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TRYING TO PLACE IT
MosT likely I shouldn't admit this
until I have the honorary degree safely in hand tomorrow, but part of the plot of
English Creek, my novel that will be published this fall, involves a Montana family of the 1930s, who badly want their son to go to Bozeman to college-and he
just as badly doesn't want to go. Had I known I was going to be asked here for
this commencement weekend, I might have made that boy more reasonable
toward this place.
Place is in fact what I want to talk about here tonight-a Western writer's
sense of place, in the literary currents of the world; and my own sense of place
from having been born and raised in Montana.
Fairly often these days, contemporary writing about the West of America is
called a literature of place. A literature, I suppose that means, which focuses on
the land, rather than on people. Often the book titles themselves have seemed to
say so: The Big Sky. . . Wolf Willow. . . Winds of Morning. . .A River Runs
Through It. (Put them together right, you could make a kind of sagebrush haiku
out of these titles of Western literature.) The critical notion, as I savvy it, is that
the immensities of the West, its extremes of landform and its powerful weather
and the distances which flabbergast travelers from elsewhere in this country-these immensities overwhelm the fact of the people thinly salt-andpeppered across the expanse.
"Place," in terms of landscape, backdrop of mountain and of plain and of
hard weather, does figure large in the work of a lot of us who are trying to write
about the West. But I don't particularly think it's at the neglect of the people, the
human stories, the Westerners who carry on their lives against the big bold landscapes of those books. Norman Maclean's flyfishing brother of A River Runs
Through It; no one who has read that story and has any imagination at all can wet
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a line in a trout stream now without seeing, in the shadow on the water, Paul
Maclean making his powerful, beautiful cast. Ellen Webb of Mildred Walker's
novel Winter Wheat, stepping straight from a wheatfield to a university campus.
Jim Welch's men of the reservations, Jim Loney and Myron Pretty Weasel, and
Lame Bull, and the never-named narrator of Winter in the Blood. I hope, maybe
also on the list, Charlie Doig and Bessie Ringer of This House of Sky-all of them,
characters of modern Wes tern literature who seem to have found a continuing
life in the minds of readers.
In short, a geographic sense of place is a flavorful ingredient in Western
literature, but let's don't think it's the whole supper.
For there are other senses of place than the merely geographic. A bunch of
them. The word place has so many meanings it takes up about three-and-a-half
pages in the Oxford English Dictionary-and in my own American Heritage Dictionary that I instantly retreated to, thirteen different definitions of place as a
noun, twelve usages as a verb . A word that sprawls all over the place-which is a
phrase I didn't find anywhere amid all those definitions .
So, I have my own senses of place, as a writer with a Montana upbringing.
Let me try to bring out three of them, and to think out loud at you about how
they seem to affect me.

Begin with the beginning. I come from a place. I originate, as an American,
from a place in a specific Montana sense of the word-another usage which
doesn't seem to have reached the dictionary-makers of Oxford and Boston.
Place, meaning an abandoned homestead. Small ranch or farm, either one, but
abandoned, given up on, because of the winter of 1919 or the bank failures that
rippled through Montana in the early 1920s or the Depression, or death or disgust
or any other of a hundred reasons.
I tried to explain this locally prevalent use in this passage of House of Sky:
By the time I was a boy and Dad was trying in his own right to put together a life again,
the doubt and defeat in the valley's history had tamped down into a single word.
Anyone of Dad's generation always talked of a piece of land where some worn-out
family eventually had lost to weather or market prices not as a farm or a ranch or even
a homestead, but as a place. All those empty little clearings which ghosted that sage
countryside-just the Mcloughlin place there by that butte, the Vinton place over this
ridge, the Kuhnes place, the Catlin place, the Winters place, the McReynolds place, all
the tens of dozens of sites where families lit in the valley or its rimming foothills,
couldn't hold on, and drifted off. All of them epitaphed with that barest of words,
place.

The Doig place, in the Big Belt Mountains not all that many miles north of
here, is where my Scottish grandparents seeded this family into America. My
father and four of his five brothers, and his sister, all were born on that
homestead-the last of them in 1910-and being careful, slow-marrying Scots,
·.." .
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most of them were around there, off and on, through the late 1920s and even on
into the 1930s. Part of my own boyhood on ranches was within a few miles of
that original Doig homestead. So, in my growing up, what history the family had
was mostly of that place. By now, nobody has lived there for forty years or
more-yet it perseveres in us . When Annick Smith and Beth Chadwick were
looking for somewhere to film their movie Heartland, they phoned me in Seattle
and asked if I thought the Doig place would be suitable. I told them I didn't
know-the house was still. standing, but the site is awful damn remote and high
and winterish, and they were calling late in the year-but if they wanted to take a
look, they should get in touch with my Dad's cousin, Walter Doig, who I knew
still went fishing back in there. They did, and Walter tried to take Annick and
Beth in there , but had to give up when their four-wheel-drive started bulldozing
snow over the top of its radiator. A homestead over by Harlowton was chosen instead for Heartland-the Doig place not for the first time missed its date with
destiny-but as Beth Chadwick wrote me in a Christmas card, ''I want to thank
you for leading us to Walter Doig, who although he couldn't show us the old
homestead, was full of wonderful words and stories, some of which I couldn't
resist sticking in the script."
So, there is in me this sense of place-an awareness of that homestead, that
Doig place, as my family's first footprint in America-and that though it leads
away from that snow-catching basin high in the Big Belt Mountains, we've been
busy ever since with words and stories of it.

A second sense of place, this one from my own growing-up years in the
West, rather than my family's. Which place is mine? Any of you who have
worked on a ranch or farm crew may recognize this one . The first day on the job,
the first meal you go to there, breakfast most likely, you are fifteen or sixteen or
seventeen, plenty big enough to hire out to pile bales of hay or pick rock or summer fallow, but awfully young socially, and you troop in with the rest of the
crew, who begin seating themselves along the twenty-foot table, and you stand
there with your face hanging out, until the cook or the boss's wife finally points
to a certain plate and set of utensils, and says, "Why don't you take that place,
there?" And you do, you go ahead and sit down, and it's yours for the summer,
unless somebody gets thirsty and quits, and you are moved up into that place.
The places, of course, get more and more permanent toward the head of the
table. The cook's place, the choreboy's place-you would have to go to the Holy
Land to find more sacred spots than those.
And then came the years when I was twenty and twenty-one, and coming
home from college to a ranch where I had a different place at the table every
time. My father and my grandmother were hired hands on that ranch-my grandmother was the cook, they lived in half of the cookhouse-and so I would come
to stay with them between quarters at college, and work there in the summers. I
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never liked that ranch, didn't like the way it was run, didn't like being around
purebred cattle that were worth more than my father and grandmother and I
were being paid in a year, didn't even like that part of Montana after having lived
my high school years up in the Dupuyer country. And as a summer hand there I
was a bit of a perplexity. Whenever we were rained out of haying, for instance,
I'd head on into the cookhouse and read a book, instead of standing around in
the machine shop watching it rain. But the rancher put up with me, for the sake
of my father and grandmother, and he granted that I did have enough common
sense to be able to pile bales of hay.
Through all this, the visits and the summer jobs, I was pretty much a floater
at meal times. It was a kind of a hectic ranch, there seldom were the same number
of people at any two meals-the rancher himself ate breakfast with us, maybe he
and his wife would come down from the big house for supper or dinner and
maybe they wouldn't, there might be truck drivers or cattle buyers or mechanics
on hand. And so it helped my grandmother to cope with all this by me fitting in at
the table wherever there was a place left, after everybody else got sat. I didn't
mind-I'd been to college, I knew what the word "peripatetic" meant. And I
found it kind of interesting, to have so many different places at that table-to be
switched around at random that way. Wondering before each meal, which would
be my place?
Then I was twenty-two, home from Northwestern University with my
master's degree in journalism, with about a month to spend before going into six
months' active duty in the Air Force. My folks were still working at that ranch, so
there I lit once again, and this time there was a field of oats to bind. I was given
the job of sitting on the binder and tripping a lever to make the bundles fall in a
decent row-the rancher himself was driving the tractor pulling the binder. And
at one of the first meal times, somebody said to me, "Well, you're doing pretty
good on the binder with that master's degree of yours. Maybe if you go get a
Ph.D., you can get to drive the tractor." At the time, I laughed with everybody
else. (And none of us even knew that someday I'd be over here getting a degree
we'd never heard of.) But I know now what was happening, in those meal times
at that ranch, with the constant question-which place is mine? I did get a
Ph.D.-but I did not go back and ask to drive that tractor. Those places among
the hired hands at that table-none of them were mine, or ever going to be, if I
could possibly find any way to be on my own in life.

Now to the third and last sense of place I'm aware of in myself, the one that
has been making itself known to me ever since I sat ·t town, more than ten years
ago, to write something I called my Montana book, which turned out to be This
House of Sky.
Trying to place it. To place it, first in the sense of identifying-as my dictionary helps out here, ''to recollect clearly the circumstances or context of.'' As
.:: . .'
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in the phrase, one that I myself have to resort to often, ''I remember your face but
I can't place you."
That's the first side, of trying to place it. And then the next, trying to place it
in the sense of putting something into place. Setting. Arranging. Making it be
where it ought to be.
This is the carpentry part of writing. Building a book the reader will want to
live in. Hammering togetp er a solid basic structure, then taking care with the
finishing-work, making sure you've got the details right.
Time and again in the past couple of years, as I've worked to create a fictional ranching valley called English Creek, up in the Two Medicine country, I've
sat at my typewriter trying ''to recollect clearly the circumstances of'' portions of
my Montana past. Some comes easily enough. I haven't been around sheep fulltime for twenty-five years and yet when I start to write about how sheep ranching was, I know at once-who can ever forget?-what a sheep rancher's mood
was, late in lambing, when his feet were aching from all those weeks of living in
overshoes.
But memory is not always enough. In fact, pretty damn seldom is your own
memory enough when you' re trying to write accurately. I make it a habit to try to
check details with people who know more than I do. Two quick examples, again
from the carpentry on this English Creek novel. In my own Montana life, I have
definitely eaten cake at a Fourth of July picnic, and on other occasions I definitely
have had to skin dead sheep. Yet in writing this novel which takes place about
the time I was born, I found I had no idea what kind of a cake that might be at a
Fourth of July picnic in that part of Montana, back then; and I wasn't dead-sure
about the sheep-skinning any more, either. So I wrote to one friend, a ranch wife
now living in Great Falls, whom I knew would have been a teenager in the late
1930s and asked her what kind of cake her mother brought to the Fourth of July
picnic-and I wrote to another friend, Horace Morgan, who's been a sheep
rancher out here by Maudlow, and asked him to give me step-by-step directions
for skinning a sheep . The cake turned out to be a chocolate sour cream one, and
the details of sheep skinning, you don't want to hear about this soon after supper.
In the arranging that goes on in the writing of a book-the process of trying
to put things into place, make them be where they ought to be-I think a writer's
main tool is his eyesight. At least I've always found it a good idea when I'm attempting to write about something to do with the American West, to go out and
take a look at it. For my novel of a couple of years ago, The Sea Runners, the
story of a long water journey from Alaska to the Columbia River, I bummed a ride
down as much of that coast as I could, aboard the University of Alaska oceanography ship . The captain let me stand beside him in the wheelhouse-right
under the big red sign that said ''Crew members only allowed in the
wheelhouse'' -and from an hour before dawn until after dark, from Juneau to
Seattle, day after day I stood and looked at that coast and water, and made notes
about it.
For this Montana novel, Carol and I have been back here the past three sum-
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mers. Part of that research has been to wander around various towns and choose
buildings for my fictional place of Gros Ventre-Carol taking photos for me
while I made notes about our home-made town. Gros Ventre, Montana, as we've
created it, has the mercantile store from Augusta, the creamery from Conrad, the
library from Lewistown, a bar from Choteau, and so on.
So those are a few of the notions that come to mind in me, when ''a sense of
place" is mentione.~. Not just geography, unmatchable as so much of the Montana landscape is. But "place" as something to work from, and work on, and
work toward. In a forthcoming manuscript I've just read, a book called Sky
People by a north-of-Spokane writer named Jack Nisbet, there is a story about
one of his neighbors, a wiry rancher in years-old blue jeans, sitting around the
kitchen with his hat on, drinking coffee, and the rancher says something like, ''I
haven't been all that many places. But I've seen things where I've been." Do I
even need to add, that rancher was a Montanan?
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· . n Int. rview with Ivan Doig
Q: Do you di s inguish you rse lf as a "VVes tem "
writer? And if so, does ·hate tai l me re than hav~
ing grown up in the West, an d come from a long
line of Scots/Montana sheep ra nche s?
ID: I'm a writer first, and probably a wri ter wherever I lived. Being a Westerner is a pretty close
second. I like living out here -we've deliberately chosen to say on here. I like the handleability
of the West, the scope of a place like Montana,
where the population of the state is about the
size of Seattle, and has the same advantages as
a small city thi s size. When you meet somebody
and you get to talking, in two or three removes
you've discovered someone in common. So for
a writer whose books are fueled by research, as
mine are, that's undoubtedly val uable.
Q: But what does it mean to you to be call c-3d a
"Western" wri ter? For instance, you mentioned
you have recently been invited to a literary conference at the Un iversity of '#yom ing to ta.!k
about the " aestheti c of the West.'! They obviously con sidered you a ki m; of authority on he
~ubject. I'm wondering what you wil l , ay.

ID: I th ink the poi nt of in viting me was to ask

why do you base your writi ng in the We st, and
where is the " westemess" of w riting about the
West The conference has been narrowed down
to a symposium cal led " The Sense o f Place: The
Western Angle of Vision. " So in talking about a
sense of place out there, I am bring ing some
turns on the world "place " which has many
Western meaning s. There's a passage in This
t-touse of Sky that tells why abandoned homesteads are cal ied "p!ae<.; ! S." Another sense is, for
example, w hen I was a you ng ranch hand corning to the first meal on a ranch at a 20-foot table,

15 people around it; which "place" is mine?
Simply trying to " place " it is what I'm doing in
my writi ng - trying to create a "place, " pu t it
into " place" in the lives of my c haracters. So I'll
se my creation of the fi ctional town of Gros
Ven tre in English Creek, as an example of this.
Q: Ha~ it gotten eas ier or harder for you to
w rite?

........ _,

ID: Well with this particular book, English
Creek, the voice is easier because it is my first
book in vernacular. I am a first person narrator, a
person of my father's generation. He tells the
book as a Montanan sma l l ~town person would
talk. In my other books the languge has been
more highly wrought, and so there have been
more drafts in the earlier books. But in making
this cu rrent guy talk like a Montanan, I had to go
through a hellish amount of material in collecting turns of phrase and cqrresponding with
people and interviewing peo~le in Montana to
make sure that I have the ring of the language
throughout the entire book---the longest book
I ve written. It will probably be 350 t 400 pages.
Q: I hear your new book is a novel, but less historically grounded than was say, Sea Runners
your first novel. In general, it is difficult to pinpoint what form your books take -what do you
call them ? For instance , This House of Sky
reads like fiction, but it's autobiographical in
content.
ID: It's a memoir. Although I don't make the distinction myself, I'm told it has fictional techniques in it, but it is a memoir; everything in it is
based on research. Winter Brothers I haven 't
know what to call except a journal-biography.
Yes, one of the hardest things is to say what any
of my books are about.

English Creek is enti rely made up out of my
head, as they say. It 's set in the late 1930's in
northern Montana, the area along the easter
face of the Rocky Mountains, south of Glacier
National Park. It looks at a fam ily at a turning
poi t in thei r life as a famil y, and the turning
point, as i.t t urns out, of ce rtain members of th at
family. They 've been through the dep essi on,
and in Montana the depression started just after
WWI -the prices crashed , the drought and the
grasshoppers came, , nd the banks went out of
business-so, he paren (:> had een thro ugh al most twe nty years of hard t'm es before the book
begins.
My narrator is a 14-year-old boy in that sum mer, te ll ing the story from now, so he has both
perspectives. The family incide ...1t that touches
off everything else in the book is the decision by
the narrator's older brother, who has just graduated from high school, to go against the parents' wishes. They wanted him to be the first
ever to go to college. He dec ides he will continue worki ng on a local ranch and get married
to someone the family doesn 't approve of. This
happens at the start of summer, setting the
book in motion as the family tries to sort
through this and sees what will happen.
It's a book about what we do to each other
and for each other and can't manage to do.

The following is an excerpt from English Creek,
by Ivan Doig, to be publi shed by Atheneum , Fall
1984.
ONE
This time of y·ear, the repo rt from the
dus t counties in the northeastern part
of t11e state customarily ha s it that
Lady Godiva could ride throL gh the streets
there without even the horse seeing her.
But this spring 's ra ins are said to have
thinned the air sufficf · ntly to give tl1e
steed a glimpse.
- Q(Q§_ ~~ J!f!___We ekly G leC!l?_~ June !

That month of June swarn into the Two Medicine cou ntry. In my life unti l then I had
never seen the sideh ills come so green, the coulees stay so spo ngy ith run-off. A rig ht
amount of wet evidently cou d sweeten the univer ,. Already my father on his fi rst hig h
patrols had encountered cow elk drifti ng up and across the Conti! .er tai Divide to tt eir
calving grounds on the west side. They, and the grass and the Ni!d-hay meadows and the
benchland alfalfa, all were a good three weeks ahead of season. Wh ich of course accou nted
for the fresh mood everywhere across the Two. As is always said, spring rain in range country
is as if halves of $10 bills are being handed around, with the other halves promised at
shipping time. And so in the English Creek sheepmen, what few cowmen were left, the storekeepers of Gros Ventre, the out-east farmers, our Forest Service people, in just everyone th at
start of June, hope was up and wou ld stay strong as long as the grass did .
Copyright © Ivan Doig, 1984
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FICTION
THE ROOM UPSTAIRS

Norma Levinson. Simon & Schuster ,
$ 15.95 ISBN 0-671 -52377-5
While it is labored and obvious in so me
places , this first novel has man y superbly drawn scenes to recomm end it.
Often hilariou s and heartbrea king by
turns, it is narrated with ironic gusto by
Leah Lazarus , a plump , plain writer
who supports herself by tutoring London 's afflicted children-the sick and
the dying , the retarded , the violent , the
psychologica lly maimed , the ph ys ically
handicapped . Her adventures with the
sometimes pathetic , sometimes horrifying youngsters who are the focu s of her
empathy alternate with Leah 's other
life as the landlady of a boardinghou se.
A s brilliant as Leah is in teaching her
cha rges, she is obtu se in re lating to
her tenants, espec ially the middle-aged
Jewi sh ma n who is beloved of all of
them but who grates on L eah 's nerves .
Of course, romance eventually flowers
between Mr. Rosenfeld and Leah , but
these chapters , emphasizing her initi al
antipathy and slowly burgeoning love ,
are trite and co ntrived. Not so Leah's
encounters with her students and the
social conditions that beget their pitiable existences. So piercing and poignant are these passages that readers
will find them almost Dickensi an in
their impact, and virtually unforgettable.
[October 3]
THRESHOLD

Nancy Henderson. Doubleday , $15 .95
~· ISBN 0-385-18304-6
Beautiful Soren Benedict, a 32-year-old
department store window designer in
Manhattan , has had a number of love
affairs, most of them disastrous ; she
has never managed to achieve a lasting
relationship. Although at first she
thinks that Ramon Perez , the handsome new s anchor on a local Spanish language TV station, is the answer to
her romantic dreams , eventually she
understands that she can never really
be a part of his world. This self-realization is the "threshold" she mu st cross
420

in order to reconcile her fantas ies to the
realities of mode rn life , and while she is
on vacation to recover fro m her bro ken
heart , the right man fi na ll y ap pears .
Billed as a "conte mporary love story ,' '
this novel is filled with sha llow a nd
sometimes irritati ng self-ana lysis, as
Soren attempts to cope with her tende nc y to be " dow n on he rself. " Hende rso n wrote Full of Grace.
[October 12]
THE SCHOOL FOR SECRET ARIES

Gilbert Preston. St. Martin's, $1 4. 95
ISBN 0-31 2-701 46-2
Isabel Encarnacion, the Puerto Ri can
heroin e of thi s improbable first novel,
yearns for the safe, secu re a nd respectable li fe she imagines can be found in
the Bronx. She tell s her father , a fisherman on he r native island, that she leads
a quiet existe nce and goes to a schoo l
for secretaries . In fact , her life in Harlem with Mario, a cat burglar a nd junkie, is anything bu t quie t: she wo rks as
a prostitute ; has an abortion ; watc he s
her mother go insane; is raped and beaten; sees her hu sband OD a nd suffer a
stro ke ; a nd , once she makes it to the
Bronx and the reali zation of her dream.
develops breast cancer. In a final incredible scene, she discovers that her
dying mother is in the bed ne xt to
he rs in the hospital. Meant to be gritty
and realistic, this novel is mo re often
just stark and de pre ssing. The author ,
a physician , writes atmosphericall y of
Pue rto Rico, but seems most at home
with the hospital scenes . [October 18]
ENGLISH CREEK

Ivan Doig . Atheneum , $16.95 ISBN 0689-1 1478-8
In the Two Medicine National Forest of
Montana (known locally as Two Medicine Country) , 14-year-old Jick McCaskill recall s "that last Engli sh Creek
summer" before another war in Europe
changed his life. As his older brother,
Alec , declares his intention of setting
out on hi s own with his girl, Leona ,
Jick begins harvesting local and family
hi story from the fertile mind s of the
rangers, herders and cowboys of the
Two. By summe r's end Alec has distinguished him self at the Fourth of Jul y

rodeo but lo st Leona; fire has threate ned the li velihood of all; a nd Jick has
learn ed the ecret hi s father a nd an old
ca mpjac k have kept from the rest of th e
community. Doig (Th e Sea R unn ers.
Th.is H ouse of Sky) again catches magni fice ntly the flavor of the speech a nd
life in the North west (coffee is ' 'stout
enough to float a kingbolt "; a woman ,
her hair faded from gold to silver, feel s
" time cut m y value" ). The rodeo and
barn danee are a beautiful a nd amusing
piece of America na , while the pioneering and human spirit of Jick a nd hi s clan
echo throughout. Thi s is th e first book
in a proposed tril ogy about the McCaski ll s .
[O ctober 24 J
CALIFORNIA
Leland F. Cooley.

