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N.B. A shorter version of this essay appeared in John Updike Remembered, a collection 

of remembrances of John Updike by family and friends, published in November of 2017 

by McFarland Press (Jefferson, North Carolina), and edited by Jack De Bellis. I have 

donated my correspondence with Updike to the museum of the John Updike Society.  

 

TOUCHING GENIUS 

John Updike’s Odd Obsession 

 

 In More Matter (Knopf, 1999) John Updike included his own Foreword to Love 

Factories, three stories bound into a limited edition published by Eurographica (Helsinki, 

1993). These stories, written in 1988, are “The Football Factory,” “Part of the Process,” 

and “The Lens Factory.” “Also,” as Updike says in that Foreword, “in August of 1988, 

oddly obsessed by the vistas that my visit to an Ohio football factory opened up, I wrote a 

ten-page non-fictional memoir, called ‘The Real Story,’ which has never been 

published.” “The Real Story,” quoted in More Matter (p. 770), records his visceral 

reaction to the football factory:  

I was entranced and repelled; I was overwhelmed by the savage precision of the 

loud machines, and the unimaginable numerousness of the quickly accumulating 

steps that go into the making of a thing as playful as a football, and the fierce 

dedication of the workers, who seemed as unsmiling and winsome and potentially 

dangerous as zoo animals while our party of inspection moved among them. We, 

them: two different races of human being, on two levels so different that panes of 

thick glass or iron cage bars could not more effectually prevent us from touching.  
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As the person directly responsible for John Updike’s odd obsession—a member of that 

“party of inspection” who appears in both “The Real Story” and “The Football Factory” 

—I would like to explain how it all came about; how, so improbably, I managed to touch 

a writer whose work had touched me for decades, impelling him to write three short 

stories and an essay exploring factory life in America, which was, as he admitted in More 

Matter, “subject matter out of [his] usual path.” In so doing, I will offer a personal 

example that demonstrates but one aspect of John Updike’s genius, while paying my final 

respects to one of America’s greatest man of letters.  

I first became aware of the author John Updike during my sophomore year at 

Wesleyan when assigned Rabbit, Run for a course in contemporary literature. The book 

electrified me. It was 1964, I was twenty years old, and Updike, twelve years my senior, 

seemed as ageless as God. A former high school basketball player like Rabbit, I knew the 

very songs Rabbit heard on his car radio as he fled south from Pennsylvania on his 

impulsive “road trip.” I knew the roads, too. I envied Rabbit’s sexual escapades and 

shared his inarticulate longings. Rabbit, Run was quite simply the first piece of literature 

that ever seemed personally relevant to me.  

Remembering Rabbit, Run as I browsed through a bookstore in Oxford during the 

summer of 1965, I bought a paperback edition of Pigeon Feathers, delighted to learn that 

Updike himself had spent a year at Oxford after Harvard—that some of the stories in the 

book were about his experiences there—leaving me walking about town entranced. The 

collection included “A&P,” perhaps Updike’s most anthologized story, which I would 

encounter again in a short story course as a Wesleyan senior. The following year, 

pursuing an M.A.T. at Yale, I read that story aloud—and many others from Pigeon 
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Feathers—to the students I was teaching as part of my program at New Haven’s 

Hillhouse High School. By the end of that unit, when I lugged a suitcase of my own 

books to class to offer my students for their dreaded book reports, the Updike novels—

Rabbit, Run; The Centaur, The Poorhouse Fair, Of The Farm—were the first to be  

claimed.  

 A year later I was teaching Updike at Churchill High School in Potomac,  

Maryland, where I insisted that the English Department purchase a class set of Pigeon 

Feathers. The book room would hold multiple class sets by the time I left. These were 

unsettling times—Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy were assassinated that 

spring—and when my students demanded to know my hero, I didn’t hesitate—“John 

Updike,” I told them, whose stories of adolescents and teenagers in Pigeon Feathers were 

helping them come to grips with themselves and high school life. Each new Updike book 

in those days was for me an annual gift from heaven. I would buy the hardbound first 

edition at the Saville Book Shoppe in Georgetown and repair to the Tombs beneath the 

1789 restaurant on the Georgetown University campus, to read the afternoon away over a 

pitcher of beer.  

