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1 AMERICA’S MOST
POPULAR WRITER

In late 2003, Stephen King was awarded the Medal for
Distinguished Contribution to American Letters at the National
Book Awards. This prestigious literary prize seems only fitting for
today’s most popular living novelist. King’s books have sold many
millions of copies over recent decades, have been translated into
33 different languages, and have been published in over 35
countries. Like much in King’s life, however, this professional
achievement did not come easily or without its share of
controversy.

King, often called the “Steven Spielberg of horror” and
“America’s favorite boogeyman,” first gained fame with his debut
novel, Carrie (1974). Since then, he has been known as a highly
commercial writer who deftly turns out best-selling fiction,
especially in the horror genre. (A genre is a specific writing
category; romance, science fiction, and mystery are other
genres.) Adding to King’s renown is that many of his works have
been adapted into feature films and TV miniseries. His talents
have won the praise of fellow genre writers, including well-
regarded author/filmmaker Clive Barker, who observes of King,
“I think his genius is to make horror acceptable. ...” According
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to Barker, Stephen “turned the horror genre — so long an underdog
on the publishing scene — into a force to be reckoned with.”

But Stephen King has struggled long to gain respectability
within the publishing industry. Some consider his books to be
merely entertaining reading for the masses rather than artistic
achievements with any real literary merit. The famed author has
acknowledged his fight to gain legitimacy with his peers: “When I
was young, [ used to think it should be easy to wed popular fiction
with literary fiction. But as time went by and I got older, I began
to realize how difficult it really is. I began to realize how many
people are so sct against it.”

Nevertheless, millions of readers around the globe relish
King’s stories, prizing his abilities as a master storyteller. They
seem unmindful that his prose may not be in the same higher
artistic league of such National Book Awards winners as Toni
Morrison, Philip Roth, Arthur Miller, and John Updike. In
Landscape of Fear: Stephen King’s American Gothic (1988), Tony
Magistrale offers one explanation for Stephen’s popularity:
“King’s best work employs many of the same techniques found in
film ... He possesses the ability to maintain levels of suspense
because the imaginary world he portrays is so accurately visual.”

Over the years, King’s many published writings have covered
and intermingled literary genres. However, he is best known for
such chilling fiction as ‘Salem’s Lot (1976), The Shining (1977),
and Pet Sematary (1983), all of which strikingly emphasize
elements of the supernatural. In his horror stories, Stephen
successfully follows in the literary tradition of famous authors such
as Mary Shelley, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Edgar Allan Poe, and H.
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P. Love-craft.

From early childhood, and
from the start of his writing
career, overly  imaginative
Stephen was drawn to tales of
the horrific because they hold
the “ability to form a liaison
between our fantasy fears and
He

appreciates why people like to

our real fears.” also
be scared: “ There are some
people whose lives are full of
fears — that their marriage isn’t
working, that they aren’t going
to make it on the job, that
society is crumbling all around
them.” According to King,
because most people are too

timid to deal with or even

Stephen King delivers his address at the
2003 National Book Awards, where he
received the Medal for Distinguished

Contribution to  American
( Associated Press)
E200FNERERRAR A L,
HES - SXREBH, FRBTEEX
FARETREE, (EB4)

Letters.

discuss such matters with others, they lack “outlets for all those

scary feelings.

... The horror writer can give them a place to put

their fears, and it’s OK to be afraid then, because nothing is real,

and you can blow it all away when it’s over.”