Stein and Day,
$ 17 .95 ISBN 0-8 128-2987-5
In the hand s of a n accompli s hed novelist , the story of a California family, beginning in 1839 w hen a young New England sail o r , John Lewi s , jumps ship at
Monterey Bay a nd ending in the 1980s
when Howard D. Goodwyn , a country
and western singer , runs for governor
to save thousand s of acres of the family 's va luable land , should be a good,
solid read. The elements a re here:
the Northern Department is anxious to
ac hieve independence from the Republic of Mexico and the U.S. wants to
acquire it ; renegades roam the land;
there are riche s, in the form of gold ,
lumbe r and crops, to be ta ken by hard
work and high risk ; the culture attracts
greedy evangelists; railroads must be
built; mob lynchings a re common ; later , Cesar Chavez helps laborers to
achieve dignity ; and, to climax it all ,
there's Haight-Ashbury. But the author , a fifth-generation descendant of
the real John Lewis , is a histo rian and
has come to his task lacking a novelist's
skills. Initially , he dwells too long on
the nuts and bolts of political maneuvering and, later, on financial wheels
and deal s, when we'd rather read about
the hopes and fears of the human beings
involved. This book was first published
by Avon in 1973 ; Cooley has added a
new last chapter to bring the plot up
to date . Our review of the original edition noted: "The action never stops,
PUBLISHERS WEEKLY
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FALL/WINTER 1984-1985

SEPTEMBER
IN MADELEINE 'S KITCHEN
Madele ine Kamman . $19.95 through
12/31 /84 . $22 .95 thereafter (11485 -0)
AS EASY AS PIE
Susan Purdy. $19.95 throu gh 12/31 /84 .
$22 .95 the rea fter. (11361-7)
THE VESTAL VIRGIN ROOM
A novel by C. W. Smith. $13 .95 (11494-X)
BODYLINE
A novel Paul Wheeler $12 .95 (11498-2)
FATAL BEAUTY
A novel by Joh n Godey. $14.95 (114 81-8 )
OF PRESIDENTS, PRIME MINISTERS
AND PRINCES
Anthony Holden. $12 .95 (11400-1)
CARNEGIE TREASURES COOKBOOK
M useum of Art, Carnegie Institute . Ill us .
$19 .95 (1 1428-1)
THE NUREMBERG TRIAL
John and Ann Tusa. Illus. $22 .95 (11496-6)
THE FOREIGNER
A novel by David Plante . $12 .95 (11491-5 )

OCTOBER

)

PIECES OF MY MIND
Andrew A Rooney. $12.95 (11492-3)
FAMILIAR GROUND
A novel by Elizabeth Cox, $14 .95 {11474-5)
MISS MANNERS • GUIDE
TO REARING PERFECT CHILDREN
Judith Martin . Il lus . $19 .95 (114 89-3 )
LADY GREGORY :
The Woman Behind
the Irish Renaissance.
Mary Lou Kohfeldt. Illus. $17 .95 {11486-9)
THE LEADER AND THE DAMNED
A novel by Colin Forbe s. $15 .95 (11469-9)
ALL THE OLYMPIANS
A Biographical Portrait of
the Irish Literary Renaissance
Ulick O 'Con nor. Illus . $18 .95 (11 490-7)
THE BOOK OF GOLF DISASTERS
Peter Dobereiner Il lus . $12 .95 (1 1453-2)
THE RELUCTANT NATURALIST
An Unnatural Field Guild
to the Natural World
Charles A Monagan. Illus . $13 .95 (11437-0)
MONTCALM AND WOLFE
Fra nr;is Pa rkman . Illu s. $19 .95 (11 527 -X)
ENGLISH CREEK
A novel by Iva n Doig . $1 5.95 (11 478-8 )
CLASSY KNITTING
A Guide to Creative Sweatering
for Beginners
Ferne Geller Cone . Il lus. $12 .95 (31062-5 )

NOVEMBER

)

STRESS MANAGEMENT
A Comprehensive Guide to Wellness
Edwa rd A Charlesworth , Ph .D. and Ronald
G. Nathan. Ph. D. Illus . $17 .95 (11503-2)
THE HEISMAN ' :
A Symbol of Excellence
John T Brady. Edited by John A. Walsh .
Illus. $29 .95 (11497-4)

WORLD OF WOR DS:
The Personalities of La nguage ,
Revise d and updated .
Gary Jennings . $16 .95 {11518-0)
JOURN EY TO KARS
Philip Glazebrook. $1 2. 95 (11504-0)
SPIRITED COOKING
Robert Ackart. $19 .95 {11471 -0)
TROIKA
A novel by Clive Egleton. $14 .95 (1 1479-6)
IN SEARCH OF A PAST
The Manor House, Amnersfield 1932-45
by Ronald Fraser $14.95 (11480 -X)
DOUBLE VISION
A novel by Lins ey Abrams. $14 .95 {1 1470-2)
THE OTHER 637 BEST THINGS
ANYBODY EVER SAI D
Robert Byrn e. Illus. $10 .95 (11472-9)
THE DETACHABLE MAN
Poems by Donald Finkel. $14 .95 (11458 -3 )
hardcover: $7 .95 {11459-1) paperback
THE LON G DARKNESS
Poem s by George M acBeth. $14 .95
{11460- 5) hardcove r: $7 .95 {11461-3)
paperb ack
PRAYING WRONG
New and Selected Poems , 1957-1984
Peter Davison. $15 .95 {11499-0) hardcover :
$8 .95 {11500-8) paperback
FOR THE NEW YEAR
Poems by Eric Pankey. $11 .95 {11 507 -5)
hardcover : $6 .95 (11506-7) paperback

JANUARY
INVENTING IVANOV
A novel by Roberta Smoodin. $15 .95
{11 495-8)
STUBBORN CHILD
An autobiography by Mark Devlin . $1 5.95
{11476-1)
ASHKENAZY : BEYOND FRONTIERS
Jasper Parrott with Vladimir Ashkenazy.
Ill us . $14 .95 (11505-9)
THE NOTEBOOK OF
GISMONDO CAVALLETTI
A novel R. M. Lamming . $14 .95 {11487-7)
BEYOND THE MOUNTAIN
A novel by William Dieter $14 .95 (11477-X )
HURRAH FOR THE NEXT MAN WHO DIES
A novel by Mark Goodman . $14 .95 (11482-6)
DESSERTS WITH SPIRIT !
Robert Carma ck and Gino Cofacci. $15.95
(11473-7)
THE NOONDAY DEVIL
A novel by Ralph Mcinerny. $14 .95
(1 1488-5)
LORDS OF THE PLAIN
A novel Max Crawford. $15. 95 (11475-3)

FEBRUARY
HOT STUFF
A Cookbook in Praise of the Piquant
Jessica B . Harris . Illus . $15 .95 {11483-4)
THE BROTHERS GERSHWIN
A biography by Deena Rosenberg . Il lus.
$19 .95 {11493-1)

TRADE PAPERBACKS
RING
A Biography of Ring La rdner
Jonathan Ya rdley. Ill us . $13 .95 (7068 1-2)
Septembe r
PEPYS
A biogra phy b y Richard Ollard. $6 .95
(70679-0 ) September
THE 100% NATURAL, PURELY
ORGANI C, CHOLESTEROL-FREE ,
MEGAVITAMIN , LOW-C ARBOHYDRATE
NUTRITION HOAX
Dr Eliz abeth M. Whelan and Dr Fre dric k J
Stare. $7 .95 (70680-4 ) September
DIAGHILEV
A bio g raphy by Richard Buckle. Illus .
$14 .95 (70664-2) Septembe r
GOOD THINGS
Jane Grigson . $1 3.95 (70677 -4) September
CHILDREN IN THE CROSSF IRE
The Tragedy of Parental Kidnapping
Sally Abrahms . $7 .95 (70675-8) September
CALLING THE PLAY
A Beginner 's Guide to Amateur
Sports Officiating
Edwarcf F Dolan , Jr Illus . $6 .95 (70676 -6)
September
WORLD OF WORDS :
THE PERSONALITIES OF LANGUAGE
Revised and updated . Gary Jennings .
$10 .95 (70678-2 ) November
FOUR FRENCH PLAYS
Tran slated by W. S. M erwin . $7 .95 (11501-6)
November
FROM THE SPANISH MORNING
Translated by W. S. Merwin . $7 .95 (11502-4 )
November

ARGO BOOKS
MOON-FLASH
A novel by Patricia M c Ki/lip. $10.95
(31049-8 ) September
IN THE HAND OF THE GODDESS
A novel by Tamara Pierce . $12.95 (31054- 4)
September
AQUARIUS
A novel by Jan Mark. $12.95 (31051-X)
Septem ber
EXILES OF COLSEC
A novel by Douglas Hill. $9 .95 (503 15-6)
A Margaret K. McElderry Book . October
CLAN GROUND
A novel by Clare Bell. $12 .95 (50304-0)
A Margaret K. McE lderry Book . Octobe r
RAM SONG
A novel by Sharon Webb. $13 .95 (31058 -7)
October
YORATH THE WOLF
A novel by Cherry Wilder $11.95 (31060-9 )
October

Atheneum books are distributed 1n Canada by McClelland
and Stewart . L1m1ted .
ISBN prefix 689 Pri ces tentative and sub1ect to change without notice
597 Fifth Avenu e. New York . N Y. 10017

NEW FICTION
KODANSHA

- - - - FROM----

what he came for and goes berserk
among the plenteous confections. The
"Adventure of a Bather" begins when
a middle-aged housewife is languorously swimming at a public beach and finds
herself suddenly without the bottom of
her impulsively bought two-piece bathing suit . Both collections are expertly
translated and are highly recommended.-Marcia G. Fuchs, Guilford Fre e
Lib., Ct.
Carroll , James. Prince of Peace.
Little. Nov. 1984 . c.488p. ISBN 0-316-13014-1.
$17.95.
F

MORIO KITA'S
''COMIC MASTERPlECE"*

THE HOUSE OF NIRE
Translated by Dennis Keene
"It seems extraordinary that this prizewinning comic masterpiece .. . has
not been translated into English before .. .. In telling the story of 1he
~ires , mostly humorous, sometimes
tragic, often so funny you laugh aloud,
Kita is telling the story of modern
Japan . . .. " - Publishers Week~1 · *
The House of Nire is a Iriumph of a
novel."
- hlkio ,'r/ishima
)-1 0 page~ :

S16 95

THE TWILIGHT YEARS

By SrmitAO AR HOSH I
71·cmslated by Mildred 7{;/Jam
By concentrating on the details of one

familv's evcrYdav life and on an ordinat:y housewife's responses to unbearable pre ss ures . Ariyoshi has
created a novel that , while universal
in it's significance , has the poig nancv and tmotional force of firsthand. experience .
116 fx1ges. $!-1.95

[KJ !5QR~~Ji~
IO E. 5.)rd ST, NEW YORK, NY 10022

1860
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Carroll 's new offering explores the
complex world of faith, action, and personal conviction revealed when 50year-old Benedictine lay brother Frank
Durkin returns to 1982 New York to
bury his best friend, renegade ex-priest
Michael Maguire. Durkin's narration
places Maguire firmly in the forefrontas athletic seminarian in Washington ,
D.C. , as antiwar demonstrator and
spokesman, as "other man " to Durkin's ex-wife Carolyn (an ex-nun), and,
finally, as symbol of moral integrity
wronged when church authorities forbid his burial in consecrated ground.
The narrator's prolonged introspection,
observation, and analysi s also detail
the changing political ideology of the
Catholic Church througout the 1960s. A
thoroughly effective, warm , and
thought-provoking study of human nature, well-conceived and well -written.-Rex E. Klett , Anson Cty. Lib.,
Wadesboro, N.C.
Doig, Ivan. English Creek.
Atheneum. Oct. 1984. c.352p. LC 84-45051.
ISBN 0-689-11478-8. $16.95.
F

In the summer of 1939, in the high
country of western Montana , 14-yearold Jick McCaskill wants to understand
who he is and why. He lives in a boy's
dream of wilderness, mountains, sheep
ranches, national forests, and an amazing variety of small-town characters.
His father is a forest ranger , his mother
a practical , hard-nosed local woman;
his brother wants to forego college for a
girl and a cowboy's life. The summer
climaxes in a forest fire that leads Jick
and his father to discu ss and understand some painful hidden events of
their personal histories . Jick learns a lot
about himself and his surroundings,
and in the process we become entirely
ab sorbed in his recollection s of a hard,
unforgiving, rewarding country life. An
excellent coming-of-age novel, superior
to Doig's The Sea Runners.-Edwin B.
Burgess, U.S. Army TRALINET Ctr.,
Fort Monroe , Va.
Dubus , Andre. Voices from the Moon.
Godine.
$12.95.

1984. c.99p . ISBN

0-87923-532-2 .

MacLaverty. Bernard . Secrets and Other Stories.
Viking. Oct. 1984. c . 130p. $ 13 .95.

wives-give eloquent voice to their
roles, in particular one 12-year-old son
bound for the priesthood ; the wife-tobe recalling her first marriage; father
and daughter dancing to Sinatra.
MacLaverty's
characters-Irish
priests and housewives , laborers , philanderers , drunks and schoolboys-are
similarly memorable. The range of this
collection is broad , from the gentle, irreverent irony of ''The Miraculous
Candidate" to the pathos and shame of
" Secrets."
The
longest
story,
"Hugo," communicates a direct and
tragic, almost documentary effect,
while "A Pornographer Woos" is playfully domestic. The talented stories of
both of these authors have earned them
a well-deserved
following .-Mary
Soete, San Diego P.L., Cal.
Erdrich, Louise. Love Medicine.
Holt. Oct. 1984. c.272p. LC 84-3774 . ISBN 0-03F
07061 1-4. $13.95.

Love Medicine might be characterized
as a series of short stories rather than a
novel, for any one of its 14 chapters can
be read on its own merits. Loosely
linked by a common setting , cast of
characters, and theme, these stories
deal with love-mother love , which
compels a woman to surround herself
with cast-off children; sibling love for a
deranged older brother; passion , which
drives a woman to potions and magic to
insure the faithfulness of her senile husband. Set on a Chippewa reservation in
North Dakota, Lo ve Medicine focuses
on two Indian families and spans 50
years, presenting an authentic and revealing impression of modern reservation life. A first novel by a writer who is
herself a Native American, Love Medicine make s good reading.--Thomas L.
Kilpatrick, Southern Illinois Univ. at
Carbondale Lib.
Flynt , Candace. Sins of Omission.
Random . 1984. c .304p. LC 84-42629. ISBN 0394-53955-9. $14.95.
F

Set in Greensboro, North Carolina, this
novel presents a bizarre menage d
trois: Robert Carter , a passive music
student; his wife, Molly; and Suzanne
Cox, a demented waitress in a pancake
house. Suzanne' s seduction of Robert
begins a relentless campaign against
Molly and the middle-class comfort she
represents to Suzanne. Suzanne slices
Molly's tires, harasses her with phone
calls and letters , taunts her with a faked
pregn·a ncy. At first helpless against Suzanne 's'- malevolence, Molly begins to
challenge Robert (who retreats into another affair) and finally her marriage.
Suzanne is a masterful creation, clever
and utterly convincing. Flynt contrasts
the selfish expectations of Robert and
Molly with the almost selfless madness
of Suzanne in an intriguing character
study.
Recommended.-Ma1y-Elle11
Mort , Oakland P.L.

F

Dubus ' novella , like most of hi s work ,
addresses themes of family strife, Catholicism, love, guilt, and the effects of
divorce . A father falls in love with and
plans to marry his son's ex-wife. Characters in the compact, deeply felt domestic drama-sons, daughter, ex-

Gedge , Pauline. The Twelfth Transforming.
Harpe r. Oct. 1984. c.416p . LC 84-47570. ISBN
F
0-06-015338-5. $16.95 .

Akhenaten was one of the most controversial pharoahs ever to rule Egypt.
The 17 years of his reign were a period

adult fiction
the Hispanic writer Sandra Cisneros , written in
a loose and deliberately simple style, halfway
between a prose poem and th e awkwardness of
semiliteracy, convincingly represent the reflections of a young girl. Occasionally the method
Contributing rev iewers ar e George Cohen ,
annoys by its cuteness, but for the most part
Margaret Flanagan , Connie Fletcher , Holand
Mango Street is refreshing and authenti c, vivid
Green , John Jacob, Cynthia Kooi , Wes Luin its metaphors, affectionate in its treatment of
kowsky, Penelope Mesic, Mary Ellen Quinn ,
the youn g girl and others , exact in its observaPeter L. Robertson, and Patricia Scarry.
tions , and full of vitality. For example, a short
chapter called " Hips" is just right : it shows us
The best science fiction of the year #13.
four girls improvising jump-rope rh ymes on the
Ed. by T erry Carr. 1984. 384p. Baen Books;
subject of havi ng hips: "The waitress with the
dist . by Simon & Schuster , paper, $3 .50
big fat hips / who pays the rent with taxi
(0-671 ~55901-X).
YA ,,. tips .. .. " The youngest girl skipping, who is
Carr 's Bes f Science Fiction of the Year series
jeered at for using traditional rhymes, is described as the "color of a bar of naphtha launconti nues under the sponsorship of Baen Books,
and it remains an invaluable source of good
dry soap; she is like the little brown piece left at
short sf for collections of any size. Noteworthy
the end of the wash, the hard little bone, my sispieces include Michael Bishop's " Her Habiline
ter. " A gift of observation so unflagging
Husband ," .John Sladek's savage satire "Scenes
amounts to an expression of love . Highly recommended. PM .
from the Country of the Blind ," Greg Bear's
Nebula winn er " Hardfought ," and C o nnie
[OCLC J
82-072278
Will is' "Sidon in the Mirror." Carr has added a
list of recommended read ing, and Charles Dennison, George. Shawno . Oct . 1984.
Brown has contributed his usual concise sum- 84p . Schocken , $10.45 (0-8052-3917-0).
mary of th e year in sf. While not as comprehenGalley.
YA
sive as Th e Year's Best Science Fiction (Booklist Dennison tells the story of a dog-rather, a dog
80: 1440 Je 15 84), this collection stands up very and his effect on the people with w hom he
well beside the 1984 Annual World 's Best SF comes in contact. Although this charming little
(80: 1439 Je 15 84); larger collections should se- novel, composed primarily of vignettes, emriousl y consider ha¥if!i all three. RC.
ploys the sentimental tone common in dog stories, the author generally avoids overt moralizBurns, Olive Ann. Cold Sassy tree. Oct.
ing. Shawno, adopted by the narrator, his wife,
1984 . 39lp. Ticknor & Fields , $16.95
and his three children, comes to inform their
(0-89919--309-9). Galley .
YA lives with his ow n simplicity and lack of guile.
Burns' firs t novel is a humorousl y poignant Dennison recounts how the dog came to be
coming-of-age story set in turn-of-the-century adopted, how it formed a special relationship
Georgia. After the sudden death of his wife, the with the narrator's daughter, Ida , and hmv it
deli ghtfully eccentric E. Rucker Blakeslee scan- adapted from country to city life. Shawna's lovdalizes the entire population of Cold Sassy by ing nature is contrasted , inevitably, with the
eloping with th e t o wn milliner. R ucker's less-benevolent behavior of humanity, as the
grandson , 14-year-old Will Tweedy, inevitably
book moves toward its tragic conclusion- the
develops a crush o n his grandfather's comely dog's death in a hunting accident. An affecting
young bride and struggles to maintain the peace
tale, written \-vith understated eloquence. JJ.
between his mortified famil y and his rejuve[C IP J
84- 1434
nated grandfather. Torn by conflicting loyalDoig, Ivan. English Creek. Oct. 1984.
ties and a bew ildering array of emotions , Will
f352p.] Atheneum , $15.95 (0-689-11478-8).
eventually learns some very valuable, bit~e r
YA
Galley.
sweet less~ns about life, death , and the vagaries
of love . An authentic period piece brimmin g
Ivan Doig writes about Montana with an ingrawith charm, sentiment. and local color. MF.
tiating combination of lyricism and precise description, as readers of his remarkable first
book, This House of Sky (Booklist 75:22 S l 78),
Carver, Jeffrey A. The infinity link. 1984.
will recall. In his fourth boo k (and second
5·Wp. Blu eja~1 Books; dist. by St . Martin's,
novel), Doig has again chosen Montana as his
$ 16 .95 (0-312-94233-8). Galley.
setting, this tim e for the coming-of-age story of
This panoramic but somew hat sprawling novel
Jick McCaskill , th e 14- yea r-old son of a forest
co ncerns a near-future crisis provoked by the
ranger in a fictional region of Big Sky country
recei p t of faster-than-light tach yon transmiscalled English Creek. It is the summer of 1939
sio ns from an intelligent source in outer space.
and Jick has a lot on his mind- his brother ,
C arver handles the large cast of characters and
Alec , who has decided to forgo college and get
the .complex intrigues caused by both governmarried; a bourbon-soaked ex-ranger nam ed
me nt action and indi vidual ps ychological
Stanley Meixell , whose past seems so mehow
quirks wi th considerable skill . The book seems
embroiled with that of Jick's father; and th e hissomewhat infla ted by th e author's determinatory of the McCaskill famil y, which is inextrication to omit nothing; however, it is certainly
bly linked with the settling of Montana. While
Carver's major work to date, and it combines a
Doig doe,sn't always do the best job of integrat creditable mi xture of hard science and characing his historical set pieces with the plot of his
terization wi th an ast ute use of th e " first connovel, he wri!es as vividly as ever about Montact'· th eme. For larger sf collecti ons . RC.
tana life. The coming-of-age story is affecting if
familiar but the real hero here is Montana itCisneros , Sandra. The house on Mango
self, fro~ its hayfields and sheep ranches to the
Street. 198·1. 103p. Arte Publi co, Revista
grandeur of its towering moun tains . BO .
Chicano-Riquefia, Uni v. of Houston ,
[OC LC J
84 -4505 1
Houston , TX 77004 , paper , $7 .50
YA
(0-934770-20-4).
Drake, David. Birds of prey . 1984. [352p .]
These vignettes of autobrographi cal fiction by
Baen Books; dist. by Simon & Schuster,

adult fiction

ook1~

$14 .70 (0-67 1-55909-5); paper, $7 .95
(0-671-55912-5) . Galley .
In third-century Rom e, the secret agent Aulus
Perennius beco mes involved in a stran ge mission for a tim e traveler from Earth's distant future. Drake is a master of using historical material as a background for sf/fa ntasy and of
narrati ve technique; he also handles his large
cast of characters with considerabl e skill. Th is
is a welcome addition to the bod y of sf deri ved
from historical material and ano ther step forward in Drake's career. RC.
[OCLC]
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Gehman, Christian. beloved Gravely. Oct.
1984. [208p.] Scribner , $12.95
(0-684-18233-5). Galley.
This work has been awarded the 1984 Maxwell
Perkins prize, though it is not as strong a novel
as the previous winners (Stephen Wright's Meditations in Green and Margaret Mitchell Dukore's A Novel Called Heritage). It concerns a
young rock star, Carl Phillips , who comes hom e
to the Blue Rid ge Mountains after a fail ed romance. Carl is surrounded by eccentri c
fri ends- a spy, a sculptor, an a nthropologist,
various free -spirited wom e n, and a St .
Bernard. The story meanders along as Carl begins to sing again and takes up with differen t
women who help him forget his lost love. There
is a certain whimsical charm here, and a naive
stvle that calls to mind a child's crayon drawi~g . But the novel is to o precious , selfconscious, and unfocused to be rated a complete success. Still, Gehman is a write r to
watch. MEQ.
[OCLCJ
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ERICA JONG

··Following f Fear of Fly ing I and its
seq ue l. Jong return s again to th e
fortun e s of h ero ine Isad ora Wing.
Now 39. Isad o ra is working m o th e r
to thr ee-ye ar-old Amanda. ex-w ife
to th e thr eat e n e d Jos h ... and. much
lik e her creator. a vHiter whose public p e rsona has overshadowed th e
validity of h e r wol'k. Runnin g co unterpoint to this juggling act is Isa·
dora·s s e ar ch to mak e sens e of
and give m ea nin g to - h e r obsess ion
with th e primord ial o oz e of ph ys ical
sensation ... If toda v·s read e rs are
less fazed by Jong·s -rand in es s than
th ose of 10 years ago . th ey will b e n o
less to uch e d by th e humor. ac uity.
and humanity in this examination of
romanc e in 1980s Am e ri ca.· ·
- Bo ok/Is l.

ISBN 0-453-00466-0/ $ 16 95/ $20.95
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English Creek
By Ivan Doig

Atheneum, 3:39 pp. , $15.95

By Carol Van Strum
Special for USA TODAY
Ivan Doig has a rare, uncanny skill
for bringing history to life. Shadows of

.I

the past animate the landscapes of his
non-fiction, and his first novel, The Sea
Runners, reads like an eyewitness account of a desperate 1853 voyage. In
English Creek,, his second novel, Doig
again achieves a fiawless weld of fact
and fiction.
Drawing on the same heritage and
landscape he cele brated in T his
House of Sky, Doig tells English Creek
through the reminiscences of Jick
McCasldll, the second son of a forest
ranger in the fictional Two Medicine
National Forest of northern Montana.
The time is 1939. Jiclt's story of his
14th summer, a time of discovery and
turning points, is a vivid portrait of a
f amily , co mmunity and na tion
perched on the exhilarating brink between Depression and war .
Jick's summer begins with his older
brother's defiant declaration of independence from his parents and inexplicable rejection of a promising future. Thrust suddenly into the unfamiliar role of eldest and only son as
he ventures into the mountains on his
father's business, Jicl< struggles to understand the rift his brother has
caused in their family. An unexpected
trail ride with an aging alcoholic, the
memorable - and exquisitely funny
- events of a 24-hour Fourth of July
celebration, and a forest fire high
the Rocldes mark the passage of what
Jick call() "that summer where all our
lives made th eir bend."

in

Warily scouting the outermost
boundaries of adulthood, Jick explores the lives around him with fresh
curiosity and awe. Overnight, it
seems, his brother and parents acq~i~e separate and fascinating person~htles, half the world's population sud1

IVAN DOIG: A vivid portrait of a boy's
14th summer, just before World War II
denly becomes female, and the ram
bling tales of old-timers hold vital
clues to the mysteries that bafite Jick
at every turn. He emerges from his
landmark summer wiL'l a deeper love
and understanding of the forces that
have shaped his existence. As the
summer ends, the world plunges into
a war tllat will reaffirm Jick's discovery of home.
English Creek evol{es the sturdy,
generous spirit of an era when surviv~
al - of child or adult - demanded
quick wit.s, hard work and humor
enough to fuel both. Jick's energetic
s~mmer of discovery contrasts keenly
with the entropy that affiicts his modern counterparts, and Doig's gift for
idiom ~ the inventive, exuberant Ian·
guage of the frontier - is sheer magic
9

in a world of Newspeak. Like Mark
Twain, he captures the essence of a
faded he1itage in the voices of the
people who lived it; for its language
alone, English Creek is simply a national treasure.
"All tile people of that E nglish
Creek summer of 1939," Jick McGas-

kill says, looking back from middle
age, "they stay on in me even U1ough
so many of them are gone from life."