I took leave from Churchill High several times during my eleven years there. The 

first was in January of 1970, to pursue an M.F.A. in the Writers’ Workshop at the 

University of Iowa, where I had been admitted in fiction despite having published only 

poetry—including a poem about a high school teacher teaching a John Updike short 

story. In Iowa I would encounter negative criticism of John Updike for the very first time. 

As William Price Fox, a southern novelist with whom I studied, complained: “Updike 

can’t get a character down the stairs without having him count every whorl in the 
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banister.” (Had I been aware of “Reel” at the time, Updike’s bit of light verse that bears 

as epigraph a dictionary definition of “whorl,” I would have sent Bill a copy.) A fellow 

graduate assistant was no less kind: “Updike never got over being the most sensitive guy 

in Shillington, Pennsylvania.” All this, of course, was blasphemy to me. I remember 

saying to John Leggett, who had just succeeded George Starbuck as the Writers’ 

Workshop director, something to the effect that, why should anyone else bother to write 

when we have John Updike? Such was the extent of my obsession. Leggett only smiled. 

He had just published a novel that impressed me with its direct and uncluttered sentences. 

My own novel wouldn’t be published until I stopped trying to write like Updike, opting 

instead for the clearest sentences I could muster. 

Then Leggett said something that changed my life. He was flying to Boston over 

the weekend to attend a party. Updike would be there. It had never occurred to me that  

Updike was mortal, that he might walk the earth like the rest of us, even going to parties. 

I forget exactly how it happened—either Leggett got me Updike’s address or took with 

him a copy of my poem “Hinc Illae Lacrimae” (English Journal, Oct. 1968) about 

teaching an Updike short story—but a few weeks later, in a SASE I had provided in 

hopes of an autograph, the poem arrived with the following note in the margin:  

How touched I am by this poem—by the teacher, for caring, and by the students, 

for not. It reminded me, somehow, of the classroom readings of Bret Harte and 

Twain that used to daze me so with boredom. Have I really joined these 

immortals? At any rate, I sincerely thank you, Mr. Smith, and a Merry Christmas!   

     —John Updike 

The poem had been written in New Haven following my very first attempt at teaching a  
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story from Pigeon Feathers. I had bored the students, but that was my fault, not 

Updike’s. As I mentioned earlier, by the end of that unit my students were as enamored 

of Updike as I was.  

Updike’s response to my poem was telling. He was grateful that his work was  

being taught because he was already aware of his place in literary history. His desire for  

the Nobel Prize in Literature was well known, and I felt—erroneously, as it turned out —

that the award would eventually come to him in the way that John Wayne finally got his 

Oscar, for True Grit, as a kind of lifetime achievement award. Meanwhile, at the end of 

1970, at the age of twenty-seven, I could have died and still considered it a good life. I 

had touched my hero, he who had written in “Hub Fans Bid Kid Adieu”—when Ted 

Williams refused to emerge from the dugout following a homerun in his final at bat at 

Fenway Park—“Gods do not answer letters.” But this fan’s had. 

* * *  

 I returned to Churchill High in 1971 only to leave again in 1975 to pursue a D.A. 

at Carnegie-Mellon, where I could do a “creative dissertation” in fiction in lieu of a more 

traditional scholarly work. Had I pursued a Ph.D., I would have written on Updike.  

Now I wanted to be Updike, and, as fate would have it, he was coming to Pittsburgh for a 

reading at the Poetry Forum that Fall. When the event was announced in September, I 

was first in line for tickets, attending several months later with the young woman I would 

marry, an avid reader whom I had turned on to Updike despite his frequent unflattering 

treatment of women. (A few years hence, when it became clear that we would have 

dinner with Updike at Virginia Tech, where I had gone as an assistant professor after 

completing my doctorate, my wife said, “I’m going to shake his hand, then kick him in 
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the shins,” an impulse Updike charmed right out of her.) The Pittsburgh reading—the 

first time I ever saw Updike in person—was highly successful. Moved by the experience, 

I wrote him a letter, inviting him to play golf at the Yale course that summer. He replied, 

as he always did, by postcard, his message rendered on a manual typewriter. Declining  

the invitation, he concluded, “In the middle of Boston ice and snow, you give me hope  

that spring will come, greens get green, and the flagsticks be replaced.” I could  

have died yet again.  

