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PROLOGUE

America's Adventure
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©1980 by James E.Haff and DickMartin

The world of Oz, as created by L. Frank Baum, has become
an adventureland of the heart and mind.
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Then a strange thing happened.

b L. FRANK BAUM,
The Wonderful Wizard of Oz

ne day in 1898 an unusual sequence of images leaped

from one man's mind: A gray Kansas prairie. A lively girl

with a brave little dog. A terrifying twister. A mystical
land ruled by both good and wicked witches. A colorful township of
little people. A road of yellow bricks stretching through a dangerous
frontier. A trio of comical characters b a scarecrow, a tin man, and a
cowardly lion®who join the girl from Kansas on her quest, a jour-
ney to a magical city of emeralds controlled by a mysterious wizard.
aThe story really seemed to write itself,° author L. Frank Baum told his
publisher.

Baum relied on a favorite pencil as he put the tale to paper. By the
fall of 1899the pencil was just a stub, and he fastened it into a frame
and surrounded it with a caption: @With this Pencil | wrote the ms.
[manuscript] ofThe Emerald CityyHe sealed the frame and hung it
on the wall above the desk in the den of his Chicago home. The ®nal
name of the novel would have to be changed, as Baum soon found out.
aThe publisher believes that books with jewel names in their titles do
not sell well,° he lamented.

Frank was forty-four by the time the book hit stores in the year
190Q and this business of being an author of children's stories was still
new to him. By then he had failed at so many wildly different pursuits
b as a breeder of chickens, as an actor in stage plays, as a purveyor of
petroleum products, as an owner of a variety store, as a secretary for a
baseball team, as a publisher of a newspaper, as a traveling salesman of
®ne chinab that he might have simply given up on doing anything
special with his life. If he had never experienced that one special mo-
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PROLOGUE Xi

ment that one day ir1898 he might even have gone on to succeed in
his current full-time job B and gone down in history as the founder of
the National Association of Window Trimmers of America. But the

truth was, even that effort wasn't going so well.

Yet it wasn't in Frank Baum's nature to get down on himself, and
he became newly energized by each of his schemes, determined to
asomehownanage to provide for those dependent on me.° He was a
sunny man, tall and handsome with a graceful gait and a deep, reso-
nant voice. Prone to ights of fancy, he was lucky to have a wife who
kept him grounded. Her name was Maud, and as a young beauty she
had dropped out of a good college to marry Frank, only to face years
of struggle, constantly uprooting their home in search of a better situ-
ation. Together they raised four active sons, boys who demanded that
their father tell them stories every evening, stories that seemed to give
their lives a sense of constancy.

Rounding out the household was Maud's mother, who lived with
the Baums for months at a time. Even by the high standards of the
world's most menacing mothers-in-law, she set herself apart. Her name
was Matilda Joslyn Gage, and she reigned as the most radical and prin-
cipled leader of the women's rights movement in America. Mrs. Gage
railed against religious leaders and politicians for a living and was
so controversial and so scary to some that she was deemed 2an in®-
del,® her activities called 2satanic.®© She had warned her daughter that
she'd be a 2damn fool° to give up her schooling to marry this man who
showed little promise of holding a steady occupation  and for a long
while she was right.

So Frank had to keep forging ahead, with the faith that something
wonderful lurked beneath the surface of his failures, that something
mystical swirled within the turbulence of his family, and something
momentous stirred in America at large during this time of cyclonic
change.

That somethingalled him from his hometown in the East to an ad-
venture out West, to the treeless Great Plains during the ®nal days of
the American frontier. Frank had tuned in enough to realize that he
was traveling on his own journey of discovery, and he became fasci-
nated with ®nding what spiritual sages had long called the True Self.
But out there on the prairie, a land of killer tornadoes and deadly
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Xii PROLOGUE

droughts, Frank came face-to-face with darkness and shadow, aspects
of a mythic pattern of symbols and events that he encountered in his
own life and times.