Tlley stay on., too, long after the book
is closed, more colorful and enduring
than the history that inspired tllem.
No more can be asked of the storyteller's art.
Carol Van Strum is the author of A

Bitter Fog: Herbicides and Human
Rights.
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A Love for the Big SkyCounby Fills New Novel by Ivan Doig
Englllh Creek

b}' tvan Doig

-

(Alheneum, 339 pages, $15.95)

~Anderson
WoricHferald Staff Writer

Though author Ivan Doig now lives
in Seattle, it is clear his heart re, mains in Montana.
·

Montana is where he grew up with
his father and grandmother, the wild
and rugged land h~ de$Cribed in his
l9i8 memoir, "This House of Sky.~· a
book later nominated for the Natioaal Book Award m:·con(emporary
thcught. .
.~ .

Montana is again the setting, this
time for "English Creek," his second
novel and apparently the .first in a

trilogy.

. '.·
The locale in this novel is Doig's
~ native ground .- Montana al~g ~he

Rocky Mountain Front - but the immediate environs are his creation.
The !wo Medicine National Forest,
the town of Gros Ventre and English
Creek are fiction, but the story they
support certainly rings true.
It is, simply, the story of J ick Mc·
Caskill, "age fourteen and eleven
twelfths," and the summer of 1939,
It's a summer in which young Jick is
set to "gain one more rung towards
being a grownup," a season one day
to be remembered as the one in
· · which all foor members of the Mc·
Caskill family "made their ben4.0
For along with Jick there are his
father, Varick "Mac" McCaskill. forest ranger (or the Tw?; his mo~r.
Beth,·practical and quick to. chastise
the other McCaskills for their tendency to live in the ~; and his
ol<Jer f>rqther; Alec, the center l>f the
~

'I ·.

t '

. ..

.

·family's struggle this5Ummer.
Alec, burdened by his parents'
hopes that he and Jick "will know
better times" and trapPed by his own
quick intelligence, has decided to
forego college to marry his high
school sweetheart and be a ranch
hand. Worse, he intends to be a
cowboy for the DoubJe W, a conglom·
erate of a ranch that has grown to
unequaled size by gobbling up all the
smaller cattle and sheep spreads. .
?. The elder McCaskills are opposed
to Alec's choice, ~nd this break in the
family haflllon.y occupies J ick's mind
through th(3P.Jnmer as :he travels up
into the rnC:iliUains -with bis.father.- :· ·
The family ·'struggle, •ho\veVer. .ts
not the only· battle: ~ing on; there
also are the daily wQrries of a ranger
and his family as .they watch~ the
summe~ heat bak·~··re·~!~~~~to

.

acres of kin.dling, their very fight for
survival in ;,a land as rough as Montana.
It is here, when describing Mon~
tana, that Doig truly excels.
"It never could be said that this
country of the Two didn't offer
enough elbow room," Jick offers.
"For that matter, shinbone and cranium and all other kind, too. Try as
you IIJight to be casual about a ride
up Jroin · gtlglish Creek into these
moubtains, you were doing something sizable. Climbing from the front
porch of the planet into its attic, so to
speak." ' . •'' . Montana, :as ·Doig paints it, is a
laDd that, as it becomes more beautiful, also becomes more hostile. Take
its ftlouiltainS away, young Jick says,
and Montana "would just be Nebraska stretched north."

As Jick's father tells him early on :
"Anypla.ce you looked you saw peo
pie who had put 20 years into thi~
country and all they bad to ~ow f01
it was a pile of old calendars." ·
It is, then, a proper setting for a
young man to face the ~ements, his
family, even himself,
. ' _
At one point, · Jick cp~ents,
"Lord, what a wilderness· · ; ~ the
thicket of family." Another·til]le he
finds himself "no more erllightened
than when I started. The chrOOic. con·
dition of Jick McCaskill, age f00itee11
and eleven twelfths, prospectsJor a
cure debatable." · · ·,.··;'. .';-~d£t:'~.

it:ill-

But, as he faces
does come. He leams~bi*~: · ·~··- ,
among them "that a.pe-. --~·~:J,.·· :: ·do
what he thought Wa;S-right;~Stt·.t>e
never comfortable·about i~·~t~ 1?:'~·:· .·
- ·-·· ....w--

~~lml!.........1[1111. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .o.cmtmo•b•e•r._1~4~.2,_.J~9~§~4il... . . .m•m11c~~~~-...·~•.•.•".~....~.~·

BOOKS

CLARUS
BACKES
Book Editor

Keeping track
of his brothe·r
Let me belabor the obvious for a mµmte: It's
one thing for a well-meaning white to sympathize with the awful frustrations of the black
ghetto experience, and another thing entirely
for him to really understand them, way down
deep where true knowledge lies.
The more militant black writers have been
telling us this for years, of course - often in
tones of derision, while they point out the ways
in which we have misunderstood their anguish
and thus failed in even the first steps toward
achieving anything like true brotherhood. Their
accusations are certainly understandable, as
well as their fury, but they don't really help
matters much. What we have had for some
time isn't a lack of will, at least among the
more. compassionate and open-minded whites;
rather it's a failure to communicate.
HoVI d? you possibly go about addressing the
subtle problems of cultural repression and second-class citizenship when you can't always
pretend to see, from so far outside, just where
and in what insidious ways the distinction exists'?'

And having said that much (cautiously, I'll
admit; it's a topic that encourages a statesmanlike approach), I'll go on to say that I've just
finished a book, "Brothers and Keepers" by
John Edgar Wideman (Holt, Rinehart & Winston, $15.95), that did more to open the doors for
me to an understanding of the black ghetto experience than anything I've read before.
Admittedly, this wasn't Wideman's intention
- or at least not his primary intention. A professor at the University of Wyoming and a highly regarded novelist (his latest, "Sent for You
Yesterday," was a recent recipient of the national P.E.N./Faulker fiction award), he actually set out to write a far more personal story.
in effect a confessional of sorts.
Wideman~ a product of the black ghetto of
Homewood in the heart of Pittsburgh, escaped
it in a time.-honored way·: he won a basketball
scholarship to the University of Pennsylvania,
an Ivy League school, then capped it with a
period of ~tudy at Oxford University as a
Rhodes scholar. His first novel, "A Glance
Away," published when he was only 26, was
hailed by the critics and immediately launched
him on a most promising literary career.
Mea nwhile, his kid brother Robby, a product
of the same loving parents, the same environment, became involved with drugs and petty
. .- .
- - -- _. -- · ~-• .. ,. 11., n 1A11nti nn hPhi. d bars
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Ivan Doig's 'En
ENGLISH CREEK. By Ivan Doig. Atheneum. $15.95.
Reviewed by Bryan Di salvato~
,.
''
..

Where, what tnlght we·be \VithOUt \M \Vest .and its
furious empty, its ~mble~s of the abSotute. i\s ability
to expose the strong .apct poor and tlhe within us?
What sort of p~ce can still qwet our fluttertnga, true
our unfractuous se1\'e$1
.
Perhaps someplate like lvart Doi.g's TM> Medidfie
country, .his la.nd of scm·, Umbei, n\eadows and rim·
r?cks - rMfs, he t~ thetn - ~rd along the east
side of t~e Mont_ana I,t~ki~. Dolg has rettirned here;
tJ:ie settmg for _mu~ti ot "'1UI .HoU&e ol Sky0 (1978),
his pure and soaring famlly chrOl\lcle, to rework his
extraordinary anc.1 Heh claim to American letters.
The result ls "English C~ H a novel, a portrait
of place and fah1ily rendered acutely attd •urely •
'
It is a bo<* of grace and hiah plltpoSe about a sin
gl~ summer. one, after ~Neb nothttig would ever be
q wte the same. It te~ its story - the family is the
McCaskills, the
as U)S9 - without rudeness or
flash or grotesquerles ~
·
Indeed, "~Creek" is all but devoid of violence, sexual Wltpitude or even profanity. Doig is a
novelist less concerned with the weird and grabby,
with twists and surprises, than he -is with beihg faith~
ful to a season's unfoldings of a land and its people.
As a result, the pace of the book is old-fashioned .....
steady, reassuring, pre-industrial even. We listen to
the steady clop of a horse along a mountain ridge at
dawn; we watch clumps of hand-spaded earth as they
arc from what is becoming a hole to what is becoming a mound. Things are quiet in Two Me.dicine country, and clear. There ts no need to shout or wave
one's arms to be heard.
The sidehills are green that summer and the
coulees are "spongy.'' The long drought which has·
throttled Montana seems to be· preparing to· ~
about ending itself. "A right amount of we~ could.
sweeten the universe," say Jick :McCaslQ.ll, the book's
narrator who, m~w 80, is re~ving the sights and
sounds of his 14th year.
Then the world begins to tilt. Jick's oldet brother
Alec, in that long-ago time, anno1mces his plans to
forsake college for cowboying and matrtage to Leona
Tracy. Words between Alec and bis parents are
thrown down, wor<l8 which cannot be retrieved, and
for Jick, the summ~r's long-anticipated events - the
annual sheep count on the' summer ranges with his
forest ranger father, the Gros Ventre town Fourth of
July picnic and rodeo, the afternoons of lazy fishing
and the weeks of haying at a neighboring ranch - are
thrown into a blinky new light. · ·
Why would Alex want to marry? Why have his parents become so sad and preoccupied? Will he, when
older, follow in Alec's. footsteps? Why does he blush
so, looking at Leona as his fath~r speaks of everyone
"keeping their shirts on"?
Jick chews on these questions and decides that
lately he feels as if he has been "looking through the
I
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~nglish ·Creek'

defies · categories

Paul Pelegrln

Ivan Doig

Toggery window in Gros Ventre at a fancy suit of
clothes and saying, by the Christ, they'll never catch
me dead in those.. But at the same time noticing that
they seem to be your ~xact fit."
"English Creek," however, is neither a·dreary interior set-piece of adolescent posings nor,' d~spite Jick's
brushes with death, adults and drink, some "bittersweet tale of a boy w}\o becomes a man." Thank
God.

In fact, it's a bit difficult to classify this book at all.
As fiction it breaks many rules. Neither the initial

-·

·conflict. that of Alex and his family, nor its few ensu- -:.
i.ng brush fights, are resolved. Jick's questions aren't . :
really answered. Even though the book's climax - a .
terrible and freakish forest fire - would seem a like- -'
ly_place for truths to out and hatchets to be buried, . this isn't the case.
Doig seems less interested in any arrival than he is :
in the passage itself. And that passage in "English
Creek" · finds conflicts and turmoil in short supply. · .·
One wants the characters to push harder· against ·
each other, to have enemies. It may be that Doig the
chronicler is ,being too faithful to local histories. Iil "This House ·of Sky" he calls memory a '.' set of sagas
we live by." But occasionally "English Creek" reads
less like saga than documentation. It's history chasing after fiction and overtaking it.
·
,
These and a .few other narrative seams show here
and there. They, along with the book's somewhat limited scope, might stop it from being a masterpiece, but they do so by a mighty small margin.
Doig's glorious, sure and lovely prose carries us
miles-; sustaining and fulfilling and even weakening us
with its power~
He evokes pre-World War II Montana brilliantlv. It
is a world of true grassaroos, campjacks, river pigs,
cow chousers, Scotch lawsuits, hammerheads and
hiring bars. "Coffee nerve" horses with pin ears and
., hog eyes watch cowboys danding ropes nearby. It is a
world of both generosity and restraint; everywhere is
evidence ·of the protocol of asking and offering, of
sacrifice for and non-interference in the lives of others.
The more beautiful the land is in Two Medicine
country, the "more hostile to settlement" it becomes.
It is a land so large that one can stand and watch
· oth~r people's weather develop and a land so harsh
that a house painted robin egg blue looks utterly de- · ,
fenseless. It is a land which demandS endless, brutish
chores, and guarantees, despite its closeness to God,
no respite from despair and defeat.
This is Doig's West, his Two Medicine: no hellroaring, no exclamation, no flippancy, no need for
insistence. Just another exquisite brush..stroke.
And this West ·is, perhaps, what we require in a
world in which we have become more fond than we
may care to admit of blast and screech in}our reading •;
matter. I would like · "English Creek" to rise to the · ,1
top of various book charts and remf.lin ~re through ·
winter and deep into spring. I don't .eKpect this to ,,. ...
happen. This is a slow and delicate, ~k, and its way 1~
may be made difficult by books thic~ with impossible· :: : ~ ~
sketches of large, furious, pivotal ~pple.
· ~!
Jick recallS a special day of his summer by saying ... c:
it was "a set of hours worth the price of the rest of ~w1
the life." He could easily have been speaking, albeit ·. i:
extravagantly, of the experience of reading ''English ·:
Creek. ' ~
.
Bryan Di Salvatore, who writes for a number of
J

travel magazi!ies, Jives in Missoula, Mont,
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By MAUDE McDANIEL
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"Thinking back, .. Jick McCaskill, 14.
. wished that "someone among us then had
. the talent to paint (a) portrait "that would
convey every one of those people at once
·, , and yet ·alpo their separatenes~,y · Like a
painting. he once saw of flowers, that seen
together yielded up another picture
entirely, "they seemed to me all distinctly
themselves and yet added up together too."
Luckily the portrait· gets painted, but
with a pen instead of a brush. Jick does it .
himself. soine 40. years after that haunting
"last" English Creek summer, in a colorful
vernacular that never once trips over
itself, as sometimes happened to the language in Doig's first, unforgettable novel
The Sea Runners. English Creek lollygags
here and there, but it sums up so much
more than the total of its incidents that it
looks a.lot like being Doig's second unfor-·
gettable novel.
Abandoning Runners' survival-adventure suspense, Doig turns to the subtler
excitements of the late depression years in
Montana, his native state, already superbly
. evoked in This House of Sky. Jick is a
' daydreamer who shares his forest-ranger
father's love for stories of the past. His
sensible mother believes that ''the past is a
taker, not a giver," but Jick gobbles up his
heritage of history as hungrily ·as he
observes the unfolding details of his growing-up world.
It's a natural. unforced American coming-of -age that is rarely possible now a: days. Without turning Jick into Huckle. berry Caulfield at the OK Corral, Doig
makes it authentic, too.
The ~orst ·of the Depression is over
("Anypla~e you looked you saw people who
had put to years into·this country and all
they had to show for it .was a pile of old
calendars"), and the real damage that
summer happened between generations, as
Jick's older brother :Aleck chooses gorgeous Leona and his.·own ill-considered
independence over his parent's Jove and
plans for him. "The fracture of a family is
not a thing that happens clean and sharp"
and the breakage of relationships has been
repeate.d. over generations, as Jick dis·covers at'summer·s end.
Meanwhile, Jick himself takes on new
rcsponsibilit.ics and wisdom as he assist~
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,squnc d._nce. ,Often· ftJnny and always

made up out of the .whole cloth of human
experience •.these all give way finally to a
mouhtain forest fire which cauterizes some
Jr~l crjng W9v.wls, bl.·.r~~s up J.l."lgeri.'iC J,ic.s,
and clears the way to ·a world that will
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McDaniel Jives in Cumberland, Md.,
N 1l11 mnist. _
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his father, nursl~S n drunk.en old friend o(
the family, digs an outhouse hole, rakes
·hay, attends the July .4 picnic, rodeo, and

Doig writes without artifice here,
warmly, sometimes beautifully,. with the
cadences of speech, and images as apt to
life as breath. The events are mostly ordi·
nary, but the distillation of the people, the
glorious country, and the truths that
inhabit them is extraordinary. ,
(She looked "as if she'd been sanded
down repeatedly;" "all the faces in that
Hebner family rhymed," "those dawns
taught me that beauty makes the .eyes
greedy." The humor is rooted in life. Glaci~r G~s got his name becau~e he was "so
slow that it was said he wore spurs ~o keep
his shadow from treading on his heels").
The songs are spontaneously bawdy
("about t~e gal named -Lou and what she
wa~ able ' to do with her wingwangwoo").
The history is of people and mountains, of
old roundups and bu.Hal~ hunts legendary
dust storms and forest fires, all colored
personal by the ones who lived. th~m, .or
knew those who did.
· · ·. . : ··
His 14th .summer, says Jick,' was like
· "when you open a new · book.. . its p~ges
linger against each other, pull apart with a
reluctant little separating sound. They
never quite do that again, the linger or the
tiny sound. Maybe so, bot along with Bub·
bles the packhorse and Phony Nose Gorman, Jick will always live fresh on these
pages, a small fine .flower in a very 1large
portrait.
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TOo much talk
about Montana
in Doig's novel
~

Montana-legend Wallace
Stegner advises us that English
Creek "is not a book to be read in
a hurry."
The implication is that we
should bide our time as we travel
step by step with Seattle author
Ivan Doig as he recounts a
summer in the life of .I ohn ·
"Jick" Angus. McCaskill.
"Leisurely" is Stegner's defi- English Creek
nirion of . Doig's fictional narra- By Ivan Doig
tive. But other definitions apply : Atheneum. 333 pages . S1 5 95
plodding, protracted and selfconsciously Westem . .Jick is 15 years old in the summer of 19:m.
"In my life until then I had never seen the sideh.ills come so green .
the coulees stay so spongy with runoff," he says of Montana's two
Medicin<:> country. "A right amount of wet evidently could sweeten ih e
universe."
Jick's idyllic life is one of two major problems with English Creek.
Th ere is little tension in the novel. Even though ·Jick's older brother
goes against his parents' wishes and decides to marry - his parents
want him to attend college - the conflict doesn't seem to have anv
more importance than the weekly family crisis on "The Waltons.''
~
Problem two .is that Jick McCaskill is in his '60s when he begins his
memoirs. By now he suffers from the standard problems of senility:
the ability to remember vividly the tiniest detail .as · \~~11 as the biggest
events of a summer 45 years in the past, and the mab1ltty to distinguish
the difference between them .
The summer of 1939 is when Jick believes that his brother Alec's
" grammar seemed to be cowboyifying, too." But at 6~plus years, Jick
is a wordy. reminiscent old man whose entire vocabulary has
countrified to the point where he parodies much of what is regarded as
old. rural and Western .

BOOKS

Michael
Conant

Conscientious research
.lick doesn't hear someone speak . Instead. ''IT registered on m e
Lh~11 there had been a comment from Ra y 's direction. ' ' Loving th e
sound of hi s own voice, Ji ck transforms the ideal into an ordeal as lw
ridE's into the mountains. ar tends a pi cnic. rodeo and dance. digs a new
pit for the outhouse. helps bring in the summer hay and fights a forest
fire.· Our mind keeps calling: Get on with it !
I suspect one reason for this is Doig's conscientious research into
fanning and ranching life in Montana. There are times in Doig's
account of haying season when the reader can feel the sun burning on
his neck, the strain of the reins as two horses pull a rake. the great
appetite that comes after a morning in the fields.
Al one point in his memoir, Jick McCaskill observes, "I suppose
sheep have caused more. time to be whiled away than any other
creatures in the world. Even yet on any number of Montana ridgelines
there can be seen stone cairns about the height of a man.
Sheepherders' monuments. they a re called, and what they a re
monuments to is monotony . Just to be doing something a herder would
start piling stones, but because he hated to admi t he was out there
heft ing rocks for no real reason. he'd stack up a shape that he could
tell himself would serve as a landmark or a boundary marker for his
i..ill ot rn ent. Fighting back somehow against loneliness."
Dmg h;:is di st inguished himself as the author. of This House of Sky
1 ~7 . Winter Brothers (i980) and T/Je Sea Runners (1H82) . He's always
I · d an e1 \' tab\ P ab1\i l \' t r late fa ct and idiom . Still, I think he erred in
-pan ra ma of a country. a life. a people and their
r · c . Enplish Creek has the feel of a
~ • t • ud ·
rk I "·ould find 1f h took Im

Some area residents who came to get an autographed copy of Ivan Doig's new book 'English
<:::reek' took time out ,for reminiscences. (Tribune Photos by Wayne Arnst)
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]"'hose who helped shape Doig's hook§ drop by to say ~hr'
!:>y J.M. SWANSON
~[·; or

the Trlbvne
· Looking like an English professor,
Montana-born author Ivan Doig
came to town a hero on a Wednesday
afternoon, and all the sons of sheepherders and ranchers came from
miles around to see him and his new
book, " English Creek."
· "The fastest pen in the West,"
Doig's wife, Carol, calls him. Indeed,
he scrawls best wishes and autographs swiftly in fine black old-fashioned script.
"It's like following a national
monument around," Carol says later,
!1alf-wryly. No doubt she means a
li/1ontana monument on this tour.
A pert, rosy-faced and bright-eyed
n ew Jersey native with' short salt·
rieppered hair and casual manner,
Carol percolates good cheer.
"This is fun!" she exclaims at one
point before continuing her rounds. Meanwhile, Doig contemplates
the possibility of writer's cramp be,.fore this Montana tour is done, as he
·.signs about 270 copies of a new book
and countless copies of older ones at
·abookstore in Times Square in Great
Falls.
And the next day? A Bozeman
bookstore had ordered 800 copies for
Thursday.
Doig, an unabashed red-haired
Scot with hairs thinning a trifle on
top and flecks of white in the beard,
sits straight, almost prim in a welltail.ored brown suit with shirt and tie.
For all the finger work, Doig is at
home.
These are the natives of the land,
the descendants of the characters
··that helped to make Doig's first
· book, "This' House of Sky, Landscapes of a Western Mind" so haunt· ing and so popular.
Doig's memoirs of growing up
around White Sulphur Springs and
Dupuyer was nominated for the National Book Award in contemporary
thought, received other awards and
'Nas named one of five best books

about Montana in a 1981 poll.
says.
Montanans are still ' reading and
In August of 1982, the Doigs spent
buying it, says Doig.'
a month in Montana interviewing
Returning to Great Falls is like a "survivors" of the Depression and
homecoming, as locals from White cataloguing data from the drought
Sulphur Springs, Choteau, Stanford and grasshopper infestations of the
and Dupuyer line up to reminisce 1930s.
with Doig or tell him how he has
Carol took scenic photographs,
touched their lives.
'
. which Doig then · put in a holder by
This fourth book, after two books ' his typewriter, along with notes, to
set on the Northwest Coast, is Doig's . jog his memory as he wrote.
first piece of Montana fiction, and
That fall, "The Sea Runners,"
the the first of a planned trilogy.
Doig's first fiction, partly set in
"Thanks for having Johnny for a Alaska was going into publication.
father so I could steal a few stories," Doig's work won him the Royal
Doig tells one woman.
Order Tusk, a pin making him an
"This is the first person I met in honorary Alaskan. He wore it
Graqe One," Doig explains with proudly Wednesday.
beaming pleasure as he stands to
Doig's earlier book, "Winter
give a woman a hug. I-ie greets an- Brothers, A Season at the Edge of
other high-school classmate. "Valier, America," from 1980, . based on the
1957!" he proclaims.
journals of James Swan, won the
"Charlie I)oig, we knew by ;Pacific Northwest Bestsellers Award
stories," one couple tells Carol Doig.
and was adapted for a public televiEven Sen. Max Baucus' uncle sion documentary.
shows up to talk. And here's a deputy
In 1982, Doig drew back into the
county attorney and over there are , Montana heartland and set his sights
the library workers and the media.
on the Hi-Line, that larger-than-life
" A land office business!" Doigs area where the . Rockies greet the
tells one enquiring fan.
plains.
·· "Waiting for the Hunchback of
Now that ~'English Creek" is out,
Notre Dame to come out with all Doig has begun research on the next
these bells," he mutters in aside book. He has visited ' "the Scandinalater, as bells ring periodically close vian coast of Scotland" for backby.
ground research.
Meanwhile, chatting with Carol is
"English Creek" the middle book
George Engler of Great Falls, re- of the trilogy, focuses on the Deprestired as Lewis and Clark National sion; Doig is now at work on the
Forest s upervisor since J 976, and a "first" of the trilogy.
chief source of information on the
The new book -will focus on lhe
forest ranger and forest fire in Doig's homesteading days from 1889 and
new book.
statehood to the winter of 1919. A
Also stopping to talk are the Ham- final book will follow the family to
letts: Joy advised Doig on sour the Centennial.
cream chocolate pie for dessert on
The Doigs plan to return for rethe 'Fourth of July in "English search during the next few years.
Creek." It would have been angel
Doig, who has focused on the past
food cake, if there were lots of eggs, in his first four books, partly because
she explains.
. of his interest in history, says. he is
Obviously, Doig, who has degrees not restricted to the past.
in journalism and a Ph.D. in history,
"I try to look at each generation
does not lack for research. Generally
his books take two years to write, he See DOH.G, 6-A

