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Jack Kerouac famously crisscrossed 
America by car as he defined a gen-
eration on the move in On the Road. 
Around the same time, John Graves 

sought a different way of describing 
America. Rather than taking to the highway, 
he loaded up his canoe and set off on a 
journey down the Brazos River, making a 
final trip down the storied waterway before 
a series of proposed dams threatened to 
change it forever. 

“The hard thing is to get slowed down,” 
Graves wrote as he floated downstream, 
seeking to shake off the rhythms of the cities 
and the roads. During his three weeks on 
the river, Graves meditated on the natural 
world, humankind’s relationship to it and 
the vibrant history in this portion of Texas. 
The book that came from his experience, 
Goodbye to a River, didn’t simply define 
a single generation; it became a timeless 
portrait of Texas itself, distilled through the 
literate and philosophic mind of one of the 
state’s wisest inhabitants. 

John Graves is Texas’ most revered 
writer, largely on the strength of Goodbye 
to a River, and the author shares important 
connections with Texas State University-
San Marcos. A larger-than-life statue of 
John Graves by renowned sculptor Patrick 
Oliphant greets visitors to the Southwestern 
Writers Collection (SWWC), the primary 
repository of his literary papers. Among 
the holdings are the author’s manuscripts, 
artifacts such as the canoe paddle used in 
his Brazos River trip, decades of correspon-
dence, research materials and photographs 
spanning Graves’ entire writing career. 
Ironically, the subset of his papers that 
relates directly to the writing of Goodbye 
to a River was purchased by UT’s Ransom 
Center many years before the founding 
of the Southwestern Writers Collection. 
The Graves photographs at the SWWC, 
however, include many documenting his 
journey along the Brazos.

Although he is seen as something of 
a rural sage, Graves’ archives bear some 
surprises, such as his first short story, which 
was set in New York and published by the 
New Yorker just after he received his M.A. 
at Columbia. Graves also lived abroad for 
several years after World War II, working 
on novels in Mexico and the Canary Islands 
before returning to Texas in the 1950s to 
write his famous book. 

The Southwestern Writers Collection 
is pleased to have one of its own selected 
as the text for this year’s Common Expe-
rience, a theme chosen each year to 
focus campus discussion and events. In 
conjunction with the 2007-08 theme, 
“The Water Planet: A River Runs Through 
Us,” the collection will present Rivers of 
Texas as its spring exhibition, opening in 
January. The exhibit will include works 

by John Graves, as well as several other 
Texas writers who have written about the 
state’s rivers, from the San Marcos to the 
Rio Grande. 

Archivist Joel Minor recently completed 
processing Graves’ major literary archives, 
which comprise 47 boxes of material. A 
“Finding Aid” to the Graves Collection is 
available online at www.swwc.txstate.edu, 
along with finding aids to the SWWC’s 
many other important collections. In addi-
tion to supporting a full calendar of public 
exhibitions and events, the Southwestern 
Writers Collection’s staff stands ready to 
assist Texas State and the public at large 
by making its resources available for study 
and interpretation — all in support of the 
mission to collect and preserve the cultural 
heritage of our region and further its legacy 
in the wider world. 
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Snapshot	by	his	wife	Jane,	of	John	Graves	leaving	on	the	Brazos	River	canoe	trip,	the	inspiration	behind	Goodbye 
to a River.	Inscription	reads:	“This	is	the	passenger	and	me	setting	out	on	the	Goodbye	trip	below	Possum	
Kingdom	dam,	on	Nov.	11,	1957.”	(From	the	Southwestern	Writers	Collection	John	Graves	Archives	/	Gift	of	John	
and	Jane	Graves)


