcends superficiality. They are

often driven by a deep-seated dissatisfaction and a yearning for something more meaningful.



The Resilience of the Human Spirit

What unites many of Stegner's characters is their remarkable resilience. They face adversity, loss, and

profound disappointment, yet they continue to persevere. Whether it's a homesteader battling the

elements, a scholar grappling with personal demons, or an artist seeking recognition, these individuals

demonstrate an indomitable spirit. Their ability to endure and to find moments of grace, even in the

face of overwhelming challenges, underscores the core theme of "crossing to safety" as a testament to

the enduring strength of the human psyche.

Relationships as a Source of Strength and Conflict

Stegner's characters often find that their most significant journeys are intertwined with their

relationships. Friendships can be lifelines, offering support and understanding, while romantic

relationships can be both sources of profound joy and deep pain. The process of "crossing to safety"

often involves navigating these complex interpersonal dynamics, learning to communicate, to forgive,

and to build lasting bonds. These relationships are rarely idealized; Stegner presents them with all

their inherent messiness and beauty, highlighting how they can both hinder and facilitate a character's

progress toward a more secure existence.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Wallace Stegner's enduring appeal as a writer lies not only in his compelling themes and characters

but also in his masterful command of language and his sophisticated narrative techniques. His prose is

both elegant and precise, drawing readers into the heart of his stories with an authenticity that is rarely

matched.

Lyrical Prose and Vivid Imagery

Stegner's writing style is characterized by its lyrical quality and its ability to evoke vivid imagery. He

possessed a remarkable talent for describing the natural world, bringing the vast landscapes of the



American West to life with sensory detail. His descriptions are not merely decorative; they are integral

to the emotional and psychological landscape of his characters, often mirroring their inner states or

foreshadowing events to come. The beauty and harshness of nature are rendered with equal clarity,

creating a rich and immersive reading experience.

Masterful Character Development

The depth of characterization in Stegner's work is a significant reason for its lasting impact. He delves

into the motivations, desires, and fears of his characters with a keen psychological insight. Through

subtle observations, internal monologues, and carefully crafted dialogue, Stegner reveals the

complexities of human nature. His characters feel real, with their own unique voices and their own

personal battles, making their journeys toward any form of "crossing to safety" all the more compelling

and relatable for the reader.

Pacing and Structure

Stegner often employed a deliberate and measured pacing in his narratives, allowing readers to

become fully immersed in the lives of his characters and the worlds they inhabit. The structure of his

stories, whether in novels or short story collections, is carefully crafted to build momentum and to

explore themes with depth and nuance. This thoughtful approach to storytelling allows the central

concept of "crossing to safety" to unfold organically, rather than feeling forced or contrived. The stories

often build gradually, culminating in moments of profound realization or quiet resolution.

The Enduring Legacy of "Crossing to Safety"

The concept of "crossing to safety," as it pertains to Wallace Stegner's celebrated body of work,

continues to hold significant relevance for contemporary readers. His exploration of universal human

experiences, set against the iconic backdrop of the American West, ensures his place as a

foundational figure in American literature. The themes he so brilliantly illuminated—identity, belonging,



the power of relationships, and the search for meaning—remain as pertinent today as they were when

his stories were first published.

Stegner's ability to capture the spirit of the West, not just as a physical place but as a state of mind

and a crucible for the human spirit, has influenced generations of writers. His characters, with their

struggles and triumphs, serve as enduring archetypes of individuals navigating the complexities of life.

The enduring legacy of "crossing to safety" in his work lies in its ability to inspire reflection on our own

journeys, reminding us of the ongoing quest for a sense of peace, purpose, and belonging in an ever-

changing world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Wallace Stegner's 'Crossing to Safety'?

The central theme of 'Crossing to Safety' is the enduring nature of friendship and marriage amidst the

challenges and complexities of life, exploring how deep connections provide a 'crossing to safety' in a

world that is often uncertain and difficult.

Who are the main characters in 'Crossing to Safety' and what is their

significance?

The main characters are the narrator, Larry Morgan, and his wife, Sally, and their lifelong friends, Sid

and Cherry Pekay. Their relationships, particularly the parallel marriages of Larry and Sally, and Sid

and Cherry, form the core of the novel, illustrating different facets of love, commitment, and shared

experience.

How does Stegner use the setting of Vermont and the University of

Wisconsin in 'Crossing to Safety'?

Stegner uses these settings to contrast different phases of the characters' lives and intellectual

pursuits. Vermont represents a simpler, more grounded existence, while the university setting reflects



their academic careers and the intellectual ferment of the mid-20th century, highlighting the evolution

of their lives and relationships.

