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Short of a Good Promise. By William Vern Studebaker. 1999. Washington State University Press,
Pullman, Washington. 163 p. US$16.50 paperback. ISBN 0-87422-181-1.

The setting for William Studebaker’s family biography, Short of a Good Promise, is in the backwoods of
southern Idaho. Studebaker’s story of his parents and grandparents is set in a scenic landscape of hopeful
dreams, promise, and newly established farmland of the Northwest. The author recalls childhood memo-
ries of growing up in an old folks’ home and encountering situations and experiences that bring to light the
expansion of urban life in the area.

First, Mr Studebaker tells of his grandparent’s life and how they traveled west to Idaho to farm and raise
a family in the vast expanses of the new territory. His grandfather on his mother’s side owned and operat-
ed an old folks’ home south of Salmon, Idaho. Studebaker recalls the tenants that resided there and how
his encounters with a blind fiddle player taught him lessons of life. Among his adventures in the big house,
as they called it, he remembers cooking in the industrial kitchen with his grandmother and recalls the sto-
ries she would tell. His grandmother did not live with his grandfather, and their marriage was awful. She
recalls seeing many different mistresses entering his office throughout the day and did nothing to confront
him about his extramarital affairs. Later, they would divorce, and his grandmother would bury his body in
the cemetery alongside those of the girlfriends and the mistress he had been in a car accident with.

The divorce, as Studebaker recalls, was mostly due to the size of his grandmother. She was very heavy
and Studebaker conveys to the reader her massive weight through a memory in which they took her to the
grain company to weigh her because the doctor’s scale topped out at 250 pounds. It was a degrading situ-
ation. The whole town crowded around the scale to witness the big event.

In Part II, Studebaker acquaints us with the life and times he shared with his father’s parents. Yellow
Jacket, Idaho, was the scene for his winter life in the snow-capped mountains. Here, his grandparents owned
a ranch where they raised horses and cattle. Later, these horses would have life-altering consequences for his
family through riding and handling accidents. The author’s little brother is kicked in the head by a horse.
They traveled 10 miles to the nearest town, then were flown to Montana, where he was pronounced dead,
although the doctors continued to try to revive him in a desperate attempt to save his life.

The story of his grandparents is short as he transitions into his life with his parents. His father was a fire
watcher in the summer, where he would board both himself and his entire family in a cabin at the highest
peak of the range. Here, Mr Studebaker remembers how their family was miles away from anyone else, and
all cuts and scrapes were tended by his mother, who was skilled at homemaking.

Studebaker combines his childhood memories with those of his parents in this thoughtfully written
book. The descriptions of life in the southern Idaho valley put the reader right in Salmon, living in a one-
room farm house. The details are notable for someone who has gone back 3 generations to tell the story of
his family and how they made lives for themselves in a changing world. Short of a Good Promise is an uplift-
ing book that will prove entertaining for readers of any age.

Kit Watson, Washington State University, Pullman, Washington. �B
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