As an expert in his literary genre, King has found three ways

to scare his readers. “Naturally, I’ll try to terrify you first, and if
that doesn’t work, I’ll try to horrify you, and if I can’t make it

there, I'll try to gross you out.” But this remarkable ability to

grab the reader’s attention is only one aspect of Stephen’s
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tremendous success as an author. According to The Encyclopedia
of World Biography (1998), “King’s wide popularity attests to his
ability to create stories in which he emphasizes the inability to
rationalize certain facets of evil in seemingly commonplace
situations. ” In short, King has a knack that all great storytellers
possess — the ability to greatly entertain a wide range of readers
with his compelling and exciting fiction.
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2 HUMBLE BEGINNINGS

Stephen Edwin King was born on September 21, 1947, at the
General Hospital in Portland, Maine. The future novelist was the
second child of Donald, a vacuum-cleaner salesman, and his wife,
Nellie Ruth Pillsbury King, a homemaker. The family lived
modestly in Scarborough, a little town about eight miles south of
Portland. Two years earlier, when the Kings thought they were
unable to have their own children, they had adopted a newborn
infant, whom they named David Victor King.

Donald King had been in the Merchant Marines during World
War [[. He had served on vessels that ferried people and supplies
for the military. Not long after Stephen’s birth, Donald resigned
from the Merchant Marines. He found it difficult to readjust to
civilian life, however, and restiessly switched from job to job.
When Stephen was two years old, Mr. King one day said he was
going out to the grocery store to buy a package of cigarettes. He
never returned. This desertion left lifelong emotional scars on the
King family.

Suddenly a single parent of two youngsters, Ruth King had to
become the sole support of the household. Although she was
distantly related to the wealthy Pillsbury baking fortune, she had

no savings of her own and needed to earn an income —
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immediately. With ex-servicemen crowding the job market in the
post-World War II era, however, it was difficult for women to
find decent jobs. Moreover, her work experience did not lend
itself easily to securing employment in small-town Maine.

Until Ruth could find work, she called upon her sisters to
help with the boys. For a time, Stephen went to stay with his aunt
Ethelyn and her husband, Oren, in Durham, Maine at their
farmhouse. David, now four, was sent to his Aunt Molly’s in
Malden, Massachusetts. Within a few months, Mrs. King had
scraped together enough money from an assortment of jobs that
required minimal skill to be able to reunite with her children.

Childhood Moves

Over the next four years, Ruth King and her boys were frequently
on the move. They stayed with Donald King’s mother in Chicago
for a while. Later, they were taken in by relatives in West De
Pere, Wisconsin, followed by a brief stay in Texas. Later, they
relocated to Fort Wayne, Indiana, where Ruth’s sister-in-law, a
schoolteacher, took them into her home. To pay their way during
this difficult period, Ruth worked various jobs, including
housekeeper, laundry presser, and doughnut maker. When Mrs.
King was hired at a local General Electric plant in Fort Wayne,
winding coils for small motors, she and her sons moved into their
own apartment.

At age four, Stephen suffered a traumatic experience. One
day Stephen returned home with his face deathly pale and his
pants damp from having wet himself. He immediately went to his
room, where he remained alone for hours, refusing to talk with
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his concerned mother. Ruth later discovered the reason for
Stephen’s sudden somberness. He had been playing with a
neighborhood friend who had been run over by a freight train on a
nearby railroad line. She now understood the horrified look that
had been on Stephen’s face. She knew that he had witnessed his
pal being torn apart by the passing train. However, to the present
day, King’s only recollection of the horrendous event is what his
mother told him much later — that the boy’s remains were picked
up in a wicker basket and taken for burial. This tragedy, as with
so many other events in King’s life, provided a basis for one of
Stephen’s future stories. His pal’s grotesque death was worked into
“The Body,” which was published in the 1982 collection Different
Seasons and was adapted into the 1986 feature film Stand by Me.

Not long before Stephen’s sixth birthday, the Kings moved
yet again, this time to Stratford, Connecticut, where Ruth’s sister
Gert lived. Once Mrs. King found work (in a laundry). they
moved into their own apartment. By now, David was in the
fourth grade (having begun schooling before his fifth birthday and
having skipped the second grade) and Stephen was entering
kindergarten.

During the often difficult years that Ruth King and her sons
had moved about the country, she taught her children to
appreciate the simple pleasures of life. One of her great joys was
reading: She always had a stack of inexpensive paperbacks lying
about the house. She called these books *“a pile of cheap, sweet
vacations. ” She passed on her deep love of literature to her boys.