6-A
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Doig_____________________ From~A
somewhat on their own terms. VariDoigs visited Kalispell and Helena,
. ous generations have · their own sets
and were to travel to Bozeman
· of courage. The Depression generaThursday, the Montana Historical
. tion looked at both ends of the specConference in Lewistown Friday and
trum. They had a grim situation with
the University of Montana homecoma lack of cash, since life was so rural.
ing in Missoula Saturday.
They remember that they ' got
In June they hope to return for "a
· through it by the generosity of neighreal vacation," Carol says.
bors and friends."
When the Doigs finally return to
Carol says that A.B. Guthrie Jr.'s .
Seattle, where they have lived the
well-known "The Big Sky" trilogy
past 18 years, Carol says they will
may have influenced Doig in a disresume a quiet life.
She teaches journalism at a com. tant way. "Ivan grew up and tead
munity college -in the mornings and
.Guthrie's books and - I don't think
Ivan writes from 7 to 11 a.m., doing
· it's too much to say - idolized him."
editing and correspondence in the afLike Guthrie, Doig worked for
newspapers. After he · received his
ternoons.
Ph.D., he never taught. Instead, he
"Ivan's a morning person,'' says
-became a magazine free-lance writer
Carol. "Surprising, the amount _ of
for the next 10 years, "twice as long
correspondence and the details! " she
as I should have," he admits now.
marvels.
·
"Making a living became worse
"We try and lead a rational life,"
___ she says. At 5 p.m.,. they listen to Naand worse, considering the effects of
inflation," Doig says. So he tried
tional Public Radio and they usually
. writing books instead.
turn in early.
,
"I try to be a grown-up about it
With all this reception, have the
· and write stuff that will last," he Ivan Doig
Doigs ever considered uprooting
· says. He's been a full-time . writer ·
their Seattle lives and ·moving · to
now for 13 years.
books.
Montana?
"Yes, we think about it. We'd love
Asked about his move to fiction,
He has promoted his own books,
' Doig says, "I never thought of it as a beginning with "House of Sky." "No- to do it, at least seasonally," says
: departure in that my fiction is so body knew who I was. It's a hard Carol. Doig explains the immediate
problems of Carol's Seattle job and
. closely based on historical detail. ·, book to describe."
With fiction there's the freedom of
Adds Carol, "Ivan thinks that their ·preference for the Seattle clibeing able to make up the characters you'd better be interested in the busi- mate.
"We'd both like to spend more
ness side of book publishing if you're .
and not be bound by iron fact."
time here. We're not quite clear
So far, Doig says "English Creek" going to succeed."
may be the best seller of all his
While in Montana .this week, the about how to do it," he adds.
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Ivan Doig has written "This House of SkyLandscapes of a Western Mind", "Winter
Brothers" and "The Sea Runners", books
which have won high praise not only in
the northwest but nationally. Montanaborn, Mr. Doig presently lives in Seattle.
His new novel, "English Creek", is part of
a projected trilogy about Montana settlers
and their descendants.
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FROM THE AU1iBOR ~OF THIS HOVSE~ OF SKY

.·

Anovel as lllminous American as
drew Wyeth's painilng, A~ B.Guthrie's.
wri · ,and.Aaron CoplandSmusic ·
'

"A marvelous stretch of writing from
the heart of the big sl97 country, at once
an homage and a celetiration of a way of
life that is passing:'
-WRI.GHT MORRIS
"Catches magnificently the flavor of the
speech and life in the Northwest ...The
pioneering and human spirit ... echo
, ·- Publishers Weekly
throughout:'

"Here is the real M.o ntana, the real
West, through the eyes of ·a i·eal

.•· :J~~i~:~~&i~;*~~~~~t;1~6~:~

by·l van Doig ·
''

\'

Now at your bookstore

5

.

stro ."
One member of th.. , ·orps ·s Geoffrey Sawtell, a veteran of
World War I who is now in his early forties. He hates war but
loves soldiering, and after a hiatus of two decades he now
finds himself once again doing both: "So, he thought, it is ten
past eleven on a spring day in the Year of Our Lord, 1943. I
an1 riding with my mate Frank Counihan, I have lost my wife,
but I have valuable possessions and skills. and I shall join the
Englishman, Major St John Jackson, to see what shall be
done. Like Counihan ahead, he started to sing:

"We11 watider over mauntair..s and we11 ga&p over plains
-For we scorn to live in slavery, bound down by iron chains."
Soon there are five of them: Sawtell, Counihan, Jackson, a
British padre named Sergius Donaldson and Kevin O'Donohue, a young Australian. They have little in corrunon except:
"We are all soldiers and we have a common enemy." They
have no specific orders, so Sawtell chooses a mission for
them: "To sabotage the Zinc Corporation Mine at Broken
Hill. It's a prime military target." Thus they set out, on
horseback, across the outback on what is for Donaldson, and

~d ," occupied now onl 'by the A
~mes lli1G U) a l!,•l.v<>uy
enemy whom th .y imagine and fea. .Jre often than they see
and encounter. Beyond that it is an essentially quixotic mission, inasmuch as the sabota!f.ng of the Zinc Corporation
Mine cannot have any signific.a.nt effect on the Japanese occupation· yet in the same spirit that moves the Resistance in
France, ha.If a world away, they press on.

N

OT MERELY is it a jolli-ney toward a military target; gradually it becomes a journey through Australia itself, which Sawtell fancies to be "the best
place in the world" but Donaldson can see only as
a wasteland: "Are there any cities? I haven't seen them. Are
there any cathedrais? I haven't seen them. I sometimes think
God has forsaken this place, it's like no other country I've
ever known." As a civilian, an enghieer working for the
Country Roads Board, Sawtell had seen himself as "helping
to build Australia." Now, as a soldier, he is not merely help-

of

tion the bonding of unlikely allies it recalls Sew'
·m urai;
Hooker's warriors, like Kurosawa's, are united ._ by personality or education or backgrowid but by their common
commitment to a soldier's honor.
Yet they all yearn for peace: "They stopped at a garage
and .fowid the remains of a Hupmobile. Sawtell looked at the
big American car and thought of the years after the War, of
picnics, of Marcia and playing tennis on cowitry grass
courts." The sense that permeates the novel is of deep, irrecoverable loss; the passages in which pea :et" .e is recalled
JX)Sitively ache "Nith longing and regret, with a ~'esperate desire to rip away the terrible present and someho\l: to be
happy again. But for Sawtell and his warriors that is not o
happen. They accomplish their mission and move on, deeper
and deeper i..Ttto the unknown Austni L , "arther and farther
away from any hope of rest. It may seem a sad, cruel way to
end this splendid novel, but Hooker is an honest writer and
he knows he has no other choice.
•

Coming of Age on the Continental Divide
ENGLISH CREEK

By Ivan Doig
Atheneum . 301 pp. $16.95

By Reid Beddow

I

N MONTANA, Ivan Doig tells us, the mowitains are the
calendar. When the sn())V line shrinks along the peaks,
deer return to the high growid and yowigsters work on
their saddles lengthening the stirrups to accowit for the
past winter's growth. So it was the fateful summer of 1939,
the time of Doig's second novel, English Creek, the splendid
story of a boy's coming of age in the American West.
June t.'1at year came in wet, and was remembered long after
for its green high,:grass by English Creek's narrator, 14-yearold Jick McCaskill. lis the novel opens, Jick is much puzzled by
the behavior of his older brother, 18-year-old Alec, who has
fallen in love with a town girl. Their father, a U.S. forest ranger, oversees part of Two Medicine National Forest, a fictitious
wilderness bordering Glacier National Park on the south. Their
mother , a former school teacher, carefully watches over her
menfolk and the household expenses. This is a family "scraping
along better than many" after years of ha.rd times and drought.
The McCaskills live where the great plains reach the east
face of the Rockies, in what they call the Two Medicine coWl-

Reid Beddow is an assisf.ant-editor of Book World. -

try, and we quickly learn what a Montanan means bv "cowitry": the terrain all the horizons aroWld, a landscape ·bounded
by the breathtaking grandeur and hundred-mile vistas of the
Continental Divide.
When Alec proclaims his intent to marry the curvaceous
Leona, instead of attending college, his parents object. Alec
rebels and leaves home to be a cowpoke on the Double W
Ranch. Unexpectedly, Jick makes a pack trip into the mowi-

"'English Creek:just like 'Kidnapped,' can be 1'ead by both old
and young with equal pleasure,
fascination and excitement."

What sustains this Unexceptional plot is some very exceptional writing. Indeed this is not a conventional western novel
at all. The high points are muted: there is a Fourth of July picnic, a square dance, a rodeo. They are all treated satirically.
The forest fire at the novel's climax is described through the
eyes of the firefighters' cooks-a really brilliant narrative tactic. In between we leain quite a lot about raising sheep, making
hay, digging a new pit for an outhouse, naming horses, and
much else:
"My earliest memory of this brother of mine was the time, I
must have been four and him eight, when he took me into the
pasture where the ranger station's saddle horses were grazing
and said, 'Here's how you mooch them, Jick.' He eased over to
the nearest horse, waited witil it put its head down to eat
grass, then straddled its neck. When the horse raised its head
Alec was lifted, and slid do'l\t11 the neck into place on its back
and simultaneously gripped the mane to hang on and steer by.
'Now you mooch that mare,' Alec called to me and I went beside the big chomping animal and flwig my right leg over as he
had, and was elevated into being a bareback rider the same as
my brother."

A

tains with the seedy Stanley Meixell, an alcoholic ex-ranger
with a mysterious background. The no el d oses at summer's
end, on Labor Day weekend, as war breaks out in Europe.
There is an epilogue and Jick, now threescore years, reveals
DMIRERS OF Doig's beautiful memoir of Montana,
how that summer changed and shattered his family forever, deThis Hou.se of Sky, and his adventurous first novel,
spite boundless love. In that time, Jick learned, and would conThe Sea Runners, will have high expectations for
tinue to learn, the terrible les~cm of growing older: "The past
English Creek. They will not be disappointed. Doig
'
a
• (
• - - • - - --seemstcrbe-one of-those-envia
=&nti"1fwd·<J1f ~~
is a taker, not a giver."
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It surely will become a classic for those readers who
lmow what Doig means when be writes, "I cannot even

writers whose every book is better than the previous
one. The new novel is full of good writing and the sweat
and tears and laughter of hardworking plain peoplepeople whose lives are shaped by a land which as it
grows more scenic becomes more hostile to human habitation, the incomparable Big Sky country of western
Montana.
The McCaskills' world is the vapished one of prewar
rural West, evidently a place where the ·brooks are always full of trout and the lodgepole pines are as straight
as the local morality. But rural and western do not mean
simple, and in fact English Creek makes fun of the rustic
trappings we associate with western life: when young
Alec shows up in a rodeo outfit which includes a red bandana around his neck, his father mercilessly asks,
"What, is your Adam's apple cold?" It is the heroic oldtimers whom Doig honors, the first ranchers and the
surviving cowboys who can ride a horse but not drive a
car, trne cowboys like Toussaint Rennie, out of place
·even in 1939 but who can dimly remember the roundup
of 1882 when the cowmen fanned their crews "north to
the Canadian line and brought in a hundred thousand
head" and a great buffalo hunt when the prairie "looked
burnt, so dark with buffalo, the herd pinned into place by
the plains tribes."
Commonly compared with Paul Horgan and Wallace
·Stegner, other writers of the American West with distinctive styles, Doig seems something else. He is more
virile than Horgan and less romantic than Stegner. A
truer comparison might be with Robert Louis Stevenson
because of Doig's magical welding of history with fiction,
of adventure with everyday life, of legend with lore.
English Creek, just like Kidnapped, can be read by both
old and young with equal pleasure. fas...'""ination and excitement. It just might become-one must be cautious
-something of a western classic.

safely say what the weather was, one of those brockled
late afternoons under the Rockies when tag ends of
storm cling in the mountains and the sun is reaching
a
through wherever it can between the cloud piles."

The Brain
Omtinu.eti from page 8

researchers are now womeri, only NIH's umdice Pert
rates so much as a small portrait among the 17 modern
scientists pictured. Of the 232 individuals in the index
only 13 are women, and the bibliography is exclusively
male. It's at least a five-fold under-representation of
women already in the field, and probably worse. The
lone portrait, all the quotes, and all other indirect references to the work· of women scientists occupy less than
1.5 of the 361 pages. Furthermore 70 percent of the
American and Canadian researchers .mentioned in ~
Brain are located in the Boston-to-Washington corridor:
a three-fold over-representation as only 24 percent of
the brain researchers work there.
The complaint here is not uneven treatment (which is·
unavoidable in a limited selection), nor the· quality of the
science selected (which is excellent). It's that no attempt
seems to have been made to compensate for understandable initial selection bias. Asking your friends is indeed the natural place to start-it's just not where you ,

the

should finish.

J?e author, producers, WNET, the An.i!enberg/CPB

Project, PBS, and Bantam Books all had the opportunity 1
to spot th6 obvious biases and failed to do so. One ex-1
~ bett~, of ~ concerned, when both book and teleVlSlOO

senes aspire to educational excellence and a na-

tional audience.
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Words That Dance to a Mountain Tune
ENGLISH CREEK. By Ivan Doig (Atheneum,
$15.95).

By Paul Pintarich
van Doig's fictional "English Creek" lies on the east
side of the Rocky Mountains, where the streams
flow toward the Mississippi and the lives of his characters take their own sweet time moving through a
pastoral part of Montana's recent history.
Here, surrounding Two Medicine National Forest,
between the small town of Gros Ventre and the mountains, lives a gathering of sheepherders, ranchers and
farmers weary of struggling with the Great Depression, which has tightened their existence to the bellyscraping limits of survival.
Though the friends and neighbors along English
Creek are unaware of it, World War H's saving prosperity is just around the comer, and this particular
summer, the summer of Jick McCaskill's 14th year, is
expected to be a good one. "That month of June swam
into the Two Medicine country. In my life until then I
had never seen the sidehills come so green, the coulees
stay so spongy with runoff. A right amount of wet
evidently could sweeten the universe."
Anyone who has read Doig's masterful first book,
"This House of Sky," an autobiography of his own
growing up in this same country, will be familiar with
the temptation to quote profusely this Montana
emigre, who now lives in Seattle. "This House of Sky"
went on to become a nominee for the National Book
Award. Doig also received well-deserved accolades for
his first novel, "The Sea Run11ers," an historical tale of
Swedes escaping from 19th-century Russian Alaska.
Now, safe on his home turf again, Doig has brought
forth the first in a trilogy of novels that ultimately will
profile his fictional landscape from pioneer days to the
present, giving readers a genealogy of the McCaskill
clan as well. Doig, in fact, recently returned from
Scotland, where he researched 19th-century Scottish
migrations, and he explains that the English Creek
novel was purposely out of sequence - perhaps as a
reflection of more recent hard times. Beautiful in its
simplicity and warmth, the story conveys a folksiness
the author pulls off skillfully, without being too maudlin or Disneyesque. At the risk of sounding corny: This
is the kind of novel you didn't think they wrote anymore.
Doig has taken a "rites of passage" story and
honed it to what surely will be an epic, a kind of
Montana "Honey in the Hom." The days of Jick
McCaskill's adolescent summer are reflective and revealing. Not only does the boy watch his youth dissipate, but he also witnesses the end of a drowsy era
inhabited by real homesteaders, real ranchers and real
cowboys - a period when life's values were real as
well.

I

18 Northwest Magazine

Ivan Doig
Jick's father, Varick McCaskill, the descendant of
Scottish immigrants, is the ranger in charge of Two
Medicine National Forest. Jick's mother, Beth, a former schoolteacher, is half-Scottish, half-Danish; his
brother Alec, four years older, is half-horse, halfalligator, a romantic youth who wants to make a
career of being a cowboy on the Double W ranch. The
drama infused into this otherwise restful novel comes
from Alec's conflict with his parents over his desire to
marry Leona, an act that would keep him in the saddle
and perhaps out of college in the fall .
A mysterious loner, Stanley Meixell, il a wrangler
and packstring operator who was Two Medicine's first
ranger back when the Forest Service was formed.
Combining Jick's seeking of clues and Meixell's enig-

matic persona with a major forest fire, Doig has written a tightly told tale, as harmoniously humorous and
macho as a John Ford movie. Imagining Maureen
O'Hara and the late John Wayne playing Jick's parents
is easy.
The assorted denizens of the nearby countryside
would require a cast of scores of character actors .
These characters perform in a historical museum of
the late 1930s, in accounts of sheepherding, of haying
with horses, of Fourth of July picnics and of dusty
back-yard rodeos lubricated with washtubs full of
iced-down beer.
Like any quality writer, Doig makes readers hungry with the food and follows Hemingway's important
advice: "Don't forget the weather." The weather is
catalyst for life along English Creek in Two Medicine
country. When he observes fluffy white clouds floating overhead, an oldtimer comments, "Those are empties coming over from Seattle."
The language of the times - the profuse homilies
and aphorisms, the parables and epitaphs preserved
from frontier Montana and held in Doig's mind conveys the personality of people whose innate wit
and indigenous wisdom colored dull, dusty, workaday
lives. Wonderful expressions - "Tidy as spats on a
rooster"; "He's so tight he wouldn't spend a dime to
see Christ ride backwards on a bicycle"; the description of a post-rodeo crowd in the Medicine Lodge
Saloon: " .. . it sounded like hell changing shifts in
there." - show that Doig has lived and worked in this
country. He knows his people well.
Doig underscores his chapters with real news items
from local papers of the times, and he lets it be known
that he was a sensitive, romantic youth (he's now 45)
with an ear for the dialogue of his elders.
The novel's highlight is a grand Fourth of July
square dance that incorporates and enhances the sense
of timelessness and enduring melancholy for the past
that is the fabric of the trilogy. Here, also, is some of
Doig's best writing: "Can it be that all kinds of music
speak to one another? For what I always end up thinking of in this dancing respect is a hymn. To me it is the
one hymn that has ever seemed to make much sense:
"Dance, dance, wherever you may be,
I am the Lord of the dance, " said he,
"And I'll lead you all, wherever you may
be,
And I'll lead you all in the dance," said he.

"I almost wish I had never come across those
words and their tune, for they make one of those
chants that slip into your mind every time you meet up
with the circumstances they suggest. It was so then,
even as Ray nudged me to point out the Busby brothers
going through a fancy twirl with each other instead of
with their wives and I joined Ray and everybody else
in laughing, and it is so now. Within all else those
musical words, a kind of beautiful haunting. But I
suppose that is what musical words, and for that
matter dances and dancers, are for."
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Ivan Doig Pulls Off Story .A.Dolli Boy;-c;oniirig or ~ge~
"English Creek" by Ivan Doi1J.~- - has set_ the storf in the magnificent
um. $15.95)
world of the Montana foothills.
It doesn't overstate the case too much
By- Bob von Sternberg
to say that the setting of "English Creek"
S·att Write<

Here we go again: Boy comes of ·age
during a crucial sununer of his life.gieaning insights to himself. the adults
around him and the world he inhabits. .

· - a fictitious name for the country just
this side of the Continental Divide in
northern Montana ~ is the dominant
character in the book.
·

The land shapes the people in deep

Yes. all too many novelists have tack- - ways. guiding their life's work. the way
led-that subjec~ with varying degrees of
But Ivan Doig has pulle<i it off in
.. English Creek."
su cc~

No· mean tea~ but it's east to see how
he did so. Doig is a clean. restrained
stylist with a good ear. he has assembled
a strong plot co shouider his tale; and he

they live with each other. Most of the
characters couldn't live anywhere else.
The place Doig writes about is, arguably, one of the most beautiful · on'. the
ccntinenl where the high plains ; give
way to the mountains. where drought
exL~ along.side deep forest, where al-

most no one lives~. And those who live
best there take the land on · its own
terms, respecting it and learning from it.
But even if you hav~ never set foot in
Montana, Doig's writing takes you there.
It isn't the kind of writing in which a few
show-off lines can be plunked into a re- view to prove the point He does it in
snippits, little descriptions that accumu- late to the point wnere a full-fledged ·
portrait of the place emerges. ·
Montana has shaped Doig's . writing.
ever since he took the long leap from
journalism into books. In fact; "English
· Creek" is a fictionalized ·companion of
his first, best-known book, "This.House of
Sky," a memoir of growing up in Montana. The new book takes off from there.

·the

It's about the ·14th summer of .iick
Jick heads into the mountainS for
·~
McCaskill,. who has lived all his life ~Jn - annual sheep hunt, basks in a memo~ _ \
English Creek in the shadow of the Rodt·
ble small-town Fourth of July celebra- ' j
ies. He idolizes thinks - his older
ti on, encounters · a monster of a forest ' ·i
brother, who is going to tum himsell into
fire and comes to realize a whole Jaun- , .
a cowboy, the . desir~ of his parent"l:- l'.>e
dry list of truths about life.
,
'·
damned. His father bas lived his Hfe ci!; a ·
. His position in all this is ·that he ·ls "old ·
forest ranger, his mother has lived hers
enough to be on the edge of _everything
as a pioneer woman who has knitted her ·and too young to get to the iniddle of any _.
family together. . · ; :. -.
.
of it:•· _· ,
.
.
- ·
·
-·
It may seem. like uie stuff of the 1880s
"English Creek'' is a welcome reunion
frontier, but the story unfolds in 1939, - for any9ne who has read any of Doigs ·
with the Depres.tjon still hanging on and
three previous books; for th'0se wbo
the worry of war ~n the air. Rather than
haven't, it's an ideal place to get acbeing an anachron~m. the story has a . quainted.
_
poignancy for all that is being diminishAnd best ot all, Doig says this is ju.st 1
ed and lost to the ~ealities ot the 20th - the first part of a trilogy about the :
century. .
·
i -· . . . · McCaskills and their wonderful country.: f
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~Uetecthres'
B.EST-TELLERS
B~

.

t

probe the body human
wnA a modest · .-pest exterminator,
not n physician}. how epidenii(·R of

H_entY Kisor

nll ki1uh1 comt! and go.
Ex.cept for one or two articles,
howev('r, Houeche cioeR· not prn~tDoctora . kn·o~ a J(OO<l deal less t11cript his tnlcs, hri11ging ua up to
about the. humnl1 .hody nnd its se· date on the stat.es of the . art of
·crctR than we lny~n have been led
healing the diAordNR deecrihed. ·
to think. Rut thnt nlim mennA their
Ttrnt's the only lock (and ft's a
johH are harde r -than we'd thought.
minor one ) in 8 cvns istc nt.ly s titnll•
Tlrnt.'s tho rulln' premiae of . the
lotinK and entert1.lining book.
Other good weekend 'rending:
.. Ann1tlM of M<><lk1nc" piCCl'H Ror t.on Houoche huR writ.t<•n fo11 the
Dungeon Moster; · by Willinm
Nt,w Yorker Hi1wo HM7 . The MediDenr (Houl{ht.on Mifflin,. $10.!>5).
cul Dctcotlvcs. .. ,Vol. II (Dutt.on, , . Da.llas Eacbert was;• fr.lendl~s. mal$20) is the seconc:h collection. (the .adjusted 16-ye•l"-otd· computer
first appeared ' in '·1980) of · these · prodigy and Dunaeona: & Dragons
fascinating articles~ many cannily
fanatic who fo 191'9 vanished into a
crafted in. fhe fQrm of mystet'ies
labyrinth of ·; steam tunnelS~ on ·the
_with epidemiologisU, as the sleuths .· Michigan State q~h:ersity'.~ 4_ampus.
(and sometimes culprits) and
Dear? a renownecf ptiv!;lte · e~. went
symptoms' &8 the. clues.
·. · hun!mg for ~he f boy; ~ '~lls th~
·
... : , . .:~
~
rag1c story m.-. if bo~ ,that~s both
We leat'n ho~·::A!l outbreak -o . suspenseful and,\ eompassiolate.
sa~monelli p~oJting was tra~ed t
EngHsh Ciee~• ·by{ IVa.n Doig
~~mted w~ter~-~~~· how a nckett.;·
~b~n~um, ,$ 16:95). _Set jf! 1939,
s1al pox , .that""·, ~n(ested a Queens tti1s story. of the 14th sumnter of a
neighbor~ ct&r,rl~:-~ .in .. via _n1ites ,Montana f?rest.; r~nger's ; &pl] plun~

~ from Eg~~ ~!he heroic investigator ~' de.rs ~~he : "c:lt_~~~ge_ ofl ll'e Big

Sky country, linking people, lon<l

nnd hh;t.ory with n mrn~c ulnr prose

s tyle and a grandly westering spirit.
It's t he first in a promh:\ed trilogy.
The Grizzly Bcnr, by Thoma~
McName'e (Knopf, $18.95). So whnt
if the grizzly bear disappears in
Glacier and · Ycllows t.o nc porks?
There 's plenty of room in Canada
ond Alm~k11, lan't. the re? If the grh~·
zly lives, McNamee shows in elegunt but vigorousJy colloquial style ,
Mo will our wilderness: they need
each other and we need them both.
Getting tq Know the . General, ·
by Graham Greene . (Simon &

Sch~ster, . $ll.95)~

Made . up _ -0f
equal parts of memoir, biography,
travelogue and spy novel., Greene's
portrait of his chum, the late President· ·omar Torrijos of Panama, is !
an almost unclassifiable .book: But :
it is crisp; s~~ful and convincing.. '

Home . Before Dark. by Susan

Cheever

(Houghton

Mifflin,

$15.95). Nov~list . John Cheever was

alcoholic, homcisexu~ ; cranky and
$e.<;retive... His :daugh
. ·te
.. r · forg~v.e

bun/

~~a· _ t,~'~ls his ·.~~ry. ,af~~~t~q~~?'·<
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<;prtting of age~\' in ·MOn~af1~ ,
:;;

___________________

~

Gary Ricciardi

"English Creek," by Ivan Doig. Atheneum. $15.95. 333 pp.

