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Introduction  1

Introduction

When I began this memoir in 2010, it was mostly to write an 
account of my personal history and experiences for my children 
and grandchildren. My mother had done this in 2003 for my
brother and me in A Maine Passage, in which she recounted her 
early years in Pennsylvania, her many years in Maine and her final
reminiscences as the widow of a renowned Maine artist. We were
pleased to publish her memoir in 2006, not many months before
her passing.

My artist father always said his art would speak for him, and in
a sense it has. His watercolor paintings of the Maine coast and 
forest can be found in hundreds of homes and offices in New
England, in many museum collections across the country, as well
as on the Internet.

When we published a book on his art, Vincent Andrew 

Hartgen: His Art and Legacy (2008), we had some good sources,
including newspaper and magazine clippings, as well as many
letters to and from people in the art world of New England. But
we lacked a primary document in his own words. That would have
been good to have had.

This memoir begins as a chronological narrative of my early 
years, down to when I took my first real job in journalism at The

Minneapolis Star in 1967.

I cover my childhood on the edge of a vast Maine forest, 
growing up as the son of an artist and as a twin, going to a
rigorous New England “prep” school, off to college, and how I 
came to leave my Maine roots behind in looking “West.”

Then it unspools more as a personal journal through some time
in university teaching, my relocating to the West, and then to Twin
Falls as the managing editor of The Times-News in 1982. Here, the
narrative shifts again, to some observations on Twin Falls itself, 
the editor’s role at a community newspaper, some changes I 
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witnessed and advanced as publisher, and finally, about retiring 
from the newspaper business in 2005.

There’s a chapter on how news decisions are made, and how
The Times-News evolved its editorial page to a respected
conservative voice in the region, a role now much less embraced
today, despite the generally conservative tone of the community. I 
also talk about two incidents in which shots were fired into our 
home. There’s a chapter on Southern Idaho politics and how it’s
evolved, and another chapter on reinventing myself as a political
and business consultant in 2006.

I add some philosophical perspectives on such topics as family 
and marriage, personal principles and the love of the trout stream,
reflections of my life as it pretty much is today. I wind up with a
couple of chapters on serving in the Idaho Legislature from 2008 
through my first two terms to 2012 and some lessons from that, as
well as a final chapter on personal faith and resilience.

If there’s an over-arching theme, it is not coming West in a
physical sense, but in the perseverance to make something of 
myself in a new place, time and generation, apart from my roots in
Maine and elsewhere “out East.” It has not been a perfect journey.
It took me many years to find who I was as a journalist, 
community publisher, civic leader and now public official. Even 
now, in my 60s, I’m still a “work in progress.” I expect that will
always be so. Nor is this memoir an “I did it my way” account. 
There were costs and losses to be sure, but also successes and
rewards in the personal satisfaction of giving something back to 
my community, state and nation.

If there’s a lesson, it’s in the perseverance. Every person has
the talent to make something of himself in this world. It takes
mostly drive and determination to do so, the size of the fight in the
dog, so to speak. If this personal narrative helps readers discover 
their own internal strengths, it will be a success.
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4. Son of an Artist

In my college years, people in Maine would sometimes ask me,
“What is it like to be the son of an artist?” Or they would ask, “Do
you paint too?” To that, I would say, “Yes, but just walls, 
buildings, doors.” It was a reliable way of ducking the question
because, well, the question was not an easy one to answer.

Artists are sometimes tough on others. Van Gogh, even before
he sliced off his own ear, was a terror to his brother, Theo.
Michelangelo’s pace of work on the Sistine Chapel infuriated his
patron, Pope Julius II. It seems almost natural for artists to be
slightly off plumb, exhibiting peculiar traits of social denial, lost at
times, quirky, sometimes bordering on instability.

Dad was none of those things. Indeed, in many ways, he was a
normal college professor of the mid-century, trained as an artist at
the University of Pennsylvania but widely known among his
students for his classroom showmanship. He had exceptional
bursts of creativity in his art, and as a teacher, was exuberant
about art and how it spoke of life. He could work a room, from
person to person and chat them up as well as anyone in public
relations or politics. Art was always on his mind, and he rarely 
missed a chance to tell someone how important art was to the
academic environment.

In many ways, he was conventional. He did not participate
much in community affairs, but he knew almost everyone in town.
His many demonstrations of watercolor painting made him a
popular presenter at local civic clubs. A landscape artist, he once
painted several fishermen into a Maine coast scene for a civic
club, saying the Kiwanians would appreciate the painting if it was
more “realistic.”

His politics were well on the liberal side, but not out of the
norm for a college professor of the time. He seemed a bit out of 
step in the more-conservative Maine of those years, but that was
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6. College, Class and War

In the early 1980s, when I was established as editor of a
newspaper in Twin Falls, Idaho, I received an invitation from the
college fair organizer at Twin Falls High School inviting me to 
participate, on behalf of Amherst College, in the annual college
day for juniors and seniors. I had not had much contact with
Amherst after graduating in 1966, but received the quarterly
alumni newsletter and thought I had a fair feel for Amherst’s
academics and demographics. It would be nice, I thought, to direct
some Western students to the high-quality Massachusetts school.