For too long he had suppressed his childhood dream of becom-
ing a great writer, instead choosing to focus on the economic and so-
cial demands being placed on him. When such a choice is made, says
mythologist Joseph Campbell, one's dvital powers disintegrate® and a
would-be hero can become trapped by resentments and rationaliza-
tions 2until he ®nds himself locked in the labyrinth of his own disori-
ented psyche.® When this happened to Baum, when he found himself
on the verge of losing everything, he gathered up his family and his
last shreds of hope, hitting the road for Chicago, the host city of the
glimmering Columbian Exposition, a majestic world's fair that would
inspire his most fantastical fabrication, a place he would call the Em-
erald City of Oz.

It may have been the most incongruous instance of inspiration in
history, an ordinary man struck by an extraordinary legend that would
become America's most enduring tale of adventure. For no other story
conceived on American soil would become as well known and as well
loved asThe Wizard of OzThe stream of images that had built up
over the years and that poured forth from Baum's mind that one day
b every one of them would become a cultural icon, imprinted in the
minds of billions. Heralded as America's ®rst native fairy tale, the story
is ®lled with references to the American spirit and its landscape. But
even though it couldn't have been forged in any other country, the
fable would go on to live as a universal touchstone, transcending na-
tional borders and language itself.
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PROLOGUE Xiii

One could, of course, attribute all this success to 1889 ®Im
adapted from Baum's book, but the story had already been a classic
for nearly four decades before MGM took on what it promoted as 2the
greatest bestseller in modern ®ction.® The movie deserves more than
a little credit, though. Having been seen by more people than any
other motion picture in history, the ®m that catapulted Judy Garland
to fame is not only popular but enshrined. The oldest movie ranked
among the American Film Institute's all-time top ten, the ®Im features
a0ver the Rainbow,° the AFI's number-one movie song. The Wicked
Witch of the West endures as the most frightening female in ® mdom,
beaten out on the AFI's all-time villain list only by three men: Hanni-
bal Lecter, Norman 2Psycho® Bates, and Darth Vader. On the AFI's list
of the top one hundred most memorable movie lidd® Wizard of Oz
contributes three quotes b scoring with @Toto, I've a feeling we're not
in Kansas anymaore,° @l'll get you, my pretty, and your little dog, too!®
and @There's no place like home.°

Though he could never have anticipated all his story would become,
Frank Baum in his lifetime became an impresario of childhood epic,
the J. K. Rowling of the age before talking pictures, radio, and televi-
sion. Naturally, he was often asked just how it all came to be, how he
discovered the Land of Oz. Like many authors of ®ction, he was reluc-
tant to say. Even if he wanted to, many of the tools for understanding
how he transformed life into fantasy weren't yet devised, as the studies
of psychology, creativity, and mythology were barely developed com-
pared to today. So to appease newspaper reporters looking for an enter-
taining answer, Baum invented something whimsical but apocryphal:
He held court in his Chicago home one day, telling a tale about a mag-
ical far-off place to his sons and some of their neighborhood friends,
when one little girl asked what this land was called. Since Frank didn't
yet have a name for it, he simply glanced around the room, until his
eyes stopped on a ®ling cabinet. 8The land is called . . . the land is
called . . .° On the cabinet, underneath the drawers lab&e@ and
HxN, sat one that sai®@+Z 2The land,® said Frank, 2is called the
Land of Oz.°

This episode probably never happened, but it always made good
copy. And contrary to other fanciful beliefs of how the story came to
be and what it means, there were no mind-altering drugs involved,
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Xiv PROLOGUE

and there's no hidden parable about Populist politics or Gilded Age
monetary policy. Nor iThe Wizard of Okased around random non-
sense. Instead, it is a story about the most meaningful of topics: the ex-
perience of being alive. It's a story that seems to ®t into a spot in one's
consciousness, a spot that was specially reserved just for it. This is why
events in the Land of Oz seem to unfold over and over again so natu-
rally in one's own mind and heart, as part of what Campbell calls your
aprivate Pantheon of dreams.°

But although this great American myth has become immortal, the
mythmaker certainly wasn't. L. Frank Baum was like all of us, limited
to living in his own here and now. And like all of us, he faced his own
trials and errors with only a small window of time in which to search
for truth and beauty. Yet all he needed was a ash, a single moment, to
transform his own experiences into something bright enough and bril-
liant enough for everyone to know and love. This is the story of how
one man managed to make myth from life.
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L. Frank Baum at age forty-three in 1899
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