•

.:staff Writer

•

Pel'!S

.
.
. . The fire is described convincingfy. and the
Doig
Told from the· vantage of a man who remembers his
devotes to it seem founded on research. (A reference that a
.Depression youth brightly, "~ngllsh Creek" is built upon a
··burning forest·at night resembles a ~'lighted.eify'' iS'ctaww.., ·!
Jormula ~ ~as a ri~erbed: a boy's coming of age. In his
. ·1y credited to a· hiStorical~ source in ~~·s -cenero-t .,_
·14th su~r, Jiek McCaskill learns to cuss ap~ .drink, and · ·"<.:-; ~~~wledgments.) :•:~ "?)-. i: . ,.
,;>;:~ / ·.·-;} _;
·-:~ ·.
by nov~l's end,__~ ~at~~~~~ _l~rns "tha.~~ ~ ,person could · .i*D, ::J>oig wants not Only tO::tell." a s~·;tiUfftcf~"a ~~ ·
do what be _tJaoup~.\.'l~' ri*'1f'arid yet be never comfortable . ·~ff;j:ttnie and style·of living. The ostensibfj$Ub~of· f&lcllsb ·
about it.!, · ·
'.
,, ' · - ·'. :Creek" - Jick, Jick's father, ~· man who is most 'a t home
"English Creek," named for the stream by which the
otitdoors; Jick's brother,'. who .m.bbornly wants ~ marry
. McCaskill family liv~. is a ~ouch "aw, shucks," but it ,., ~ ..~nd ~ork as a r .. nch ha"'1 rather.·than ~11 in ~4ie; .a nd
_.;su~ because it baa the ·iririest sense of time and pl~ce. - '. · l~s mother. ~·11~ wonian 1!~~u her ~ ;; ~~ ,.- , :
:~~if:Jt~f.resh per~_, ~fi_gu?.e, ~iately ·~~e:..-: ~·: _:,·a&we!Mra'Rn, b~t.~~.Yj~~t:gt~:~ ~~--~~~
novel opens·
.. ·
.
· · . sure.
.
· · ·· · " · q .,. ,~. - ...
•..
, ·
·
·
"'
· · · ; .What doe8, for instance~f;ls~~\~Uon oh F~ of
."That mQDth of June swam into the Two Medicine-Coon- , · .. ·;~tflY pi.cnic, rod_eo
_ , .and sq~ate. d~, c~~ted ~itb l~
try. ln _my llf~· until then I had never seen~ ~~~e- ·. · '.: ' ~tail: The!~ ,ar,e·~e111Sha~la.,_ ~"ed,;the ma~ .,t·,
·so green, the' coulees stay so spongy Witti ·~t
· aJi' announcer,__eaamored of hts·own amplifiecl voice, a;.1rtbe
amount of w~t evidently could sweeten the 'fill~·":
feel ' of the d
' ;
'
• '.
·
The Two Mecttcine Country is a fictional &nia1gam of
. ' ...
lf ,t;u
;-Montana geography, and it is as much~ cbar~ter. as. a~y
"let House,_~ tbe rhyUun of;. those _sj.S,::~.__Of ~ ~-'. ~
:·person in '.'EngliSh Creek." Ivan DOii, au~r ~<>f '!This
\;, 't~d~ave_ comeq~_vetjng~- ~~· u.+~~- '. ~. :
;~ House of Sky~" _amuch•praised memoir of llfemftfontana,
l-1 for~ ..Flgure \Vi~in . ~gure wt~- filUre, from mJ;·,.. .
·. re-crea. tes~h.~- sj&hts and smell!"of ~land. 'Lll.te • cb~rac- , _. .fi
~ r's out.loot. over, tis; the Ul'dbscQp~fof'siX siniulta-.:;_:
: ler, the preserve,: also called the TWo MOuntaln lNational· _; _,>
dance patterns;and inside e&ch'. tbeJilnPd::~ple of:_'. .~. ·
,, Fo~t, is transformed. The agent of change is~: and :~ · -· . " :,.J , · '. ,tns~nt~,~~~~tng~oa_e~~Jrl~ -~ ·-<·/
fire ~- - ~e;_,,~casion for Jick _to learn some~ of-the
. · . Nt• wife.:~th·_~ttlii'Oat/~~· '· ·:;f.i ~ ::~!.~:· ·,·; .y -~ · _ ../ "_
·:·:history .~:fliifatber, who is ranger in tbeforeit,:arld that of
~1 \ tetl&lish ,~~-· ~~t_t(,-~ ·the :~ ·lhjr.~ina ):~
.~:;;anolctranger.:w,homtbf:boyvariously_ seesas· tcat>emnd-Uie-" . ': ;· i ~~ '~ :abc>ut"th~ ,~~~kill'falnily: It ·isientbneD¥~at ._-,::~·
/:~h bott~e-~j>~" or ·~a warblin• ~ound,, before com~ ~ f. ·< ~·.-:Wf.'d; -~ neat, b..t 1~, ~, ~eaply ,4()~.~~ M~DS:are i.. ·i.
~- .m_gtorespeciiwn. . .
~·
.
_-_j-;.·!. ~"-- ·.r~m ~~rny
· ·· ~- ~·: : 'J...~? :·:-.:- ·1. • - ~-/. \

...un
~bably

~~:~ tb~:~~:~e:ot: :~ '.·,- · .·
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of life in Montana, summer· of
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descril>e the landmarks of a coWltry surruner: counting
Book Award nomination; his second, "Winter Bro{.he.rs ..
sheep
on
the
forest
grazing
allotments;
hayµig
in
the
1~
.
•
(1980)
probed the imaginative border between past and
· By Ivan Doig
bottomlands; the Fourth of July rodeo; the contentment of present by mingling the biography of a 19th century Puget
Atheneum. 339 pp .. $15.9_5_ _ __
-- - - --- --·------ a mot,Jntain swirise and the anxiety of the fire watch after Sound pioneer with Doig's own exploration of the same
! By Henry Mayc:r. · .
a thunderstorm.
ten:itory.
.
· .
·
.
Doig's quiet style ~ measured,:yet lyrical -:- suits the
Both books take the special quality of the western expeNGLISH CREEK" a love song to Montana . leisurely pace of the story, yet he knows how to fit a world rience as their underlying theme. They have a ruminativ~ .
;
that confirms Ivan Doig's reputation as the
· of emotion into a single phrase. H~re is young ~i~k "grin.-:
power that was missing from "The Sea Runners'' (1982).
,., ' ,
most eloquent Western writer of our generaning open-eyed inw the darkn~"· as he remember.i the ·
Doig's well-told yet_disappointing first novel, whic.b dra- '
tion. If you've ever driven home from a mounta.i.n trip late . events of his "imme.. nse" Fourth of July: "Scene by scene
matized the daring escape (by canoe) of four swed·ish
at night singing songs learned 'round a campfire long ago;
they fell into plac~ in me, smooth as kidskin and exact as · indentured servants from· a Ru$ian fort in Al.a.ska in 1852.
;- you'll appreciate at once the glowing spirit of this novel, ·
chapter a11d verse, every one a ~rfect piece of that day ·
"English Creek," however, demonstrates ~c~vely
which re-creates the We of a Montana ranching commuDoig's talent as a historical novelist, one who understands
with grave and tender care.
' ••• .
the cumulative impact of time as well as place. The novel
~HCRfEK

'E

is

'. nity

as

The narrator is 60-year-<>ld Jick McCaskill, recalling

; "the surruner when ... " he turned 15, his older brother
: argued with his parents about becoming a cowboy rather
'rthan a college student, and his father (the district forest
' ranger) had to confront the most stubborn fire of his ·
! career.

While the family's concerns offer a narrative

~thread,

the story of a boy's comiDg-<>f-age is melded neatly
into a more panoramic account of the changing ways in
which the gcncratio02' are ~barX!d by the powerful land· .

1

scape they inhabit.
,
Doig, who grew up in northern Montana along the front
range of the Rocky Mountains where "English Creek"
takes place, h.as transformed his native grow1d into a
rcmarkably compelling fictional world; Readers won't
find his Two Medadne Nationa~ F~res~ or U1e t:own oC Cros
Ventre on any map, but they w1ll live m the mmd a good

C.

smooth as kids.k in and .exact
a.n. d e..r.S.,..e'. • .• .•.·.·.' · · : '. ..· .
'

h_ apte.r

V.

is set in 1~39, the year of the writer's birth, and Doig.cooveys ihe feeling of life at the tag end of the Depression
with sympathy and force. At the same time be attends to

and now of the night; a set of bou~ worth the price of ihe
the links with a previous generation with stories of the
rest of the life."
·
·
family's pioneers in "the Two" and the tir_ne wtien the
Loving and faithful description, however, is turned into ·national forest it.sell was laid out. .
'. , ·
drama by. a C9mpelling set of characters, whose worn
The novel is said to be the first in a projected trilogy
faces, laconic ways, and hard-won wisdom are given
about the McCaskill family and the Two Meditjne country.
authentic voke. From the rodeo announcer's corny jokes
and I wonder which way Doig will go next - back a genand the tacitw·n.sbame of thomentor~turncd·alcoholic to
eratlon for a deeper look at the early settlers. or forward
the solemn speech Jick's mother makes at the town picnic into his own day and the radically altered conditioas of
and the way in which his restrained father calls robust
ranching life? Perhaps both; perhaps he'll offer a cumulasquare dance, this novel is perfecUy tuned to country talk
tive portrait of provincial life that, given tbe rich hwnan- its pitch, its rhythm, its economy.
ity of 0 English Creek," might just add up to the Montana
"English Creek" is Ivan Doig's fourth book in six years. · ·equivalent of .. Middlemarch." •
His first book, "Tlili; House of Sky" (1978), a poignant
.
.
. .
.
.

a
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Ivan Doig
Author of 'English Creek'

Interest lags as Doig novel
lacks momentum
"English Creek"
by Ivan Doig.
Atheneum.
$15.95.
by Luelle McDonald

sually I have enjoyed Ivan
Doig's books, but this one
U
keeps the reader waiting too long
for something to happen.
Listed as a novel, it is more a
chronology of events during one
summer spent by a forest ranger's
son in the Montana mountains in
the 1930s.
Granted that the characters
and setting are interesting, but we
live with them through the first 50
pages while they are counting
sheep grazing on the forest reserve
and the characters' regrets that
the older brother, Alec, is no
longer with them. He has left the
family circle in the expectation of
getting married and has accepted
employment on a cattle ranch, an
enterprise that the sheep raisers
deplore.
Next we are involved with

young J ick McCaskill, the narrator, while he spends three days
digging a pit for an outhouse, yet it
has little or no significance, and
halfway into the book we are still
waiting for a hint of a plot. We
witness a rodeo, absorb an ab1,111dance of mountain-country Prt -ity and continue to anticipaf
conflict with the hated
enterprise.
The summer is nearly
and so is the book, wh
electric storm and fire preci
a climax. It's a rewarding p
of remote country living and a
family struggle, providing you can
stay with it. "English Creek" gives
one the feeling that the author has
been there himself and experienced some of his story.
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A boy comes of age
in Big Sky country
BEST-TELLERS
1

By ·Henry Kisor
The Montana writer Ivan
Doig should be better
known. Few novelists from
any region can match his ·
strengths: a grand westering
spirit, a muscular prose styre
and a knack for novel scenes
of historical detail.
His second novel, English
Creek {Athen_e\JQl! $16.95),
is set in r~'[ rt's the deceptively simple story of the
14th summer of Jick McCaskill, son of a Montana forest
ranger. Much more than the
usual coming-of-age novel, it
plunders the ·rich heritage of
the Big Sky country, linking
people, land and history
cleanly and clearly. Among
its best passages is one on
fighting forest fires in the
Depression and another on
the clean, sweaty work of
haying.
English Creek, the first in
a promised trilogy, is a novel
you'll long remember. _
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lva,li· Doig (-Atheneum~ 939''.':'.: .
' pp;, $15.95).
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? American hi&.ory is a palpable, liv.·
fog presence in "English Creek," Ivan
Doig's exocative novel of Montana in
1939. Hie prou.d, determined characfen act according to ii code of self-reli- .
ance, respect for the land and each
other that ia as old aa the American
frontier. The West is changing, hl,s already ' changed a great deal in 1939,
but : ~ere remains a strong eense of
CQ1ltinu.ity wi~ the past. Old m~ still
working 1n the fields tell stories of
their days a8 ,cowhands during the
famous roundup of 1882; the protagonist's mother, heraelf less than 40
years old, remembers a childhood wag·
on trip where she ate food from thf
88.Ine chuckwagon box that proviaioned that roundup, a box that carries
her son's sandwiches during the 1939
haying. "Ep~liah C~" is almost
.J.>ro~ian 'in its. eoncern for the ways
in which ."pieces of time leap in aru1
qut of each other."
· The rea.aon this living past is impor·
~t, Doig augg.eats, iB becauae it acts
88 a moral forcie oil the present. In a
sveech at the Fourth ofJuly picnic, the
niQther (Beth McCwill, whose Qplo-:
sive integrity is lovingly drawn in one
of the novel's fine.st portrai~) passionately defenda the traditional values of
those who "'honored the earth instead
of merely coveting it." Doig depieta the
West ill. transition, setting the· unchansibi grandeur and harahneu of
the land api!Uft the eocial tranafor~ ·
mationa or the .!.!Ot,h Cen~ury and the· - - r •
tentative beginninp of one boy's 6nt.ry . eheep rancher, -and why hia older
into adulthood.-···
brother reject.a parental plane fora col'· Jiclt, the youngMt eon of Beth and . lege degree in favor of the dying trade
Varick McCaskill, is nearly 15 in the of cowboy. ~ Jick participates in the
., ~ .of 1939. In hia nature the ta.aka and rituals of a Western summer
st.re•.:._ eollll} Would uy atuhbom- ...::.. ebeep counting, haying, the superb•
~ ·~ -:-d· of ~£,,1!1c9~f-~Ua ~- ~peryd . dly rendedred Fo~-~ July pi~. ro.,, · a eep vem o feflect1veneu.
f!O ·an square uai!Q: - he obeervea
r'Sometimea maybe you · think 't.oo· the adulta around him, reflecting on
much," his but friend tella him.) He ii the forces that shaped their lives and .
inaeuingl' COli.8Cioua of and curious wondering bow his own destiny will be
about the complex interaction be- formed.
·
tween the choi~ people make in life
Despite its setting in the most
and the ones thaf are made for them mythic of all American landac:apes,
-:-"how home groUnd and kin togeth- · ~ish. Creek" ia neither nostalgi~
er lay tlleir tQuch _along ua aa unaJ. nor simple: It's too concrete and d&terably aa the banke of a stream . tailed in it.a evocation of the past, too
direct it.a
tough-minded in ita evaluation of hu' Jick wondera what' led hia father to man behavior for that. There are no
~me a fOrest ranaer 1mtead. o( •
truly evil characte.ra, but there are
I
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Weak

onea, ant'\ Doig makes it clear plexity of adult deciaiona
that the We8t ia cruel to thoee who almost immediately by t.l
can't atand up to ita deinanda. At the tion of World War II in
climax of the novel, after Varick the first time t.hat the Wt
McCaakill and hia crew have beaten Montana haa impinged
back; ~a potentiatly ~ fore.it st.tsry, and tM end ol thk
fire, Jick lea.ma that yeara ago hie fa- hiaFilnnlife.
chored . the
ther waa responsible for the firing of
Y an .
- m ..
.another man in the foreat service, 8 West, '"Eniliah Creek t
niari who drank and let a fire getautof" - ~~ a 1~ ~
control but wha waa a1ao Varick'a novel m •ta leisurely .-...
mentor and friend.
tone and focu~ on unde
•1 suppose here was
first ink· rather than ·action. In 1U
ling," 88)'1 the adµltJick who narrates ~ proee_ u tene and 1'
the book, "that a ·penoD.· could do . ·with ~~the, .
what he thought waa ·right and yet tan.a, Iv~ Dm& P'&PP1ea
never be comfortable about it.• The , vera~l 18~Uea of Cha n
honorable code by which the McCu- morality.
killa live, he realiJ:ea. baa a price tag.
· Wendy SmUh u ca ft#-1
Hia confrontatiQn with the moral com·
~ .
· . .- . , :
0
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/i'W~en 'B~auty M~kes
;The Eyes Greedy ... '
English Creek
· By Ivan Doig
Atheneum
.. 339 pages, $15.95
Ivan Doig's "This House of Sky "
a brilliant and bittersweet memoir
of the author's youth in Montana
was nominated for a National Book
Award in 1978. His tirst novel
· "The Sea Runners," is a beautifully
· - crafted tale of adventure. as un-
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derstated and convincing as a

saga.
In his second novel, "English
Creek," Doig returns to his boyhood home - the land along the
eastern face of the Rockies - and
gives us another tale of growing up.
Doig has invented both a family
t~e McCaskils, and a fictionai
country for them to inhabit, the
~o Medicine National Forest. He
notes that his town of Gros Ventre
shares with the town of Dupeyer,
Mont, on which is is based only
their c~mmon origin as stopovers
t«>r freight wagons and his "love
t.or the place."
:· A deep but unsentimental love of
place permeates "English Creek.'.'
: The story takes place during the
summer of 1939, a watershed in
the history of the world and of.narrator Jick Mccaskill, who at 14-going-on-15 is tormented by being
"old enough to be on the edge of
everything and too young to get to
the middle of it."
· Jick ls the younger of two sons of
Mac and Beth Mccaskill. The tat,ber is· a cowboy turned forest
ranger who now has responsibility
for the vast Two Medicine country.
. At the beginning of "the summer
when," as Jick's mother later dubs
this epochal period, Jjck's idolized
older brother, Alec, creates a crisis
~Y asserting that he has decided
~ot to attend cotiege and instead
will marry and try ranching. Since
~is is n~ sinecure in an area where
~orse

livestock prices have been depressed since the end of the First
World War, the parents are far
from enthusiastic .
T~~ tension. created my Alec's
dec1s1on and .his r~ulting estrangement from his family remains as a
kind of threatening undertone to
the exciting events of Jick's summer, sharpening his appreciation
of patterns of lite that he suddenly
realizes are not eternal.
Jick would be a supert> observer

at any time - an eager early riser
who explaines that "Dawns taught
me that beauty makes the eyes
gre~dy." But his adolescent narcissism, his fear that his "every moment w~ visible to people anymore, like a planet being
perpetually studied by one of those
california telescopes," gives each
. episode a heightened significance.
Jick's vision of. his world vividly
combines disillusionment and a
Homeric quality.
At a "never can be forgotten"
Fourth of July celebration, a
drunken rancher in the midst of
his annual quarrel with his wife
performs heroically in a rodeo:
And Jick has a memorable dance
with his sharp-tongued, "white
throated" mother.
In "English Creek" Doig has laid
a splendid groundwork for the trilogy he plans on the Mccaskills.
The Two Medicine Country is a
beautifully evoked and encyclopedically detailed stretch of fictional
geography (there's even a welldrawn map in the book).
Doig has furnished a large and
brilliantly rendered supporting
cast for the McCsskills. And in
Jick, questioning odd-man-out of
his adored family and pO$eSSOr of
a fluent Mccaskill tongue and
"greedy" eyes, we have an extraordinarily attractive and convincing
narrator.
- Fitzgerald Higgin•

... ~------ - -
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For this novel, start at the back
List of sources is good indication of why 'English Creek' is special
English Creek. By Ivan Doig.
Atheneum. 339 pages. $15.95.

By KEVIN MILLER
Of The Register-Guard

The place to start "English Creek"
is in the final five pages, where Ivan
Doig thanks his sources for this remarkable novel.

ory tor tales told in his growing-up
days along the Rocky Mountain Front,
called "the Front" and not "the eastern slope of the Rockies" for reasons
obvious to anyone who has seen it.
He interviewed others who heard
the tales told firsthand, and he interviewed a few who told them firsthand.
He then wove the collected anecdotes
into his tale, creating a novel that is as
much a passing on of precious lore as
it is a work of fiction.

It is the standard, "This is a work
of fiction" disclaimer, followed by perhaps 150 acknowledgments that make
it clear "English Creek," set in the
Two Medicine area of northern Montana's sheep- and cattle-ranC'°*bing country in the summer of 1939, flows along
the boundary between truth and fie~
ti on.

The story of those three months at
English Creek is recalled by 60-yearold Jick Mccaskill, who gazes back on
his 14th summer with that mixture of
nostalgia and befuddlement that glories and plagues a person who feels
compelled to keep looking back, to try
to re-sort his life.

Doig, whose other works include
"This House ot Sky," "Winter Broth·
ers," and "The Sea Runners," pored
over old newspapers, personal memoirs, firefighters' logs and other written re.cards. He $Coured his own mem-

"Some mornings," Jick confesses
early in the book, "I will catch myself
witll a full cup of coffee yet in my
hand, gone cold while I have sat here
stewing about whether my threescore
years would be pretty much as they

are by now had I happened into exis- around the Two and try to work his
tence in, say, China or cautornia in·· way up from cowboy to cattle rancher.
stead of northern Montana."
Alec's decision rends the family in
ways
that Jick can't understand decJick sees that summer of '39 as a
summer of turning points, the most im· ades later, and it creates a tension that
portant of 'which was his realization lasts beyond the final page of "English
that the tensions that had always Creek."
seemed to hold things together, nameAs always, Doig's writing is peopled
ly those that bound the McCaSkill fami- with keenly drawn characters and is
ly, could just as easily pull in opposite imbued with a crystalline sense of
directions. Told as it is by a 60-year-old time and place. His descriptions of a
looking back through the eyes of a 14· small-town rodeo, an out-of-control foryear-old, the story becomes a fascinat- est fire and a Rocky Mountain thuning study of how and why lives get derstorm create mental photographs
changed.
that are so full of detail that a reader
Jick's father, Varick "Mac" can examine them weeks later and see
Mccaskill, is a recalcitrant forest new things.
ranger trying to keep sheep ranchers
Although it often delves into the
happy and his for est from burning most painful of human experiences down. He and his wife, Lisabeth, have the tearing apart of families and
big plans for older son Alec, who is too friends - and is set against the dark
smart to spend the rest of his lite herd- backdrop of the taiJ of the Depression
ing sheep or cattle in the Two Medi· and the beginning of World War II,
cine country. Alec will go to college "English Creek"· is leavened with dry
and be an engineer, and will become country humor, with wisecracks and
the first of this family of hardscrabble nicknames and inspired put-downs that
Scots to escape the beautiful yet sti· are evidence of Doig's love for tbe re; fling confines of "the Two."
gional language. It is a story well-told
and one worth reading.
·
I
That sounds fine until Alec an1
; nounces that he and Leona are getting Register-Guard reporter Kevin Miller
married, and that he intends to hang used to live in Montana. ·
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Ivan Doig's Best Book!

for
Pall

The obvious way to begin a review of English Creek by Ivan Doig is to
call it a fictional version of his first book, the National Book Award
nominee This House of Sky. And while there are elements of truth in
such a characterization, it fails to tell the whole tale.
The similarities make the new novel from Atheneum ($15.95) Doig's
most satisfying book since his memoir of growing up in central Montana
surrounded by sheep, by mountainous beauty, and by clear-eyed
descendants of American pioneers. Those pioneer characters are here in
English Creek. So are the mountains. So are the sheep. Doig is writing
about a landscape and a time that he obviously loves and therefore
observes and renders with close concern and extraordinary clarity.
"That month of June swam into the Two Medicine country. In
my life until then I had never seen the sidehills come so green,
the coulees stay so spongy with runoff. A right amount of wet
evidently could sweeten the universe.''
Thus Doig begins his description of Jick McCaskill's fourteenth
summer in the Two Medicine country. (The novel ' s fictional geography
is actually placed near Dupuyer, Montana.) The novel is divided roughly
in thirds with young Jick narrating in turn a camp-tending pack trip, a
Fourth of July rodeo and dance , and a forest fire which threatens to
blacken large areas of the national forest where Jick' s father is the
supervising ranger. While the plot is singularly lacking in sex, violence,
and existential turmoil , it is driven by the familial and social tensions encountered by real people in real situations. When such tensions are as
surely drawn as they are here , the result is a plot as gripping as any
thriller. As readers, we care strongly for these people because their
problems are familiar from our own lives. This, of course, is one of the
t ruest tests of quality in fiction.
Another such test is stylistic. Ivan Doig has established a reputation as
one of our finest craftsmen. At times , though , his ear for colorful
dialogue seems to be working overtime in English Creek. It is hard to
accept that each and every character speaks with the same folksy
phrases. There are " crowbait' s" and " churnhead' s" to burn here. Yet
just when the reader thinks he has swallowed the last ' 'flibberty' ' he can
stomach , along comes a paragraph such as when Jick' s mother
admonishes him and his friends from mocking one of the town' s
eccentrics .
" ' Lila Sedge is not to be laughed at ' she said , not in her whet stoned voice but just sort of instructively. 'The clouds have
settl ed on her mind .' "
Normally, writers are taught to avoid constructions such as ''sort of' '
-.n sentences like the above. Yet the really good writers know when a

phrase sharpens the characterizations rather than dulling the hone of a
sentence. Doig also knows when to use sentence fragments. (As a for mer
English teacher, it' s a lot to admit that anyone can get away with that
sin. ) All in all , the writing is eloquent and moving.
Continued on back page.

