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Why talk about Sinclair Lewis in 2019?

100th anniversary of Main Street

First American Nobel Prize for Literature

Sociological novels

Fun reads!



Early Life

Father ςsmall town doctor (Swedish & German farmers; amputations)

Mother ςdied from Tuberculosis when Harry was 6

Step-mother ςSuburbia to small town. Clubs and beautifying projects; 
read to Harry often

Harry ςskinny bookish kid with a big mouth

Oberlin Academy in Ohio ςSunday school circuit 

Yale, Helicon Home Colony janitor, Panama, and cattle boat to England. 
California then New York.



Early Writing and Wandering

Yale literary magazine

Interviews ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻƻǊ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΦ WŀŎƪ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ 
visit

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ magazines then added adult magazines

9ŘƛǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ²ŀǘŜǊƭƻƻΣ LƻǿŀΩǎ Courier. Anti-lynching article

Early novels written around day jobs, acting as own agent

Late Nineteen-teens: equivalent of $150k/year before
breakout hit!



Hike and the Aeroplane ς1912

Tom Swift style emerging-
technology-emphasizing adventure 
story for young readers 

Republication forbidden

Wright brothers flight 1903
Tom Swift series 1910



Grace Hegger

Editor for Vogue magazine

Freelance writer after marriage

Strong influence & social connections



Our Mr. Wren: The Romantic Adventures of a 
Gentle Man ς1914

Inherits a fortune, quits his job, and has 
quaint wanderings. Tepid reception.

Chapter titles like:
Mr. Wrenn is Lonely
He Starts for the Land of Elsewhere
He Finds Much Quaint English Flavor
He Buys and Orange Tie
He Becomes Mildly Religious and Highly    

Literary



The Trail of the Hawk ς1915

A young man who struggles through a long 
series of blue collar and office jobs until he 
can realize his dream of becoming a pilot.

CƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ [ŜǿƛǎΩ ƻǿƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ 
wanderings.



The Job: An American Novel ς1917

Una Golden working in commercial real estate

For the woman who works: Her own 
existence, not told as a pink romance but as 
LIFE.
For the business man: The novel which will 
enable him to understand the puzzling 
women who work for him.
For the lover of the real thing in literature: An 
American story demanding the most 
interested reading and serious discussion.



The Innocents: A Story for Lovers ς1917

!ƴ ƻƭŘ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ όǿƘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ άCŀǘƘŜǊέ 
ŀƴŘ άaƻǘƘŜǊέύ Ǌǳƴǎ ƻŦŦ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ 
life to open a tea room in Cape Cod, then 
have other adventures trying to live free.



Free Air ς1919

Claire Boltwood, from an upper-class 
Northeastern family, takes a cross-
country trip by automobile to the Pacific 
Northwest and meets a down to earth, 
lower-class guy who suits her better.

One of the first road trip novels.

Model T 1908



Main Street ς1920 

!ƭŦǊŜŘ IŀǊŎƻǳǊǘΥ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜǎǘ ōƻƻƪ LΩǾŜ 
ŜǾŜǊ ǊŜŀŘΦέ

10k copies with no advertising but reviews.

414k copies of the first edition. Passed two 
million with the cheaper second edition.

Best selling novel of 1900-1925.

[ŜǿƛǎΩ Ŏǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ǿŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ϸо 
Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ



Main Street ς1920 

The story of Carol Kennicott, the wife of a 
small town doctor from the big city who is 
filled with ideas for improving the town and 
leaving her mark.

±ƛƭƭŀƎŜ ±ƛǊǳǎΣ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ

Jeanette Rankin U.S. House 1917 ςfirst fed
19th Amendment 1920



Main Street ςOct 3, 1921 Lincoln Star Serial Starts