What is the significance of the title 'Crossing to Safety' in the context

of the novel?

The title refers to the idea that deep, trusting relationships, particularly marriage and long-term

friendship, offer a refuge or a 'crossing to safety' from the uncertainties, disappointments, and

existential anxieties of life. It's about finding solace and stability in human connection.

How does Stegner explore the concept of 'success' and 'failure' in the

lives of the characters?

Stegner portrays success and failure not just in professional or academic terms, but more importantly

in the success or failure of relationships. The novel suggests that true success lies in maintaining

meaningful connections and navigating life's challenges together, rather than solely in individual

achievements.

What is the narrative structure of 'Crossing to Safety'?

The novel employs a retrospective narrative, with Larry Morgan looking back on his life and his

friendships. This allows for reflection, commentary, and a deeper understanding of the events and

relationships as they have unfolded over time.

How does Stegner's depiction of marriage in 'Crossing to Safety' differ

from or echo traditional portrayals?

Stegner's marriages are presented with a realistic portrayal of both the joys and the strains. They are

not idealized but rather shown as partnerships built on shared history, mutual respect, and the

willingness to endure difficulties, emphasizing the ongoing work and commitment involved.



What are some of the philosophical or existential questions addressed

in 'Crossing to Safety'?

The novel delves into questions about the meaning of life, the nature of happiness, the impact of

personal choices, the inevitability of aging and mortality, and the search for authenticity and integrity in

a world that often pressures conformity.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Wallace Stegner's Crossing to Safety, with descriptions:

1. Imagining the West: The Life and Works of Wallace Stegner

This biography delves into the life of Wallace Stegner, exploring his formative experiences and how

they shaped his writing. It examines his intellectual development, his relationships with other prominent

writers, and his deep connection to the American West. The book offers a comprehensive

understanding of the man behind enduring classics like Crossing to Safety.

2. In Search of the Frontier: American Landscapes in Literature

This collection of essays analyzes the portrayal of the American frontier in literature, with a significant

focus on Stegner's contributions. It discusses how authors like Stegner captured the essence of the

West, its beauty, and its challenges. Readers will find connections to the themes of place and

belonging prevalent in Crossing to Safety.

3. Inside the Academic Life: Authorship and Education in America

This insightful work explores the intersection of writing and academia, a path often trod by authors like

Wallace Stegner. It examines the unique pressures and opportunities faced by writers who also teach,

considering how these experiences inform their creative output. The book offers context for the

scholarly and intellectual environment that nurtured Stegner's literary career.

4. Illuminating Friendship: Bonds of Loyalty and Support in Fiction



This study looks at the enduring power of friendship as depicted in literature, with chapters dedicated

to the complex relationships in Stegner's work. It explores how deep connections can sustain

individuals through life's adversities and joys, mirroring the central friendships in Crossing to Safety.

The book highlights the importance of shared experience and mutual understanding.

5. Interpreting Memory: The Narrative Power of Recollection

This critical analysis focuses on how memory functions within literary narratives, particularly in novels

that explore personal histories. It dissects the ways authors craft narratives from recollection,

emphasizing how past events shape present identities. Readers will find parallels with the retrospective

nature of Crossing to Safety and its exploration of long-term relationships.

6. Inheriting the Landscape: Nature and Nurture in Western Fiction

This volume investigates how authors portray the profound influence of the natural environment on

human lives, with a strong emphasis on Western American literature. It examines how the land shapes

characters' destinies, values, and sense of self. The book provides a framework for understanding the

integral role of landscape in Stegner's novels, including Crossing to Safety.

7. Into the Wilderness: Journeys of Self-Discovery in American Literature

This exploration delves into the theme of the journey, both literal and metaphorical, as a catalyst for

personal growth in American novels. It highlights how characters often find themselves through their

explorations of new territories or their internal quests. The book connects to the journeys undertaken

by characters in Stegner's novels as they navigate their lives and relationships.

8. Inhabiting Place: Literature of the American West

This collection offers essays on the rich literary tradition of the American West, featuring analysis of

Wallace Stegner's significant contributions. It considers how writers capture the unique spirit and

character of the region, exploring themes of settlement, belonging, and the wild. The book provides

essential context for Stegner's depiction of the West in Crossing to Safety.

9. In Dialogue with Nature: Ecocriticism and the Literary Landscape

This critical work applies ecocritical perspectives to the study of literature, examining the complex



relationship between humans and the natural world. It analyzes how authors integrate ecological

themes and settings into their narratives, often reflecting societal attitudes towards the environment.

The book offers a lens through which to appreciate Stegner's profound engagement with the natural

world in his fiction.
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