 The second time I saw Updike in person was in the spring of 1982 at the annual 

meeting of the Associated Writing Programs in Boston, where he was the keynote 

speaker. With several Virginia Tech colleagues I had driven the sixteen hours from 

Blacksburg to Boston, only to leave—we had to get back to our classes—just as Updike 

was entering the hotel on the final afternoon. I saw him ever so briefly in the corridor 

outside the room where he was to speak, passing within a few feet of him, and the near 

miss emboldened me. I wrote him from Blacksburg, inviting him to read at Virginia 

Tech, enclosing copies of my poem and his postcard to remind him that we had touched 

base before. I proposed a “John Updike Week” for May of 1983, and he accepted, 

“emerging from his burrow,” as one newspaper would later report, for a rare public 

appearance, a reading attended by more than two thousand people, “the faithful” as 

Updike called them, peering out from back stage before being introduced.  

 In person John Updike was warm, gracious, self-effacing, and accommodating to 

a fault. His eyes sparkled, as did his wit, and he noticed everything. His (second) wife 

Martha was to have accompanied him to Blacksburg, but her mother had broken a hip, “a 

cliché fall,” Updike observed. I found him at the Roanoke airport hunting for his luggage, 
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which had been lost en route, and we left for the university without it, in spirited 

conversation. At the time, I was teaching workshops in poetry, fiction, and creative 

writing for young audiences. My first Little Golden Book had been published, the second 

was forthcoming, and Updike, who had published several children’s books, admitted that 

he had once submitted a Little Golden Book but it had been rejected. My historical novel 

(The Stratford Devil, Walker & Company, 1984; Pocahontas Press, 2007), about the 

hanging of a “witch” in Connecticut, was also forthcoming, but learning of this Updike 

said nothing, although The Witches of Eastwick was on the horizon as well. Having one-

upped his Little Golden Book, I felt like shouting, but the ensuing publication of The 

Witches of Eastwick left me wondering: Had he been sensing any competition, or simply 

sparing me the inevitable pain?  

An hour later, as we walked across the “drill field” at the center of the Virginia 

Tech campus, heading for the building where Updike would be staying, he stopped in his 

tracks to survey the hundreds of coeds in bikinis spread out on blankets before him. It 

was a warm and sunny May afternoon, and Updike suddenly seemed anguished. Finally, 

shaking his head slowly, he muttered, “It’s all a sea of flesh, isn’t it? It’s all a sea of 

flesh.” Seventeen years later I would use those very words in a play that debuted in Lima, 

Ohio, moved on to Van Wert, then enjoyed an Equity production in Connecticut.  

 In October of 1987 I hosted Updike again for a reprise of “John Updike Week” at 

Ohio Northern University in Ada, to which I had moved as an associate professor. He 

read “A&P” to a capacity crowd. Earlier, over dinner, I had told him how student 

response to that story, in the twenty years I had been teaching it, depended on the times 

themselves. From 1967 to 1977, my students, like me, had considered Sammy a hero for 
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quitting his job in defense of the girls that the manager of the A&P had embarrassed for 

entering the grocery store in bathing suits. From 1977 to 1987, however—the Vietnam 

War having ended and the economy having soured—they found Sammy a fool. 

Obviously, the ambiguity had been built into the story, but I had misread it, presenting  

Sammy as a romantic anti-hero for a decade, until my students had forced me to see  

otherwise. Updike said nothing in response on that occasion, too; but his eyes twinkled. 