New in Hardback
Tough Guys Don't Dance .. . .... . ...... Norman Mailer
Crescent City ... . ......... .. . .... ....... Belva Plain
Fourth Protocol .. . . ... . . . . .... . .. . Frederick Forsythe
Loving Each Other . . ..... . ........ . .. . . Leo Buscaglia
First Among Equals .. . . . ... . . . . ... . ... Jeffrey Archer
The Talisman . . . ......... Stephen King & Peter Straub
English Creek .... : . . . .......... . ... . ... . . Ivan Doig
God Knows .. .. ..... . . ... . . ... . .. ~ .... Joseph Heller
The Good War ... . . . .. .... . ............ Studs Terkel
Superior Women ... ... . . . . . . ........ . .. Alice Adams
In Love and War . . ..... . .... ... . Jim & Sybil Stockdale
Jitterbug Perfume .... . ....... .. .. . . .... Tom Robbins
lacocca . .. .. . .. ............ .. . . .. . . ... . . Lee lacocca
Strong Medicine . . .. . . .. .. ... . ......... Arthur Hailey
Pieces of My Mind .... . . . ... . .......... Andy Rooney
The Bridge Across Forever . . . .. ......... Richard Bach
The Hunt for Red October ..... . .. .. ...... Tom Clancy
Love and War . .............. .. . . .. ...... John Jakes
Moses the Kitten ................... .. . James Herriot
Heritage: Civilization and The Jews ...... .. Abba Eban
Miss Manners' Guide to Rearing
Perfect Children . .. . . . . .. . . . . . .... .. . Judith Martin

New in Paperback
Outrageous Acts & Everyday Rebellions . Gloria Steinem
Gentlemen of Adventure . . . . . . ........... Ernest Gann
Bowdrie's Law . .. . . .. ................ Louis L'Amour
In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens . .. . . .. Alice Walker
Poland . .. . . .. ... .. .. . . ......... . . . . James Michener
Never Sniff a Gift Fish . . .. .. . . . .. . . . Patrick McManus
In Search of The Far Side ....... . .. . . . .. . . Gary Larson .
Doonesbury Dossier ... . . . .. . ..... . . .. . G. B. Trudeau

Ivan Doig Due November 29th
Ivan Doig will be at the Wind & Tide on Thursday , November 29th from 3:30 until 5:00 p.m. to
sign copies of his new book English Creek
(Atheneum, 15.95). We will also have copies of
his earlier books , This House of Sky, Winter
Brothers, and Sea Runners. All three of these
last titles are available in paperback at the shop.

ENGLISH CREEK. By Ivan Doig. A review, continued from front page.
The effect of young Jick as narrator reminds the reader legitimately of Huckleberry Finn although it is an adult voice
remembering back over the years. The times, the character, and the country itself are reflected in this voice and it compels the
reader's attention and concern.
Since I have mentioned Huck Finn, I may as well inch farther out on the critical limb and compare parts of English Creek to
Moby Dick. These parts are what could be called vocational prose . Just as Melville spends whole chapters describing in almost
government-manual detail the processes involved in whaling, so Doig includes many passages describing such Two Country
pastimes as skinning sheep , digging a new outhouse hole, driving a scatter rake at haying season, and cooking double lunches
for a seventy-five man forest fire crew. Work is thus a strong thread in the fiber of this novel as in Melville's and as in American
life. But there is play here too: the rodeo ritual, the intricate patterns of square dancing, and the elemental joy which a boy feels
while riding a man's horse.
This review began by stating that English Creek is more than a fictional version of This House of Sky. The novel transcends
the memoir in the same ways that fictioft always transcends fact. The issues confronting Jick as he comes of age are sharpened
by the selection of Doig's artistic eye. DecisiOns Jick must make during the course of the novel will determine the values which
he carries throughout the rest of his life. There is no equivocation here as there always is in memoir or biography. The reader
therefore feels a closure at the novel's end; it is the totality of an artistic and satisfying whole while leaving the reader richer for
the experience.
I plan to send this book to my father for Christmas . He grew up on a horse in Wyoming thirty years before the actions of this
novel. Dad's childhood stories and the incidents from English Creek reflect each other like mirrors into infinity. Thus is fine
N.S.
fiction more true than mere history.

Colophon Quiz
Close browsers of the world, unite ! Identify the publishers who are represented by the colophons.
Write them down and bring them by. If there are some which stump you, feel free to come in and
browse the shelves until you' ve found them all. If your list is among the first ten , you 'll win a beautiful
poster . Answers will be posted in the store the week of December 10th .
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Book depicts classic
r
rite of passage
/St.~~?

?A<,1< •

~a• ~/ l"i

"":ngllsh Cret'k," h)' h'an Doi~
<AU1eneum, $15.!t5> .

Review by KAY CADE
"English Creek" dcpicL-, I.he c om ing of manhood of youn~ .J ick Mc Caskill against the parniramic and
almost epic background of I.he ficliUous Two Medicine National Fores.I.
In Montana's Big Sky Country. It is
on Am(~rlcun cluRsic .
. Allhoul(h Um prlncipnl ad ion cov ent the summer of' rn:m, th lM 11ovPI IM
no ·"Summur of '42 . " It ~rant.s only a
~a~sing nod to an adolescent's inl'i

<Continued from Page 9-At

Jick's rites of passage begin in
June, 1939, with what for him are
two significant events. First, his old-.·
er brother Alec rebelliously informs
his parents, Varick "Mac" McCaskill and his wife Bet.Ji, who Speaks in
Capital Letters, that he will continue
his summer job as a cowboy permanently and marry Le~na, a v~va- ·
cious beauty who has not finished
high school.
·
In so doing. Alec overturns his parent's dreams of college for him, attainable only because of years of
frugal living. Jick as yet cannot
comprehend his older brother's
stubborn refusal to consider his parent's hopes, especially since Alec

seems more than c~pable at anything. he attempts. This sudden
breakdown of family stability profoundly troubles the boy .
The second event is a definite and
successful initiation into the hard
life of survival in the Rockies. Accompanying his father on the annual
trip into Two Medicine National
Forest to count sheep pasturing
there, the pair meet Stanley Meixell, a family friend Jick remembers
from childhood but uriaccountably
has not seen in years. Despite a puzzling strain in relationships between
the elder McCaskill and Meixell
Jick's father sends him to help th~
other man in his job of camptending,
?elivering supplies to sheepherders
in the mountains.
J ick soon finds himself with the·
job of skinning dead sheep
for an mept sh~pherder . Within a
~ay. Meixell's drinking and being in)ured force the boy to make one
pack trip alone with responsibility
for two somewhat inc9mpetent pack
horses and their bul"dens. w'hen one
of the horses slips down a steep incline and nearly'r .· loses his load
Jick's reaction . oli;sliding down t~
the horse is a blasphemous obscenity, which, he says, " .... wasn't too
b.a d u~der the circumstance, for the
situation called for either hard language or .hot . tears, and maybe it
coul.d be pmpomted that right there I
, grew out of the bawling age into the
cussing one."
onerou~

That night, reunited in a mountain
hut with Meixell, Jick receives for
the first time . the ministrations of
Meixell's physician, "Dr. AJ K.
Hall." During this session, Jick
·learns the astonishing fact that ,

s-+

.

picnt interest in lhe phy sical aspects
of sex . Inst.cad, it. examines serious
quest ions in I.he family life of a sensitive. inquisitive, resou.rceful and
i nlel li~l·nt
14 -going-on- 1:>-year-old,

a

who tells the story us husband and
father looking hack on both his life
and I.he early history of Montana.

The son of a ranger in the National
Forest Service and grandson. of a
St ·ol.t ish irnmi~rant shct~ p herdt•r,
.I kk IM PXl.f'C.!UIC ly C.~OllRdotlR or l.he
pas t and its influence on ttw prt!scnt,
( S••t• ltEVIEW. Pa"" rn-A I
.
. - -~~;.~;.!~..::: ~ · -----..----------~
Meixell was the founding ranger or
tive teenager in particular. The glP:
Two Medicine National F'orest.
ry of it is the visual and very r1eartY Why, Jick wonders, has he dephysical experience of the demanding but exhilarating life in the Rockscended to hi~ present state?
:•
ies imparted to the reader.
Next morning, the boy suffers his
Doig is.master of both his. subject
and lTis art. "English Creek" Elefirst hangover, mercifully mitigated
by his partner's hot coffee and exserves ranking with the classics.' Qf
cellent breakfast. Jick's comment
Thomas Hardy, George Eliot, Mar:,k ·
at the end of the trip: " ... .it's all , Twain, and other masters of the novbeen an educ a ti on."
el in the English language.
'Jick's maturation continues :
through the eventful summer· of
1939, culminating in that act of nature most dreaded by all forest
rangers, a forest fire. Combat with
the fire and the interplay of human
1

events

involving

1

both

Alec

and

Meixell with Jick's father answer
some questions and further complicate others, as life itself will do. Jick
emerges from the summer more
than a few months further into man·
hood and . learns that "They've
started another war in Europe."
The rest is epilogue, in which the
adult narrator ties up all loose ends.
The accomplishment of "English
~r~k" is Ivan Doig's keen insight
~nto huma.n nature in general and
mto the developing mind of a sensi-
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'English Creek'' B~ilUantly
. aptures A Special Ti"!:~""mer.
NGLISH CREEK by Ivan Doig,
heneum, publisher. 339 pp. $15.95.
English Creek" takes place in
Montana in 1939 - as the clouds of the
{>epression are vanishing and the
clouds of war gathering. It is the story
of one summer in the life of 14-year-old
Jick McCaskill as he approaches
adulthood, "old enough to be on the
edge of everything and too young to get
the middle of any of it."
With a keen eye and fine sense of
humor, Jick recounts the events of that
summer - from the annual sheep
.::ount with his father to a July 4th
rodeo and picnic, from long days
stacking hay <"It occurs to me : does
everybody these days think thaf hay
naturally comes in bales?" ) to the high
drama of an end-of-summer raging
forest fire .
And he brings to life people - his
forest ranger father, his brother Alec
who, against · his parents' wishes,
wants to forgo college for a girl and
cowboy life; Stanley Meixell, a harddrinking ex-ranger who seems

Gypsy.Rose Lee
Is Unveiled

«c•roi•• ""''

BQQK
BROWSING
.
·

songwriter and music publisher, Mel
Tillis continues at the top of his field.
But as he recounts, the road to success
has been far from easy.
Mel was born on Aug. 8, 1932, in
WI
Tampa, Fla ., and grew up in the small
town of Pahokee. He almost died from
malaria when he was three years old
and after his bout with the disease
developed a stutter, although he didn' t
realize it until he went to school. He
also realized very soon that he didn' t
stutter when he sang.
mysteriously linked to his father's
He was 10 years old when he first
past ; and a host of- other colorful heard Bob Wills, the king of western ;
characters.
swing, and became a fan immediately.
As the story unfolds against the Not long after, he knew what he .
beautiful and awesome Montana wanted to do.
landscape, Doig once again brilliantly
This book Ui!lls how with an unfailinll '
captures a special time and place.
sense of humor and fierce deteiIvan Doig grew . up in northern mination to succeed, Mel went from a
Montana along the Rocky Mountain little boy picking strawberries ·for
front where " English Creek" takes three cents a quart to help his family , .
place. "One of my first memories," he to owning a 1,400 acre working farm '
writes, "a few months before my sixth near Nashville; from a teenager
birthday, is of hearing tny parents and struggling to overcome his stutter,
their neighbors d1scuss _the radio ne~s practicing talking alone to Lake
of the death of . Pres1~ent Frankh_n Okeechobee, waiting for his stutter to .
Delano Roosevelt m Apnl, 1945. Thus it go away, to a recording artist whose 1
is very nearly 40 years now that I have - many hits are always in the top ten;
been listening to Montanans. But never from a young songwriter who had to
with more benefit than during the supplement his income by driving a
writing of this novel."
cookie truck, to a performer so much in

"th

Be 11

Doig has worked as _a ra~c~ han~ ~~ay~~ is on the road for 250 days
magazine . 1 or a
"Stutt ._ • B y" is filled with .
wnter. His 1978 book "ThlS House of
enn
Lee Preminger. little, Brown. $17.95. 277
Sky" was nominated for a National anecdotes _about_ Mel s hilanous
pages.
·
Book Award in contemporary thought, esc~pades <including t~ true ~tory_
and it was also honored with a I behi~d why he v.:as "_Veanng ~ skun_µy
. The sori of stripper Gypsy Rose Lee
Christopher Aw;ird, the Pacific ~eghgee when hJS wife surpnsed him
was 6 months old when he started
Northwest Booksellers Award and the m an Atla~ta hotel room_> and entrouping with his mother. Erik Lee
Governor's Writers Day Award.
count~rs with famous fnends ~~d
"G
•- M " 12
" W' t 8 th .. bl. hed · 1980 associates such as Burl Ives, Willie
·
P
remmger
opens
ypsy
ot
e
was
ianlseor
arow1·enrsnerpuof
isthe
Pmac1'f1·c'
Nelson, Kris K_ r i·s_t_offerson, Robert
· years later in 1956 in a so-so Florida
nightclub as his mother categorically
Northwest Booksellers Award and the Redford a~ Mmrue Pearl, who enstates, "I've had it, Erik ... I'm 42 years
Governor's Writers Day Award, and cou~aged him. to talk on stage as well
old. Too old to be taking off my
was adapted for a public television as~1;i~· t tall
d'd bout lif on the
clothes in front of-strangers."
documentary .
is 0
Y can 1 a
. e
So Gypsy had to find other means ·
Born in White Sulphur Springs, road <the women._ t~e lonelm~s. the
· 939 D ·
· ed B s nd boredom, the strain 1t put on his first
M
t
of maintaining her high style. The
on :·1~1 , _01grece1v a . . a
marriage), his happy marriage to
book by her only ch~ld is full of the
M.~. m ~ournal 15 m fro~ No_rthwestern -Judy and his delight in his children
schemes she ch<>Se, including writing,
University and a Ph.D. m history from nd • nd hildre
film-making, and hyping her bestthe University of Washington. He lives a Ti!~~ .
n. . tur f country
1 a pie e 0
15 as~
· in Seattle with is wife, Carol, and is
.
selling autobiography and the longcurrently at work on the second novel music, the wheeh_ng a~ dealing,. the
running Broadway play it spawned.
of a trilogy about the fictional Mc- ru_eds and the fnendships, froi:i ~
· Underlying Preminger's tales. of
Caskill family and their Two Medicine wild and woolly days ~ Nas~ville m
the excitement of assisting his mother
the 1950s when on any given rught you
r is a fierce resentment of her absolute
country.
could find Mel, Willie Nelson, Hank
contr ol ov~r him . He writes movingly ~ STUTTER 1 N,
The Cochran and a host . ~f _other stars
0y :
. ?f the va_no~ mea~ she used to s~b- Autobiography of Mel 8TllUs
by Mel hangmg out at Tootsies ne:ct to _tr~
; Jugate him (mclud~g constant cries
Tillis with Walter Wager. Rawson Grand Ole Op~ to the big business 1t 1S
-,f poverty_) and of hlS eventu_al. rebel-. Allllociates, publ.lsber. 270 pp. Including today.
·
·
. . ·
, . - whi_c h ranged fro_m raiding her
notes and index. Illustrated. u 5.95 .
Walter _W~ger w~ a regular _vtS1tor
-deposit box to abusing drugs durWhen Mel Tillis was named En- to NashVJlle s music world d~nng the
1is brief stint in college.
.
tertainer of the Year by -Jhe Country 11 y~:rs ~the served as director ?f
,fe, however, was not all grim.
Music Association in 1976 the most pubh_c relations for ASCAP_and pub~c
:minger recalls ogling "all those
coveted award in the cou~try music rela~ons c?unsel to_t~ National _Mus1c
ted breasts... an adolescent's
field confirmed his place as one of the Pubhshers Association. He JS the
:aI?" wh~le at a performance at the
most popular and successful en- author of some 25 books.
tertainers in America.
_Mae Woods Bell
to m Pans.
"But I was careful to maintain a
ase attitude for the photogra.pher,"
! i:eports. "The last thin~ Mother
.
i\ V FOR fHRl~TM
~A.,l.f\WS
GYPSY & ME: At Home and On The
Road With Gypsy ROH LH. By Erik

ne~spape_rman,
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Highlights for the week from Scribners, Atheneum, and Rawson
December 14, 1984
WE LOVE