A good deal of Stephen’s sixth year was spent in bed, coping

with painful tonsillitis and serious ear infections. To pass the long
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The young stars of the film Stand by Me (1986 ). The film is based on the novella The
Body, which was inspired by a traumatic event from Stephen’s childhood. (Photofest)
(BEFEF7)(1986 F) ¥ PRVNBEM. XBEAREBPE/NI(PERIZETIR, E
BFHEDFEEN—REBEELHF. (Photofest)

days, he devoured comic books. (One of his favorites was Tales
from the Crypt.) To amuse himself, he began to write down the
story lines from these comics on note paper. One evening, he
showed one of his “writings” to his mother. While she praised his
initiative, she suggested, “Write one of your own, Stevie. ... [
bet you could do better.”

Stephen was inspired by his mother’s suggestion of writing his
own story. As he has described, “I remember an immense feeling
of possibility at the idea, as if I had been ushered into a vast
building filled with closed doors and had been given leave to open
any I liked. ” Before too long, the youngster had composed a short
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story (four pages of handwriting) in which he told of a bunny
rabbit that had the unusual ability to drive a car. Stephen’s mother
insisted that the tale was worthy of publication. Years later,
Stephen admitted, “Nothing anyone has said to me since has made
me feel any happier.”

Stephen continued with his story writing. He discovered to
his amazement and great pleasure that in creating stories he could
devise his own universe(s) and control his cast of characters. As
King later explained, “Once you get a taste of that kind of power,

you’re lost forever.”

The Developing Creative Artist

In addition to his mother’s encouragement, several other things
served as imaginative stimuli for Stephen’s budding talent. When
Stephen was seven, he was especially intrigued by one of the
books his mother had just checked out of the library. The volume
was The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, by Robert
Louis Stevenson. The curious youngster wanted to know more
about the story. After his mother told him a few details of the
mild-mannered scientist/doctor who turns himself into a savage
individual, he asked her to read him the full story. She insisted it
was too scary for a child his age. Stephen persisted, however, and
his mother finally gave in — reading him the remarkable
narrative. It made a great impression on the highly imaginative
boy. Said King, “I lived and died with that story. ... I can
remember lying in bed., wakeful after that night’s reading was
done.”

That same year. Ruth took David and Stephen to a local



2 HUMBLE BEGINNINGS 013

drive-in theater. While David slept in the car, Stephen sat
engrossed at The Creature from the Black Lagoon (1954). It was
his first horror film, and he never forgot the exciting experience.
While the youngster appreciated that what he was viewing was
make-believe and that the frightening title figure was nothing
more than an actor in a rubber suit, it stimulated his highly active
imagination.

After secing The Creature from the Black Lagoon, Stephen
envisioned the possibility of such a creature coming to his house
and hiding in the shadows, or in the closet, or under the bed,
ready to claim the seven-year old as his latest victim. Such vivid
speculations were a constant source of entertainment and terror to
the boy who spent so much of his time playing out ghoulish stories
in his mind.

This fright movie also sparked Stephen to write his first real
horror story. It was about a dinosaur that terrified a town. A
scientist uncovers that the terrorizing beast has a strong aversion
to anything leather. Utilizing this knowledge, the townsfolk taunt
the beast with assorted leather items, until finally it leaves.

Before long, Stephen was turning out such fanciful stories
frequently, partially inspired by his Aunt Gert, who gave him a
reward for each of his efforts. She paid nine-year-old King a
quarter for his fairy tale, “Jhonathan and the Witches.” In that
narrative, the hero kills a trio of witches and lives happily ever
after with his dad. (Years later, in 1993, this story would be
reprinted in First Words, a collection of early writings by well-
known authors.) In writing “Jhonathan and the Witches” and
reading many fairy tales (e. g., The 500 Hats of Bartholomew