I signed up and found myself squeezed in with Boise State
University and the University of Idaho, seated at a table next to
Mr. Juan’s College of Hair Design. I even laughingly had my
picture taken with a couple of mannequin heads, coiffed in the
latest big hairstyles of the eighties. A few students came by and 
asked about Amherst and I handed out perhaps 20 brochures. I 
told the school I was one of only a few Amherst graduates in 
Idaho and offered to identify young people with academic records
and test scores high enough to be good prospects. I assisted one
young man with his application and wrote a letter on his behalf.
Despite good test scores and top recommendations, he was not
admitted.

Sometime later, I received a polite form letter from the Amherst
admissions office advising me that volunteer recruiting alumni
would no longer be needed; the school would do its own recruiting
and did not need any referring help from us. Since then, I have not
had much contact with the school; I get the alumni magazine, but
that is about it. Amherst remains in my memory, but not in any 
sense in my life today.

When I arrived on campus as a junior in the fall of 1964, I was
one of twenty or so transfer students. I had applied the previous
spring and was accepted on the basis of my grades in the honors
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1982 – Stephen Hartgen, Times-News

editor (left)

1983 – Jack Hemingway, Bob 
Schranck and Stephen (below)
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12. Editor

My first impression of The Times-News was of a “feisty, 
smaller daily newspaper with a strong devotion to excellence and 
local news.” That’s what I wrote in my first letter to Bill Howard,
publisher of The Times-News, in February, 1982. I heard the paper
was looking for an editor and sent a resume and cover letter.106

I had left Casper two years before under less than ideal
circumstances. Inexperienced as a newspaper manager, I was too 
abrupt with people working for me and too anxious to improve the
paper. I made occasional management mistakes; each one was
conveyed to the publisher, Tom Howard, who finally decided I 
was not the right fit. Over the next couple of years, I took 
positions at the San Diego Union and then at The Anniston Star in 
Alabama, but continued to keep an eye open for a way to land 
permanently again in the West. 

The Casper general manager, Dick High, told me he was
convinced I would grow and thrive in the right circumstance. 
When the Twin Falls editor post came open in early 1982, it was
High who told me about it. I do not know exactly what he said to 
Bill, but I had frequently told High that I wanted to come back to
the West permanently and had learned more in San Diego and 
Anniston about how to handle the many personalities and quirks
in newsrooms. Without Dick’s support and recommendation, I am
sure I would not have been considered in Twin Falls. He gave me
both my start in newspaper management in Casper and a second
opportunity when I needed it.

High had grown up in Twin Falls and knew the town well. I 
was passingly familiar with the town, having been through the
area and from what High had told me. In my application letter, I 
told Bill I was looking “for a small city in the West in which to
settle and make a lasting contribution to the quality of journalism
and the life of the community.” This was also important to Bill, as
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16. Southern Idaho Politics

The Republican Party has dominated Southern Idaho politics
since at least the late 1930s thanks in large part to the conservative
values found in the region’s social norms, customs and culture. 
This is not due to chance, but through the alignment of the
majority of citizens with more conservative candidates for local,
state, legislative and national offices. Put simply, citizens vote for 
candidates who they see as best representing their core values.160

At a political candidates’ debate some time ago, a local liberal
asked me why Republicans do not seem to like Democrats very 
much. We are good people, she said, suggesting Democrats’
political beliefs should be treated with more kindness and
generosity. I said it is not that we do not like Democrats because
as people we like them just fine, but we do not have to accept their
guiding definitions of governance, freedom and personal
responsibility.

As voters have remained more conservative in Southern Idaho 
politics, the dominant contests are usually within Republican
primaries, which sometimes pit more liberal (who the press calls
“moderate”) or centrist candidates against more traditional
conservatives. If a known conservative is on the ticket, that person
is unlikely to draw a challenge, unless there is something amiss
with his or her voting record or personal life. If the incumbent has
drifted left politically, he or she may draw a challenge from a
more conservative candidate.

Republican candidates in Southern Idaho usually have a proven
record of conservative positions on key issues, such as land use
and wilderness, state taxation and budgeting, education 
accountability and such social issues as abortion, coddling of 
criminals, school prayer and gay marriage. Any significant
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17. How I Became a

Conservative

Some people derive their politics from their families, their
heritage and academic backgrounds. My political life started as a
college liberal; I later came to my conservative perspectives
through life experiences and observation. 

Into my twenties, my politics were pretty much like many 
young people coming of age in the 1960s. Amherst College was a
budding politically liberal place, taken with the nascent anti-war 
fervor of the decade. Amherst students were sometimes younger 
versions of their establishment parents, but politically moved more
to the left as the Vietnam War dragged on. 

The schools I attended later, Brandeis and Minnesota, were
decidedly more left, reflecting the growing anti-war sentiment into
the Nixon years. Even though I was not involved in protests, I 
accepted the prevalent world view. To the young and fervent, 
justice lay in confronting the established order, whether it was the
police, the campus or corporations, all seen as craven and 
complicit, if not corrupt.

By the late 1960s, I had moved to Minneapolis and fell in with 
people with similar philosophies. Most journalists at the time were
unabashedly liberal. Newsrooms were left-leaning hothouses then,
as were campuses. Both remain so today.172

To many young people, the early Nixon years represented an 
unjust war in a foreign land and the abuse of power at home
through police and the National Guard. In the 1968 and 1972 
elections, I did not know many conservatives, certainly not among
my journalist colleagues at The Minneapolis Star, or among my 
academic ones at the University of Minnesota.