SA.~

FRANCISCO

Why? Because San Francisco
appeared on the San Franci

~

us! On Sunday December 9, 1984, 4 of our books
nicle best seller list as follow-;:

~~~~~+-~~-+'--~~

ENGLISH CREEK by Iv
the fiction list at

(Atheneum/October 24, 1984/$15.95) jumped on
ves to #10 on the 16th).

A~ y Roon y (Athenetnn/October 1, 19~ was
at #6 on the nonfiction list
and is #3 on the 1 6 t h ) . Q

PIECES OF MY MIND by

MISS MANNERS' GUIDE TO REARING PERFECT CHILDREN by Jud. h Ma rt.
(Atheneum/October 26, 1984/$19.95) was at #7 (and move
on the 16th).
EAT TO WIN by Dr. Robert Haas (Rawson/January 10, 1984/$14.95) was at 15.
MORE DOIG DOINGS
~NGLISH

CREEK by Ivan Doig (Atheneum/October 24, 1984/$15 . 95) continues as a
bestseller in Seattle, too, and is getting raves all around the country. Here
is a small sample:
"ENGLISH CREEK ••• confirms Ivan Doig's reputation as the most eloquent
Western writer of our generation. 11
--San Jose Mercury News
"Firmly anchored in the American West, English Creek nonetheless resembles
a 19th Century European novel in its leisurely pace, measured tone and focus
on understanding rather than action. In supple, muscular prose as terse
and yet redolent with meaning as the speech of Montana, Ivan Doig grapples
with universal issue of character and morality."
--News day
"Splendid story of a boy's coming of age in the American West •..•
English Creek ••• can be read by both young and old with equal pleasure,
fascination and excitement. •• • It surely will become a classic."
--Washington Post Book World
"THE FEMALE EGO" IS SHOWING STRENGTH IN THE MIDWEST

Responding to great demand throughout the midwest, Susan Price author of THE
FEMALE EGO (Rawson/November 30, 1984/$15.95) will tour there in January as
follows:
J, .

MINNEAPOLIS

January 11 (where her parents live)
. .. January 14 .
<~['.flanuary'~·15 ; -~·frHE SALLY .JESSE RAPHAEL SHOW, (KSDK TV)
DETROIT
January 16, KELLY AND COMPANY (WX-fZ TV), Detroit Free Press
CLEVELAND
January 17, MORNING EXCHANGE (WEWS TV)
PITTSGURGH
January 18, PTfTSBURGH 2DAY (KDKA TV)

.:.
. ,.
CHICAGO .:
,;.~;, .: . .' -it~·:··.·. ·· .;:;.~;;;_. · · · -ST·;~. LOUIS

)1111145 ltrn, ftk_

.SfoJ> hf~feI

'English CreClt:.' evocative story
"l~QI ,ISH CREEK "

New

ork, 1984, $15.95.

ID' ·Ivan

Doig: Atbeneum,

'

Young Jick McCaskill turned 1~ late in the summer
of. 1939, and grew up a good bit in the. process, but this
poignant, believable story of an,, adolescent and his
fa mily . is only the framework, not the heart, of Ivan
Doig's beautiful second novel, "English Creek."
I
For it is Doig's lovingly detailed
picture of a small ranching communi- ·_,
ty deep in the mounta ins of his native
Montana that makes the book extraordinary, an eloquent recreation I ·"
of a way of life he recalls vividly from
his own early years .
·
As Jick and his family face the . .
first, .inevitable fraying of the bonds . 1_'
that have held them together, the
I
whole world in which they Jive is 1\ ,, ,
gradually unfolded before us ; seen
Doig
through the eyes of a bright, knowledgeable young boy
who is inclined to ask too many questions for his own
good.

,'j.t

'l

THOSE OF US WHO remember with pleasure the
author 's now-classic " This House of Sky " will not be
surprised at this fine new book - Doig 's unpretentious
but crystalline prose is the stuff of folk poetry, as
beautiful as the mountain setting and as down-to-earth
as the hard-working men and women who love high
Montana enough to fight for their living.
Young Jick McCaskill, even at 14, is already a man
to be reckoned with, one large enough in frame and

4

soul to hold ijis own in any company.
His father, Varick, is the Forest Service ranger for
the English .Creek section of Two Medicine National
Forest, resp<msible Jor the welfare of the tree-rich ·..
land and the farms and ranches ·that 'ring it; his .
outspoken mother, Beth, carries her pa rt of the load
capably and imaginatively without losing her prickly
individuality.
JICK (HIS ODD name is a card game ~rm) is still
perfectly happy with his horse and the busy, interesting life his father shares with him, but his 18-year~old
brother, Alec, is having serious growing pains.
A boy with phenomenal math ability, Alec is
scheduled for college this fall, and has been working
as a cowboy on a large ranch nearby to earn tuition
money.
But now he has fallen in love, and has announced
suddenly to his horrified family that he and Leona are
going to be married right away - college is off.
HIS PARENTS, remembering their own penniless
early marriage, are shocked and angry ; Alex, handsome and proud as a young god, is defiant; ~nd Jick is
caught somewhere between them, exasperated at his
brother for upsetting their peaceful life, but already
feeling the stirrings of his own ·natural declaration of
indepenrlence.
Still close to his parents, Jick goes on about his
usual summer business, riding Varick's rounds with
him, beginning to learn some of the secrets of the
grown folks of their acquaintance, puzzling over the
relationship between the past and the present.
There 's that drunken old camppack rider, Stanley

Meixell, for instance, an enigma if there ever was

o~e.

AT HIS FATHER'S unexplained insistence, Jick
joins Meixell as .his helper on what should ha~e been a
routine pack trip, a ride that eventually challenges all
the boy's wits.
And he gets wind of the fact, from the closemouthed reactions of the adtl'lts, that Meixell has
somehow been associated with the F orest Service
years ago.
When the drying heat of late summer comes and the
dreaded forest fires begin to break out, the crisis
brings an all-out effort, and Jick, proving himself the
man he already feels he is, has a chance to unravel
this and other mysteries.
But while Alec bucks like a bronco and Jick
contemplates his own growing complexities, pre-War
Montana is unfolding all around them , as Ivan Doig
shows us that wild, beautiful world .

JN THE COURSE of the reiatively simple story , we
ride miles through the countryside, go to a rodeo ,
attend a Fourth of July picnic, enjoy a barn dance, and
watch as desperate firefighters battle to put out a
serious mountainside blaze .
And beside us is the author - interpreting, expl.a ining, pointing . out the landmarks, introducing the .
dozens of people who in the course of the story will
become three-dimensional personalities .
Gently-pace•1 and infinitely real, "English Creek,"
the first volume id · a trilogy about the McCaskill
family and the Two Medicine Country, is for leisurely ·
reading and reflecti0n.
-BARBARA HODGE HALL

DENVER, COLO.
ROCKY MT. HEWS
0. 205,415-S . 227, 100
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' English Creek'
Novel captures the West
.~ during a summer in '30s
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sorts - the McCaskill family's reaction
to older brother Alec's career and marriage plans ·- but if ·you don't feel 1'
grabbed and shaken by it; don·' t fret. . ·· ·
This isn't -a "gripper" book, it's a mar-

;:H.

By William Dieter ·

ERE'S a . pert ect antidote for
:
·
winter weekends.
1
It's a rambling, carefree sto·ry of one adventurous summer
~n the life of 14-year-old Jick McCaskill.~ - The place is the Two Medicine country
, along the Rocky Mountain front in Moni tana. The·tirile is 1939.
Jick's a sort of
("Western Holden
. Caulfield (he'd
· be Huck Finn
: but he's got both
and
: parents
: they're too sen, sible to allow it),
· who's
old
: enough to be on
:~the -.edge · of
things and keen-

l

' eyed enough to

tell us what ·.he
Ivan Doig_,
·
~-sees and how he feels about them. . . ; . .

1

.

;r
~

DENVER METROPOLITAN AR.EA

1

velously poignant prose poem to a time
that is gone.
Doig continues his unique feel for Ianguage, what it can mean, what it will do,
and his reproduction of -the · particular
patois of rural Montana is faultless.
Nor does he rely on the customary
suspense devices to pull you into his story. You gladiy keep reading because -you i_ r
can't wait for him to introduce a new Two ·'· ;
· Medicine character.
Like Toiissaint Rennie, for example, _:
whose tan face "had crinkled everywhere \
it could, like a gigantic walnut."
,
Or .the failed farmer .. Good Help
Hebner, whose forehead was marked in
its center . with "a kind of gully which ·. :
widened as it went down, as if his nose
had avalanched out of there."
·
Doig is.a·true chronicler of a real West. )
His style is Juli of the earth, full of bis
beloved Montana, his prose as sharp as
the crack of a saddle on a winter day.
.

i.

·
_ _ ·-· . ~-·-.,_,
William Dteter'_p. new ~nover "Be-

\

j
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Wild Montana country, a boy coming of age:
in~dients for a good, old-fashioned novel
By James Kaufnw1n.

Somewhere just past the middle of "Engis telling us of his ride each
morning to put ·up hay with his uncle, Pete
Reese. It is just. before dawn when he starts:
~ Creek." Jick

Engleh Creek, by Ivan Doig. New York:
339 pp. $15.95.

Arltheneum.

There are two main characters in Ivan
Doig's "English Creek." One is 14-year-old
Jick McCaskill: He narrates the novel, and
much of the story concerns his coming of age.
The other character looms over, under, and
around this book; it is the land, the Two
Medicine country in western Montana.
Doig has always given ·land and landscape
loving attention. In "This House of Sky"
(1978), "Wmt.er Brothers' ' (1980J, and "The
Sea Runners'' (1982) he demonstrated his devotion to place, and in this novel, the first of a
. projected trilogy about the McCaskill family.
he does so again.

· The ford north of the ranger' station Pony
and I would cross; if there was enough. moon
the wild roses along the creek could be seen,
pale crowds of them; and in a few minut:es of
climbing we ·came at;op the bench of land
which divides the two creek daiineges. Up
there, at that brink of dawn hour, the world
revealed all its edges. Dark lines oft.be t;ops of
buttes and benches to the north, toward the
Two Medicine River and· t.be Blackfeet
Reservation.
The Sweetgrass Hills bumping up far on
the east.em horizon like five dunes of black
Please see ENGLISH CREEK next page

t ENGLISH CREEK

tromprecedingpage

\

.

sand. The timbered. crest of Breed Butte st.anding up

· apinst the 'st.one mount,ai.n wall of the west. What trick
of light it is I can't really say, but everything looked as if
drawn in heavy strokes, with the final shade of night

. peaciled in wherever there was a gulch ot coulee.

Jick ·is only coming into what we might call an awarenes! of adult life. His older brother, ~ec. has had a fight
with his parents and, inst.ead of going to college, is plan·
ning to be a cowboy. There are still plenty of them
around Montana at this time· - 1939. Alec takes off to
ride for the Double W Ranch and to think .about
marrying the lovely Leona Zane, while Jick ~ the
summer haying, helping his father. Varick. ~onally
visiting friends in the nearest town, and ~ 1becom·
ing conscioils of curiosities of human natare. · :~ · ·
-Jick kn6ws the simple pleasures of hard work, daydreaming, and special days like the Fourth of July. a
holiday Doig renders as an extraordinary scene that includes a stunning speech by Jick's mother. Beth, on the
.history of the land they inhabit..
The encl of this novel mustn't be disclosed if a reader
is tD enjoy the book t.o the fullest, but one can say it is
dramatic, and it unfurls a large lesson for Jick, wlio
comes to know himself through a better understanding of
his motheF and father.
"English Creek" is old-fashioned in the best sense of
the word: Doig is concerned with telling a story that entartains,
he is also concerned with the novel's moral
' and ethical implications. He mounts no soapbox, however. Doig is a regional writer. He is committed t.o. the Pa. cific Northwest, and he draws it as lovingly as Thomas
Hardy drew Wessex and as accurately as Raymond
.C handler limned Los Angeles. He deserves to be better
known. If you haven't read him, Consider "English
Creek'' the place t.o start, then work ha~.
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Doig's story of Montana sheep
· J,,ne~\ ·family skillfully told

~- --_,,

·~ ~

./;~~glish Cr.k
-~ · I
D . Jt
M' ~.: van 019 _,Ji

- --

.

youngster would se~ it
.
•
Meanwhile, read_ers meet Jick's
~th~neu~~ 15. 9~ .
·
fa~ily. His f~ther is a rabid New
- · - -'\....: · 1'van,,.I~t:hg puts his words togeth- Dealer and,_ m the humor of the
~s'~l.hough he were stringing Roosevelt_era,,;efers to the family
"-· perfectly matched pearls. He is a outhouse .as Republican Headmaster of description and a giant 'qua~ters.~'
.
.
·-···- - - -·-·--- ----- - -·-- ------- ~~- at characterization.
His _I?other is qmet, unassuming
These ·· skills are what make and .with .a dry sense of humor
' English Creek worth readine.
which she imparts 'on occasion .
.set in M?ntana's Rocky Moun~
Jick's b~other, Alec, 18, is
tam Front m 1939, it is the first cau~ht up m a quarrel with the
· novel of a trilogy about the family. ·He wants .to become a
.McCaskill family.
. · cowboy - persona non grata on a
t
• This first effort is almost ensheep ranch. Alec ends up leaving
. hrely ·about the summer _-of the ·home.
·
- ·
·
· 14th year of Jick McCaskill, son of
It i_s a.gainst this background
-·t;. a ·sheep cfancher who doubles as a that ~lCk IS shown growing up.
~f. forest ranger.
··
Doig, who now lives in Seattle
~.: Jick's true name is John Angus · ha~ wor~ed as a ranch hand, mag~
~- ~cC,aski~l, b~t the name "Johnny" az1~e editor and writer as well as
. : d1?n t quite fit and a family friend a stmt ~s a newspaperman.
~aid he looked like a "jick" (the . Engllsh Creek is fictional. There
Jack that shares the same color .as lS no. sue~ place as -this, and there
. the jack of trumps).
.
wer~ !10 McCaskills or the Two
r .Th~ hard C?Untry life is depict- Med1cm~ country. ~ut Doig makes
i ed skillfully ~n the eyes of a 14all of this _come _to hfe . ."'
/
: year old ·boy m the manner such a
- JACK PYLE _·
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D o ig, Ivan

English Creek

Alhcn eum, 339 p., $ 15 .9 5
Ivan Doig's English Creek is a story of transitio ns. Set
in western Montana in the summer of 1939, its primary concern is the coming of age of Jick McCaskill, the son of a
forest ranger. Jick , rapidly approaching his fiftee·nth birthday ,
finds his whole view of the world altered when his once close
family is torn apart by his older brother's stubborn insistence
t.Rat he go on to college. At the same time, Jick begins to
learn about responsibility when he becomes more involved
in his father's work with the Forest Service, and he acquires
a sense of the history of the region, the Two Medicine country (in Montana "country" can be synonymous with "area") ,
from the numerous tales of the peo ple he encounters. His
own transition foreshadows the much greater transition that
the sweep of technology and world war will shbrtly set in
motion across the world and thro'ughout the country, and
even in his own tiny corner of Montana.
Doig manages to write a novel which, in spite of a
rather slow pace, effectively holds the reader's attention. It
is narrated by Jick himself in a highly colloquial first person.
in a style that seems both authentic and sophisticated. The
loose, rambling structure creates the impression of someone
who is simply describing his experiences rather than trying
to create an action-oriented story. Consequently, characterization and description are more important than the plot.
The book is full of rich details of everyday life, the history
of the area and its physical appearance . The wealth of gracefully explored detail forms a colorful still life which serves
as a backdrop to the conflict in the foreground.
Ivan Doig grew up in western Montana, and derived his
fictional Two Medicine country both from his own experience and from extensive research. English Creek is a sensitive
coming-of.age story as well as a portrait of a society still
looking to its frontier past , but about to be engulfed by the
future. The result is both highly personal and deeply engaging.
JAMES M. MILLIKEN, JR., College of the Holy Cross, Worcester, Massachusetts.
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I TO GET RICH IS GLORIOUS: Chtna In the

·
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.,To Get Rich .. ' an eye-Opener on China

~

.

r·

. E1ghtuu
t ~by Orville Schell. Pantheon. 515. 95

..

I

•

American fascination with China continues un·
abated. Part of this sterns simply from the new open
door policy adopted by this giant nation thal was
largely closed to Western influence and Western insp{·dion for more than a quartt~r century. But part of
it stems from the unusual and intriguing ac11ons of
the Chrncse themselves.
I
For example, just a few days ago, an imponant
: Chinese official said it was high time that lhe Chinese put away their chopsticks, which thev had been
using from some 3,500 years, and start gro.wing accustomed to Wes_tern-style forks _and knives. Paradoxically, the opl'nlllg tCJ the W~t in Chtna has been reci. procated to some extent by an opening to the East
here wluch has led lo interest in things and customs
Chinese , includin the use of chopsticks by some
young American ~incrs in Chin.ese restaurants. The
thought of one day walking into such an emporium
and seeing all the Americans dming with chopsticks
wnile <ill the Chinese diners USl.'d their knives and
forks is the sort of imaginative flight of fancy that
makes the China story so fascinatrng.
I · Imagination is all very well, but when we want
to move from it to fact, we must go to Orville Schell.
Schell is an excellent journalist who has wri.tten w~ll
on many subjects-but when it comes to China he is
• considerably more than that. He is quite likely the
· best journalist on Chinese life.
. ·
.
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- to be a constant in human behavior. But Noonan secs
a combination o! law enforcement and human na·
lure eventually ending bribery as we know it.
"I venture a rrediction," he writes. "As slavery
was once a way o life and now, whatever analogues
in economic duress remain, has become obsolete and
incomprehensible, so the practice of bribery in_t_he
cen_tral form of the exchange of payment for off 1cial
action will become o~solete."
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of nov<'ls of late sJlnllie state of Montana. The bc:;t
---· ol these has been Thomas McGuane's "Something to
Be Desired," a hilarious tale of western-style love.
suggest, at the end of this most provocative study, · But the fine Big Sky novelist Ivan Doig, a Montanathat the future of China may be more in theme parks born writer . who now lives in Seattle, has also pro·
and grand hotels than in Mao jackets and socialist duced an excellent novel.
·
pamphlets. Far more than seemed imaginable. il is
"English Creek" 'is set in Montana in 1939.
we in the United Stales who may be shaping the al the end of the Depression and near the beginning
China of the future.
·.
' · · i
of World War II. But all that is fat from the life of
the novel's protagonist, Jim McKaskill, a 14-year-old
boy who has· a summer to remember, from sheep
herding to a rodeo, to hay stacking to the summer'sand the book's-culmination: A raging forest fire .
MAIA
Doig captures the language and ·feeling of counbv Richard Adams. Knopf. _S19.9S
try life, in passages such as this about the men whose
..
.
..
,, .. ,, , life is haying: ''Long Mike and Plain Mike and a sort
·
·
.
. . . . .
R. ·h· ,1 d . ·
··
.
of a gorilla of a guy wbo I figured must be one of the
<"':' •• , WiU...-iluti'w~.jlO<l tµr~ t,n Chmese policy, Iii ·- ·· · · IC ill'" A iWl:i IS~ Brl115h naturahsl who, sev~ ·· two stackmen of this gang were amon the •earners
; is d1lftcult for a book to provide up-to-~h~·rninulc in- er~I ye.ars ago,.wrote a flrsl nl)vel abuut so~ie_ rabbits for town. Plain Mike surprised me b Jin t~e one to
formation, but Schell comes close to ll m ll11s long ~hat was both an. enormou~ best-seller and a charm· .' ro . that a ame Qf cards setu: the ~alte 6 t
and fascm~~i111: report, most ?f which appeared pre· ~~g a~d. fascmatu!.g rea("He followed that ~~k-- rher:ou just n:ver know who in a crew will tu~~ o~t
v10usly m The New Yorker' magazine..The great
W~~ership_ Down -~with a_n(\lhe~ good one, ~har- to be the ti er rider."
mtue of Schell i~ that he not only explains what is d1k, m which he switched ~is.subject from rabbits to
.
. g.
.
.
. .
happening but he also tells why it is happening and bears. . ·
. j· ·
.
·
With lh~ book, Doig augments hts repul41.llon as
· what it means. This is what great journalism is all
This extremcl_y long (1,072 pages) novel is a fan- one of the best of lb~ ~ew group of Wes~ern writers . .
~1 ut Luf cul,i a 1i;ri ~cr !i~.i! ~;:h e!!, \'ih') has !. r~ l.'e'ect
l asy of anolh_
cr ku1d, of hwnan beings and of the
freqU<'lltly lo China ~nd II'!~ ~1.l~llY friends there, i~ myttucaJ e:t1p1re 01.Uel\laJt. _llb prviai;uui~l l~ Maia, a
new ViJice
c<1pcible of it.
·
·
young pt!asant woman who 1s subjugated mto i;lavcry
. . · The changet~China go a good deal deeper than but who becomes a true heroine, important to the
ideology or even aTtitude, Schell notes. For example, welfare of the empire. Ste saves .the army from de- OBLIQUE PRAYERS
one of the rnrJst popular tourist attractions in C!tina feat, even though it costs her ~he hfe of her loved one. by OtniH Ltvtrtov. N. . Direction,. $12 har·
today ts The Great Wall of China. Except, this Great
The languag~ that Adams uses to tell hts tale Ill dove~; J.5.9S papert11c;~ ~ ,
Wall of China, which has been fascinating both the classic melodramatic, wllb a plethora of pass.tges
Cbintse and lhe visitora ii not the ancient itructure such as this: "If only she had known anythln& at all of
· Denise Levertov has 10111 beeJI one of· I~ major
but 1 iianl new hotol, with all Wc•tern convi:nier.ce!I, Zen·Kurel-almply his _whereabouts! If 11he could
that 11 named for il. Schell notea: · .
. have been ~ur~ of ~otbJnM lU9r\l tbao Ul&L -be Wil! · ltiures tn conlern~rary American poetry. This col·
lectioo
!s dlsUngu1sbed, QOl only because it rontains
·
"The Great Wall Is just one 9f m)m ~! r:~-:: · alive, th~. ' she thought, sfie would also have known
Wc~vrn·il,}'le· butel~ under co!lSlruciion, an<t a small
her answer. But to know nothing-nothing-·"
· some of ber finest lyric work but becase it intropanJli the over-all effort being made by the Chiw!~e -_ Adams has always been a master of l,he narra· dutes, through her ma~terful translation, the work of
.
government to lure foreign busi~ss and tourism to Uve an~~~ does a good job ~ere of hooktng the rea~· a fine French lyric poet, Jean Joubert.
· Jout>ert's Intensely personal lyrics are someCl!l_na with ~irst -class Western-style lourist facilities, er. W~.ile . not so mtngumg a wo~k as "Waterstup
times
compared
to
tho~e
of
Miss
Levertov.
T~ere
which now include such. amenlllics as ~olf courses, Down, this rematns a ~ost ~ntertamin& one.
·
are 14 lyrics by Joubert in this collectlon, with the
theme parks, i~elu.xe trams fea~uring opulent Germ·
·
·
original French version and the translation on facing
an-made s1eepmg cars and private dining coaches,
9r~.-. y~r
pages. Joubert describes na_lure and ties it effectivel.Y
hunting safaris to ba~ w~ld game sucb as boar, deer,
to human nature, as~~ t~s p~ge, 'rom "Ar~ We
·--·bear and lynx 10 lht! v1rgm forest of Manchuria (some
R1.iled ~y tbe Wind?\', · · . . ·
of the few such areas remaining in China), luxury BRIBES '
.
' ..
nutse;1 and upens1ve trek_king and climbing expedi· by John T· Noonan Jr. M'· cmlllan. $29.9~
lb the newborn orc~rd eacb moraio1
twns into remote mountamous regions such as ihe
I ponder. And sense tbe vibration :
Tibetan plate<iu or the KarakofLlm and Pamir mollll·.
of bonds that wed me · ·. ·
·
lains." ·
·
Bribery may not be I.be oldest crime but it must
to the great host ot "1.risible stars.
go
back
nearly
to
the
dawn
of
what
we
·call
civiJiz.a.
Ii these Wcsternisms and modernisms seem con·
lo lbe sunken mpon, ·
·,
tion. John T. Noonan Jr., a legal scholar who is co~
f~ing to outside~. imagine how much more so the~
lo the sun whose laughter
must be to the Chinese people, who only a few years sidered tbe nation's most !IUtboritalive writer upon
f/us~es
tbc
bill
iritb
crimson.
·
ago were committed lo the mosl austere of socialist bribery, has written an enormously thorough study
-vaths. While it is true that the average Chinese citi-. (839 pages) of its past, present and futur~. ,
The lyrics of Mis$ Leverlov are also among her
Noonan begins matters witb a tale stemming
zen's hie _is not directly affected by these innovati{•ns,
&hell .th111lu. 1t ts only a question of time before the from the year 2400 B.C. in which Urukagina, king of ·best, making lhi~ a most rewarding collection.
I
Chinese start yearning for some fun, Western stvle. Laga~h. made a treaty. with his god, Ningirsu, which
In fact, some of the interviews Schell conduc'ted might be described a~ the first recorded bribe. The Bri~lly
showed an unusual anwunl of hedonistic spirit among work not only ta~cs us nghl up to some of U1e more ·
• "Mirror Images" by Linda Gray Sexton"
the young Chinese.
· .
scandalous present bri~ry cases, but coµ?idefli Uie ·
(Doubleday, $15.95) is a novel about the strange rela. Schell's reporting is accurate and his interpcta- future of the bribe.
. ....,.on 1.,;: rnt Plltc•Pnt ::antf th n u ,1htfnl r'l o..-nitu nrr.t.:u.f'l _
'l'hl> 1•on f' l11 ~ion hv lhP ;wthor i~ <nnwwh:i t ~nrtionshio between an actress and her daul!hter and the
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NORFOLK, VA.
VIRGINIAN PILOT
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130,000 -- S. 210,000

NO RfOlK M ETROPO LITAN AR!A

ENGLISH CREEK. By Ivan Doig ( ~!_h__C.!.l~U~n. $1.U.5).

van Ootg'I novei English Creek. which was previewed in tandem with Thomas M~Guane'!I SomethinR lo l>e Desired he re lust
week, ts as. American as the Fourth or July and as irresistible
as John Philip Sousa.
,It belongs on the same shelf with Life on the Miss i.rnppr.
Twuin'!'I work wus a hymn
to a way of lite . the <;tcum boat pilot's, that wa s dyin g
out with the stt>nmhoa ts.
Detail ed. e l c gul c . cv ocutlve - the adject ives a pply
to both books, Doig' 3 and
Twain's.

I

William L.
Tazewell

Enl(llsh Crc tt k Is n

double feature . It Is a prose documentary of the life of a forest
ranger and an account, familiar nnd fresh at the same time , of u
boy's becoming a man, of growing up .
. Jlck McCaskill Is the !IOCOnd !'!On of ll family thnt ill Scottish,
Rtubbom, und sure of their values. He was christened John Angus
McCaskill, but dubbed the "jlck" of the fnmlly - "for the 11rr curd .
For thr. jack thnt -sharcs only the color or the jack of the trumps .
That Is lo say, In 11 curd game such us pitch, If spndt•s am h.>c l th"
jl\t:k of clube becomes the jlck, and In the laking or tricks the
abiding rule Is thl\t jack takes jlck but jlck takes joker . I explai n
this a bit because r nm constantly dumbfounded by how ma ny
people, even here In Montana, no longe r can play 11 decent hnnd of
curd11. I bcllovo lc lovlslon 111111 got junt a hell of n lot to 1111sw1•r for ."
The excerpt gives you an Idea of the book's, and the boy's, tone
of voice. Jlck McCaskill is one of the wise Innocents in American
literature, In the line stretching from Huck Finn to Holden Caulfield
·of .The Catcher in the Rye and Finny of A Separate Peace, the
adolescent males who look upon the world and know more of its
ways than they know at the time. It is a condition that Jick
.describes for the lot of them: "This situation of being old enough to
be on the edge of everything and too young to get to the middle of
any of it."
In the summer of 1939, in his 15th year, Jick is learning to cuss,
experimentally, and to drink, tentatively, and to enter into a man's
world in the American West. In the course of English Creek, the boy
comes to learn a lot about who he is. and where he comes from, and
·why. That is half of the double feature.

"This is a work of fiction," as Doig says in the acknowledge- ·
ments at the end of the novel, "and so English Creek, the Two
Medicine National Forest, and the town of Gros Ventre exist only in
these pages."