 The following morning we visited the Wilson Sporting Goods factory, which has 

an exclusive contract to produce the NFL ball. Through my neighbor, a manager there, I 

had arranged a VIP tour. It was my first visit to the Ada facility, which seemed to me a 

Victorian sweatshop, but it had an even more dramatic effect on Updike. The factory 

obsessed him. A few months later her sent me a postcard saying, “I am still trying to find 

a way to write about it.” I had been thinking of writing an article about the Wilson factory 

myself, but shelved the idea when learning of Updike’s intentions. Two years later, 

however, when I could find nothing about the factory in Updike’s name, I arranged a 

second tour for myself, then a third, in order to write “Made in Ada: The NFL Ball,” 

which was published in The Gamut (1990) and included in Ohio Outback (2010), my 

recent collection of nonfiction about Ohio. It was my own effort to document the football 

factory, in contrast to Updike’s, that was to overwhelm me with an awareness of his 

genius. 

But there was a more immediate surprise in store. In 1991, Nicholson Baker 

published U & I: A True Story, his homage to Updike. I was shocked, outraged, and 

jealous, feeling that my personal space had been violated. Didn’t Baker realize that I was 

supposed to write that book? He, too, was obsessed with Updike, and he hadn’t even read 
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all of his work! But at least we agreed on the essential point. As Baker says on page 61, 

Updike is “a genius.”  

I licked my wounds for the better part of a decade, until, in 1999, I dutifully 

purchased More Matter, savoring it as I did all Updike books, several pages each night, 

from the very beginning. At that pace it was more than a year before I encountered 

Updike’s Foreword to Love Factories, stunned to recognize myself (again on p. 770), 

where Updike introduces and quotes from “The Real Story”:  

In it, I describe the circumstances whereby, the morning after a reading at a small 

Ohio university, “I was taken by my host, a tall blond male instructor of English   

. . . to the local factory where footballs were made. A management-level friend of 

his led us through. I was entranced and repelled . . . ” 

Having found myself, like Rabbit Angstrom, in an Updike text, I immediately set 

out to obtain a copy of Love Factories. But it was difficult to come by. No bookstores 

carried it, and copies available on the Internet cost more than three hundred dollars. The 

only library that seemed to have it was at Amherst College, but the librarians there would 

neither lend it from their Special Collections nor copy the stories for me. I had no time 

for a trip to Massachusetts, so I challenged our ONU librarians, sleuths all, to obtain the 

individual stories. The Foreword in More Matter specified their respective sources— 

“Observer Magazine in London; Special Report, a magazine intended for doctor’s offices 

and published by Whittle Communications of Knoxville, Tennessee; and Granta, a 

literary journal originating at Cambridge University, in England.” But Whittle 

Communications had gone out of business, and so it was 2003 before I had all three 

stories in hand. But the wait was worth it, not because the stories are especially good—in 
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“The Football Factory” the “visiting dignitary” fantasizes a workingman’s life with a 

female employee on the assembly line—but because of the meticulous rendering of the 

Wilson operation. Here are but a few excerpts:  

The delegation was led around to the far side of the huge room, through lanes of  

machines and workers who seemed no more conscious of the visitors than the 

machines were, to a corrugated wall where the hides were unloaded and stored    

. . .  First, the hides (imported from Argentina, Florida, and Texas) went to a 

young woman at a machine that stamped big pumpkin-seed shapes from them. It 

was wonderful to see how quickly she placed the oval die, snatched back her 

hand, let the machine descend and lift with a hollow plucking sound, laid the 

punched piece of leather in a stack, and shifted the hide and die for another quick 

abstraction. When the pieces were stamped out, the waste remnant, minimal and 

tangled like a wet bikini, was tossed into a barrel. It somehow surprised the 

dignitary that the hides, whitish on their unpebbled side, still testified to the four-

legged shape of the steer and bore organic irregularities that were taken into 

account by the deft worker: she did not put all the leather pieces into the same 

stack but sorted them into three or four grades as she worked (21-22). 

 
The [men] moved on, to terrible machines where whiningly revolving bands of 

steel shaved the ovoid leather pieces into a uniform thickness. The workers here 

were sitting down and with a certain insouciance flipped the pieces in and out and 

onward. Traveling belts transported square gray buckets of leather from one 

violent, efficient process to the next. Four pieces made a football, and soon the 

pieces met their fated companions and traveled in quartets, in two-pointed four-
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ply sandwiches, of which two pieces were punctured with lace holes and one with 

another hole to admit the bladder valve. At a kind of printing press fed with gold 

and black foil, one of the four pieces was branded with the company’s name and 

logo. At rows of ferocious industrial sewing machines, pairs of sides were sewed 

together; huddled women peered into spots of light where their knobby tense 

hands guided the doubled leather along a single curved edge stitched by a 

chattering needle. Then the two halves, nested together, shaped like open pods, 

were sewed into a single unit, at machines more powerful, by women and men 

more highly trained, than at any previous stage (23-24).  

The detailed descriptions continue at length, interspersed with dialogue between 

“the dignitary” and “the company president” who is giving the tour, while “the liaison” 

(yours truly, in cameo) looks on. The conversation itself is filled with provocative facts 

about the process of manufacturing footballs. The account astounded me, and in the 

spring of 2003, when I wrote Updike to ask if he had done any research to write “The 

Football Factory,” he replied, “I must have written the account you mention from 

memory. Unless I took some notes afterward; but I doubt it.”  

I doubt it, too, because I had been with him “afterward,” when, his return flight to 

Boston having been delayed, we had had time to climb Mad River Mountain (Ohio’s 

second highest vantage point), then to visit the Columbus Museum of Art, where I 

followed him from room to room for an hour—exactly the length of our factory tour—

thrilled by his commentary on each painting, observations as astute as those in Just 

Looking (Knopf, 1995), his essays on art. There was time for idle conversation, as well. 

Jerry Smith, a noted pro football player, had recently died of AIDS. I mentioned that I 
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had once played basketball against him in a charity game at Churchill High. “He played 

tight end for the Redskins,” I said. To which Updike replied, “Not tight enough.”  

The football factory was miles behind us, yet it had been indelibly stamped on  

Updike’s mind, just as the Wilson logo had been stamped in gold and black foil on the  

tanned and pebbled top-grain leather panels of the NFL balls. It had taken me three trips 

through the Wilson Sporting Goods factory—taking notes on two occasions while 

interviewing both workers and management, checking and rechecking my facts—just to 

get the steps in the process straight. But Updike had done it brilliantly, months after the 

fact, from memory. If that’s not genius, I don’t know what is. 

 I should mention John Updike’s generosity as well. My neighbor had arranged for 

a special souvenir from the Wilson factory—a notebook containing a pad of paper, made 

from the same top-grain pebbled leather as the NFL balls and emblazoned with Updike’s 

name. “Do you want it?” he said as we headed for the airport, setting it on the seat beside 

me. And so his souvenir became mine. Then, several week’s later, an autographed copy 

of Roger’s Version arrived in the mail. I had mentioned in passing that I had had to read 

that novel in paperback, unable to find a first edition in Ohio. Later still, in response to a 

special request, Updike sent me the following statement for my travel book Lapping 

America (2006), as I prepared to drive the nation clockwise, solely on the Interstates: 

As to the Dwight D. Eisenhower System of Interstate and Defense Highways, what 

a strange thing to love. It killed the railroads and turned the entire country into 

one big pinball game. Or rather it made it all as monotonous as Dwight’s native 

Kansas. Still, good luck on your travels (7). 

The only actual letter I ever received from John Updike was in response to my  
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question about researching the football factory. It arrived in a padded envelope that 

contained a surprise: “Did I understand, from your friendly letter,” he wrote, “that you 

have no copy of Love Factories? Here is one, one of my few; no one deserves it better 

than the man who took the tour with me, in far-off Ada.”  

The final postcard I received from him was dated January 19, 2008, a year before  

his death. I had written to him regarding one of the essays in Due Considerations, his 

latest prose collection, recommending a relevant book. And this was his response: 

Always good to hear from Ada, OH; thanks for your letter. Don’t let Due Considerations 

wear you down; take it a sip at a time. I’ll be on the lookout for The View from the 

Center of the Universe; cosmology speaks to the questing spirit within me, and as I said 

[in Due Considerations] it may have some surprises in store. In the meantime, I 

remember fondly my brief visit to Ada, the football factory, and your gracious hospitality 

and readership.  

         Happy 2008, 

         John Updike 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