But the book's geography resembles that of the town of Du~ puyer, Montana, . and-its flavor and incidents are based upon e."tenslve historical research.
History tells us. what happened; the novel tells us what it felt
like at the time. English Creek succeeds in telling us what happened in
Montana, as well as how Jick
~ McCaskill felt in his 15th year.
Doig is a didactic novelist in
the sense that John McPhee is a
didactic journalist; they cannot describe an event without imparting a
kind of do-it-yourself enthusiasm to
the process. The events in English
Creek are a succession of American
set pieces - a pack trip, a Fourth
of July picnic, a rodeo, a square
dance, fighting a forest fire, haying,
and all shadowed by Montana's purple mountain majesties.
Enjoy Jick's mouth-watering
Ivan Doig
remembrance of what they ate at
the picnic:
The blanket became like a raftload of food, except that
such a cargo of eating likely would have sunk anv raft.
There were the chickens my mother spent part of the
morning frying. Delectable young spri.n g fries with drumsticlts about th.e size of your thumb. This very morrung, .too.
Toussaint had caught a batch of trout in the. Two Medicme
and
here they becltonedt fired up by Mane. Ei~ enamel
broilers of fish and fowl, side by side. The. galt!posts of
heaven.
Marie's special three bean salad, the pinnacle of how
good beans can taste. My mother's famous pota.to salad with
little new green onions cut so fine they were lake sparks of

n0w

flavor.
New radishes, sweet and about the size of a marble, first
of Marie's garden vegetables. A dozen and a half deviled
eggs arrayed by my moth.er.
A jar of home<anned pickled beets, a strong point of my
mother's. A companion jar of crabappte pickles, a distinction
of Marie's.
4 nlntl! of mv mother's com muffins. A loaf of Marie's

NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW
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InShort ·
FICTION
DIQUSH CRllK. By Iva J>ola. (A......._, •tl.M.)
Old-timer Jick McCaskill, the narrator of this novel, leisurely recounts the story of bis own oomtna-of..age summer at age 14 in northern Montana; along the~way he describes
glorifies such Western traditions as rodeos,
square Qances, long days stackina bay and even sheepcounting expeditions. It's the summer of 1939, and

rid

' ick's older brother Alex announces that rather than
_ becoming the first McCaskill to attend college (a goal
toward which Jick's parents have sacrificed for years)
he's going to become, instead, a bona fide cowboy in the
old tradition. J lck feels betrayed and confused by Alex's
. decision. In fact, Jick's summer
portrayed by Ivan
Doig (author.of "This House of Sky," nominated in 1978
for the Na tional Book Award in contemporary thought)
is filled with confusion and anxiety. He's just beginning
to notice girls; a number of deadly forest fires are
breaking out (and his father, a forest ranger, must battle the deadliest tire of all); the eagerly-anticipated
Fourth of July dance turns into a brawl (with Jick participating); and a mysterious, grizzled old cowboy
named Stanley suddenly appears and keeps appearing
in Jick's life. Two thinp make this nostalgic western
nbvel es~ially .delightful: old Jlck's ldlosyncratic theories (tlu;own in, as he reminisces, whenever he c1am··
well pl~) about everything from in-laws to General
Custer; and young Jick's reluctance to come of aae,
coupled with his precoei~ understanding that that's
exactly what he's doin&· Readers will a1ao dellaht ln Mr.
Doig'a evocation of the Mcmtana landlcape tbrouab language that is tender, lyrical and forceful.
.
-Jan1ce Eidus

as

•

RmlRI Of' Tim

LONQ

ROAD. BJ Stephen Brwfard.

(Doubleday, 111.M.) ReconcWatlon- sons to fathers,
white men to Indiana, slaves to former masters, doubters to God - is the theme tn this historical novel about
Methodism in post-Revolutionary America. Central to
the intricate plot are Jonathari Barratt, the youna scion
of a Kentucky landboldiq company, and Silas Will, a
renegade sinner turned wilderness preacher who "believed God had personally summooed him to a life-anddeath ride against evil.'' For Silas, evil resides in
whisky ("the devil's drool" ), unredeemed souls and a
murderous villain by the name of Jacqum ·LeFevre,
who wreaks havoc among Silas's hard-working Ken..
tucky flock and ls the object of his righteous revenp.
Ironically, evil for Jonathan is personified by Silas the
preacher, who is actually Jonathan's Illegitimate father
(a fact known to Jonathan but not to Silas). M the story
unfolds, the two men travel from the luxurious hot
sprinp haven of Bath, Va., along Daniel Boone's
Wilderness Trail and into the lush, untamed land of the
Cumberland Valley. Ever present, in addition to the
hardships they suffer. are the tensions caused by their
J«uliar family bond. The book strains toward a grand
finale involving settle.r s held as hostages, rebel slaves,
loyal Powhatan Indians and LeFevre's dastardly gang.
Ultimately the religious torch is passed on from father
to son, and Jonathan attends the first conference of itinerant Methodist preachers in America. "Riders of the
Long Road' ' commemorates with gusto the fervor of belief that led to tha t historic conference on Dec. 12! 1784.

the country into a state of furious self-critlciam." With
the Depression piling up IOCial casualties at bome, and

the overseas dominions, lncludlna Australia, arowinl
restive, England was starvtna for a boost to the national
morale. Englishmen - from unemployed miners to
Government ministers - aagreuively pressured the
cricket team to supply it. Judglna his players incapable
of -beating the Australian stars head.on, the team's
saturnine captain, Douglas Jardine, _insists on a ruthless strategy of " bodyllne bowling" - the cricket
equivalent of ordertna a potential bean ball on every
pitch. Relentlessly plunklna their opponents with 95-.·
mile-per-hour hardballs, the English bully their way to
victory, in the.process shedding all pretense of cricket
as a gentleman's pastime. "Bodyllne" ls concerned
with more than simply cricket's fall from a state of innocence, of course. The book is also about the misuse of
international sports as "merely war continued by other
means," but Mr. Wheeler does not roam far afield or
strain unduly after such larger themes. An amalgam of
adroitly recounted play-by-play action and less compelling off-the-field vtgnettes, "Bodyllne" stays anchored
in the game of cricket, whose terms and rules are explained by a glossary. Readers susceptible to the exclt&ment of sports will enjoy the novel's vivid feel for the
game: others might do well to watt for the film.
- Richard Nalley

•
'THI ROIUMOV COIMCTION. BJ Wllllam M. Green.
(Beaufort, Sit.II.) A heroic attempt to save Czar Nicbo..
· las II and the royal family from their inexorable fate is
the theme tbat propela this neatly condenaed and fast.
paced drama. Aptnat tbe backdrop of tbe Bolabevik
Revolution and World War I, Charlee Aldanby, a British
officer wbo frequented the Romanov court In earlier
days of imperial splendor, becom• the connection for
an ID-fated reacue attempt that inwlves tbe Czar's
cousin. the King of England. But tbe caanect1on that
really holds the novel topther .i i romance. After Al. donby falls In love with the Czar's daughter Marte, the
stage is set for a romantic thriller that shifts from St.
Petersburg to London, then back to Ruaaia for exploits
of derrtna-do amid the revolution and through a deadly
winter before the tale winds to its foreaeeable and tragic
climax. (Flashes of "Doctor Zhivqo. ") Readers will be
surprised, though hardly impressed, by, Wllllam M.
Green's gratuitous attempt to make his novel offer

.Houses and Barns
Is that little house by the aide of the road,
flashing by as you speed down the highway, a
Flemish cottage or a Hudson Valley Dutch house?
If you are in northern New Jersey or parts of
Dutchess County, N. Y., it is probably the former,
since that ls where Flemish oottaps are
concentrated. But there are nonpographical clues,
and in this case a quick gl~ at the aambrel roof
should do it -if the gambrel is strictly angular, it
ls Dutch; if gracefully curved, Flemish. Both types
of house a re among the five kinds of Dutch house
catalogued in "Houses," the first volume of WOOD,
BRICK, AND STONE: 1be North American
Setdement Landscape (University of
Massachusetts, two volumes, $30 each) by Allen G•

.... _._._ - ----•----- _.. ----.- -i. ... -· . .... . . . . .

meaningful insights 1n

· thou8h weakened by Mr.
clich6 and his exceat
Romanov Connection•• la
on the whole it is a dellgb

NICODIMUS. By Sidney
Pnu, $11.11.) After
Alexander has completed
the life of Michelangelo.
chelangelo the Florentine
gelo," were published in l
first eo years of the ~
tect's life. The last volu
Years .of Michelangelo,''
years, in which he ll
earlier volumes were m~
can only be called a disa~

first person, by Michel~
closest associates,-the ~
a peculiarly inapproprta
history's masters of
tion. Mr. Alexander also
dropping names and d
without ~lanation in
mind. Thia does serve to
tion concerning every lfl11
Renaissance Italy, but iµ
ls not enough to make tlW
most dedicated students<
religious rivalry.

·nm RAGINI,. nm•

'17.M.) In the coune of
British Navy since Worlc
taaonist describes a nl8
traditional soq for IUCI
much of what la w.i
alistic scene, bestial, inc
fascinating way. Mr. Gt
navy and the author of or
this dim view of the serv
J annaway, whose father
· naval career. Steven en1
duty not only to his fathe1

nects
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Montana, the ·summer of 1939~
The Depression is lifting .a nd w~r
is ill: sipt; At 14., Jick McCaskill
stuta out to have a standard sumr
mer' but hiS .older brother's insis~
tence ·on foregqing· college in ·
favor of · marriage and life ·as a
ranch~ hand1 " is· otily' 'the first' ·of
many events·tomakei this particular summer different. - . ~ _,. ·
The··beautiful. 't-w~ Medreine
Coun_try
the McCaskills' domain.: .Larg~ly fr.om, hors.eback,
Jick describes the mountain's
grande'ur and the smells and
sounds of a lush national forest in
a manner approaching poetry~ . ' '·

is

The ·story .is·. competung ·be- .

cause of the· richn~ of' its 'Ctiar'" ·
acterization~ Jick's dad~ once · a ·
range rider and now• a · forest :
ranger; bis .sharp-witted · mother; ~
who comes from indig~nous stock, ..
and a host of other Jamily a~d '
nonfamily. characte~ contribute .
to the special impact this period .
has on Jiclt.

.

··

Summer sweeps along. The boy
"on the edge of·growing up:• is
paired .by acoident with a crusty
ex-ranger•,.Stanley· Meixell;:·-whoallows - him - ar tas• ·of his. first
morning-af.ter, thanks to the
" ... doctor, Dr. Al 'K. Hall, that
is... "
. , .. ·
.
Tite summer's experience

moves . through the .' much anticipated 4th- of July_rodeo. the annual job of stacking hay for his
uncle, and· a ·raging forest- fire
where ,once again Jick .meets up
with Stanley. and learns a carefully guarded family secret.
·
Doig lyrically blends events.
places ·and a young·man'S"' ponder.; ..
ings. The novel is leisurely paced
· .but holds the reader's attention to I
the satisfying cone
. lus
. _ion. ·' ~.~.,..
'
;
•
:
l
:.:
1 Lynn Miner..;
· · (M8." Mine1- is-·a free -lance .

I

.writer.)
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Circuit rider's story view of history ~
· RIDERS OF THE WNG ROAD

by Stephen Bransford. Doubleday &
Co. $15.95.

By Robert Conrad

'

. "Riders of the Long Road" is an
eye-opener tO ·a little-known part of
American history.
.
. Most of us know little about circuit-riding preacllers in early America. They rode shoulder to shoulder
with explorers, soldiers and early
settlers. They spread their gospel
wherever a new frontier was pushing ahead. They lived mostly outdoors. were preyed . on by Indians,
tolerated ridicule and fought exhaustien, disease and highwaymen.
On horseback they covered from
4,000 to 6,vOO miles a year for an
annw· salary of $65. So rigorous
_w45 the pace th~ one-fourth of
;them ~re
1ears.
. - de.ad vr.thin)ive
.

.'

.

~

-

.
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Nearly half of them died before they _ planted apples, but that "old-time
reached the age of 30. Their storY. is
religion" was planted by circuit
one of immeasurable sacrifice for
riders such as we find in "Riders of
the ·Long Road." ·
the sake of spiritual welfare.
Author Stephen Bransford, , the
son of a lumberjack preacher, grew lf •.~NGLISH CREEK by Ivan Doig.
·
·
up in remote Oregon communities, ~2~e_um. $15.95.
so he has a feeling for his writing
"English Creek" is about a 14task. His fiction tale concerns a
year-old l>oy named Jick growing up
circuit riding lay preacher serving
in Montana's Big Sky country in
the pioneers around Cumberland
1939. His dad is a forest ranger and
Gap, Va., and part of Kentucky.
Jiclt -takes on responsible tasks to
It's a moody, moving book with
help him, such as making an annual
strong allegori~l undertones. In
sheep,·"count,Yiighting forest fires,
pioneer AmericaJ Johnny Appleseed , stacking ..1lay and digging an out?

'

house pit. These can be rewarding
country chores to read about.
Ivan Doig is one of those rare
writers who transport you into their
pages. You are there, in the action,
with the sights and smells and the
feelin*s.
.
In 'English Creek" there are no
good guys or bad guys, no sex or
violence to speak of. It is family
drama, everyday life Montana style,
people doing their jobs, but, like a
Norman Rockwell painting, warm
to watch.
Uoig's keen perceptions and
stream of consciousness narration
of the little things and thoughts that
make up our lives is great at holding
the reader's interest. He has captured the flavor of speech and life in
Montana the way Mark Twain did
with his beloved "Hannibal."
(Robetf" Conrad is a free-lance
reviewer who Jives in Shaler.)

I
I

,

_,;_{ •"

. ,.. .-.·_,., " ... ·

. .. ·1·--: · -

...

Burton on Books

... ..,· .·.

'-i1_· .

..

-

-~

.

:

~

~

·'

.

~-

English Creek by Ivan volved in what seems to be
Doig. Atheneum Press. a simple agricultural function.
Fiction. 339 pages. $15.95.
Your education will be
Montana and "Big Sky"
have become synonymous further advanced when
terms. In this beautifully you read about a huge
written novel ·the author forest fire that breaks out
brings both to you in it& in the mountainous slopes
description of soaring that are within the area
mountains, deep forests Jick's father. patrols and
and openness.
protects. Once more you
In a switch from the con- learn some . interesting
:ventional novelistic for- lessons from an author
. mat, the author does not whose life has been spent
establish a definite con- in·the Montana area and
flict that is resolved as the · whose \vriting reflects his
plot unwinds. Instead, this love of the land and his
is a summer in the 1930S as knowledge of the people
told by an adult who and events taking place
remembers the scenes and there.
action as he experienced
While most of the action
t.liem as a likable, per- centers around the moun. ceptive, and inquisitive 14- tain folk at work there is a
year-old boy.
memorable section of the
In the telling by Jick Mc- book that tells of a big pic·-~ Caskill, you learn much
nic that is climaxed by a
. about this rugged country rodeo, described in ac·and about the sturdy, in- curate detail. And holding
dependent types who live the story together is the in_ there. The area is sheep tertwining of the lives of
·_:country. At one point Jick, the McCaskill family with
;whose father is a forest each other and with their
_ranger, helps out in sheep neighbors. This is a heart-·
_herding as a portion of his wanning book that picsummer wor~ing period. tures Americans as you
l\nd when Jick has like to think of them and·
finished that chore, he tells of a big, challenging
_:~ engages for weeks in the
and beautiful part of
' . itough task of gathering in America - the Big Sky
-_·;the hay. If you're not a country . .
·.. j:arm type, you'll be
1
PHILIP WARD Bl.RTO'.'l
1mazed by what's in1
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QUICK BIBS SPECIAL:
Popular opinion has it that books just
aren't much good anymore. Whether one
talks to curmudgeonly English professors
who think that Ulysses was our last good
novel, or to alternative press advocates
who are convinced that today!s conglomerate-owned trade houses can't tell books
from dollar signs, or to struggling auttlors
who face the Catch-22 of no publisher
without an agent/no agent without having
been published, the message is the same:
books as we know and love them are in
danger. And yet, that frail, constantly
beleaguered, but somehow resilient species-the good book-usually finds a way
to survive, whether its would-be assassin
is a computer or a conglomerate.
There is no denying that the doomsayers, with the possible exception of the
curmudgeonly professor, h_ave a· point.
The obstacles encountered by William
Kennedy in finding a home for -his Pulitzer
Prize-winning lronweed (it was ultimately
published by Viking after Saul Bellow
interceded on the author's behalf) are
~loquent testimony to the ptoblems even
established writers can have in ·selling
their work; and anyone who has browsed
a few publishers' catalogs lately knows
that ephemera-from dead cat joke collections to celebrity exercise books-have
become an uncontrollable malignancy.
Yes, there is definitely more trash out
there today, but does that necessarily
mean that there are fewer good books, or
that the bad will always engulf the good,
like an evil version of Pac-Man? It may
offend our sensibilities, but perhaps dead
cat books can coexist peacefully with
William Kennedy novels. It was Yeats,
after all, who observed that "Love has
pitched his mansion in/The place of excrement." If love, why not books?
Only time will tell if Pac-Man or Yeats's
Crazy Jane provides the more appropriate
metaphor for the health of the trade pubfishing industry, but a fast glance at the
recently published books listed below
makes at least one thing clear: generalizing about publishing trends is very tricky
business. Judging from this selection of
decidedly uncommercial but thoroughly

A good book these days is r1CJ r

por:ate-owned houses, some of whom are
usually associated with splashy bestsellers (another stereotype shattered);
and, finally, it includes distinguished
books from an impressive array of qualityminded independent publishers (not just
the venerable Godine, but also several
precocious new kids on the block, among
them Carcanet, Algonquin, and Graywolf). The oft-predicted demise of the
individualistic, independent publisher
would seem to be still another catastrophe
whose time has not yet' come.
A general reader's biggest problem
these days is not the de_arth of good
books, but the difficulty in finding them.
Bombarded by subway bi.llboards and
television commercials proclaiming the
arrival of yet another weighty tome on thin
thighs, it is no wonder that many readers
give up in despair.
One of our missions as librarians, of
course, it to provide literary sustenance
for those shell-shocked victims of trash
overkill. It may not be the best of worlds,
but there are good boo~s out there, and
· some of them might even be· hiding under
a rock owned by Gulf & Western.
Bates, H.E. My Uncle Silas. Graywolf. 1984,
$14. (0-915308-62-2, 84-91625)
Small publishers often carve a place for
themselves by rediscovering forgotten
works. This captivating collection is a case in
point: Bates is an acknowledged short-story
master, but this volume, originally published
in Britain, has never appeared in the U.S.
The interlocking stories are testament to the
author's ability to evoke character and mood
in brief space.
Caufield, Catherine. In the Rainforest:
Report from a Strange, Beautiful, lmperiled World. Knopf, 1985, $16.95.

(0-394-52701-1, 84-47644)
Although Cauf ield's survey of tropical rainforests has a definite ecological point to
make, it is not the kind of strident tract that
creates controversy. Instead, it is an evocative portrayal of the fertile beauty and essential mystery that defines both the rainforests
and the people who live in them.

Cole, K.C. Sympathetic Vibrations: Reflections on Physics as a Way of Ufe. Morrow,
captivating reading, it would appear that
1984,$15.95 . (o- 680.o3968-5, 94. 11 583)
the accountants haven't yet taken over the
Science writing for the general reader is
book world.
thriving today as never before (cf. "QuickThe list includes novel written by veterBibs," American Ubraries, Oct. 1984), and
an fiction writers whose earlier books
this engaging essay collection continues the
have never sold particularly well (thus
trend. By answering such seemingly simple
confounding the popular notion that auquestions as "What color is air?" Cole unthors whose first works don't sell will be
veils the complex relationship between the
promptly dropped by their bottom-linescience of physics and the actual physical
world.
1
obsessed publishers); it also includes
"midlist" nonfiction with no particular com- _ ~an. English Creek\ Atheneum, 1984,
mercial potential published by large, cor5. (0-689-11478-8, 84-45051)

Y _..

156

CLEMMONS

A subtle, comic novel about a man who
loves life but craves order.
Doig is among that group of talented writers
whose books rarely appear on bestseller lists
but who develop a loyal following of readers,
especially in public libraries. His latest book
is the coming-of-age story of a 14-year-old
boy growing up in Montana just prior to
World War II. The real hero is the Big Sky
country itself, from its hayfields to the grandeur of its towering mountains.
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11 X YR. 41,569
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Mister White EyeS
By Herbert Gold
Arbor House, $16.95

Ralph Merian is an aging
journalist, absorbed in his professional persona, alienated
from himself. This novel ex-·
plores the old bromide that to
truly love others you must
first learn to love yourself.
Merlan is forced to self-discovery through his tragic and
bittersweet relationships with
a British divorcee and with his
psychotic younger brother.
Herbert Gold gives, as well, a
compelling picture of the life
of a journalist. It's a beautifully fashioned book, with elegantly written p~se.

The glitter of being a Major
League baseball star is deceptive. What most fans fail to
appreciate is the struggle it
takes ih the low minor leagues
to get to the top, the brief
moments of success, and the
countless unknowns who never
make it. Gunther probes the
heartache of the professional
athlete through interviews
with 10 baseball players,
ranging from a beginning
youth to current stars to those
who have retired. There is a
common tread binding them
all-the combination of hope,
confidence and sacrifice, and _
the book successfully describes what an athlete's life is
really like.

Ivan Doig, author of " This
House of Sky'" and "The Sea
Runners," here ~~~ a tril<r

gy about the McCaskill fa.m.i\'l in Montana in the late 1930s.

The narrator remembers his
15th summer in his hometown
of English Creek, and the book
becomes not· just a Western
·tale but a classic coming-ofage novel. The tone is totally
authentic; Doig combines all
of what is best about Ame~ #
in his story: the humor, the
landscape, the ancestry of the
characters, the poetry, the
customs of a young frontier.
There is nostalgia for the old
19th Century days; there is
also the energy of a horseback-riding youngster who has
"seen almost all the dawns" of
his life, who learns of the mysteries and courage and sorrows in the human heart. The
only solace ·in finishing this
wonderful novel is the anticipation of rnio more to come.
The Snow Ball
By A.R. GlJmay Jr.
Arbor House, $15.95

A.R. Gurney Jr., who wrote
"The Dining Room" and other
acclaimed plays, shows that
he has an equally deft hand
with fiction in "The Snow
Ball." Gurney spins a gentle
satire on WASP customs that
has overtones of Updike and
Auchincloss, but is lighter than
either. The Old Guard in Buffalo, N.Y., plans to revive a
traditional social event, the
Snow Ball, in a landmark
downtown hotel on the same
evening that a concerned
citizens group of radically
mixed backgrounds i_s
throwing an ethnic fundraiser.
The WASPS are seen as an
endangered species, the latest
ethnic minority whose very
weaknesses and snobbisms are
rather endearing. This is an
amusing and wry chronicle of
the universality of social
rituals.
-
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By.Jvan Doig. Athe .. um. 359 pp.
'-15.95.
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AlS Is not the High Lonesome of Louis
L'Amour. No, while others have patched
together sagas based on fake nostalgia
and silly cowboy movies, Ivan Doig has
been out In the wet, enormous landscape
of the Northwest, there writing about
what he saw around him, what had al·
ways tx.-en around him. That he has cho- ·
sen the oldest ~heme In our literature,
and perhaps Its most abused, has not
mattered. The West ts what made him,
. und that's whJ.t he writes.
With a twl~•. however. Uninterested
In tht' recovery of America-· or Montana.
or "the past" :- as an Idea, Doig tracks
not reassurance In his Western roots.
Ivan Doig.
PHOTO DY JIM BATES
but the thing Itself. ·He recalls. exactly.
how shadows pooled In his childhood's
word should be." "I don't mean," he goes
Montana high country or how patches of
on. "one of those phoney·balom~y gtlt
fog snag In Puget Sound treetops. In this
concoctions such as that one of Custer
way, Doig gives not sentimental pagt:anl·
and all his embattled troopers there al
ry but specifics to explore the mysterious
the Little Bighorn. which hangs !n thrt.'Ccomplex he perceives of self, scene and
fourths of the saloons I have ever been In ·
history. It was this avidity that Inspired
and disgust~ me every single lime:"
his autobtographlcal first book, the 1978
What Jtck Is after. then, Involves
Nallonal Book Award nominee, "This
scenes not only depicting the proper
House of Sky." and that shaped Into cur·
facts. but, as he Imagines In the Fourth
tous, beautiful forms Its successors,
of July photo. facts and people Imbued
"Winter Brothers" (1980) and "The Sea
with an Indefinable air of Individual
Runners" 11982). "Yes. This album of
allty. As he makes clear as he extracts
summer &gain," he prop0&."(1 tn that fine
lore from his mother one night. he wants
first book, "as If I might finger through
not Just facts but the "fet'I, .. the meanIng. of .the facls.
t he emulsion patterns lo the moments
t hem8Clves." Such a responsive sense of
tol{~h and pre:;ence charged the memoir
And this, unfortunately. Is precisely
that one was prompted to see In Dotg, as
what one misses In "English Creek." In
Huxley did In Lawrence, the work of "a
"This House of Slty," by contrast, Doig
mystical materialist."
grappled In the most personal way with
Now, with "English Creek," comes a
his memory. Moving In great arcs back·
fourth book and second novel . Another
ward and forward from a mld-'70s pre·
study, as he writes, of "How home
i;ent to his Montana childhood, he
'ground and kin together lay their touch
brought a keen urgency to recollected de·
along us as unalterably as the banks of a
tall and In so doing constructt'd an a 1st ream direct Its water," this rcmcm·
most magical "great house of sky" l'Ornbrance of a summer long past returns
prised of remembered detail processed by
Doig to the high Montana mountains of
present -day eniollon and tmaginallon .
his first book. Unfortunalely, however, II
"Hotc moments, these, mysteryless per·
does not return him lo the ~arllcr sue·
!laps ln themselves," he wrote of leading
ct'ss. Cerlat11ly pfeasant as a talc of a
a horse around from bt:hlnd a shed lhat
swnmcr, It amo'u nts, In the end, to one
day he turned 6 iand his rnoihcr dltd, bo.lt
more story of a bO);, a family and a great
then he went on: "It Is where they lead.
big landscape.
·
and with what fitful truth and deceit,
The book opens' as June 1939 swims
that tantalizes." In this way. he sensed,
Into the Two Medicine country .:. imd
the past beat within him as "a half-life"
Into the memories of Jick McCaskill. a
that "echoes a second pulse Inside the
retired rancher. Jlck recollects well that
ticking moments of my existence," and
"green high-grass summer" when he
so nat events - a ·ntght with Dad at a
was 14, and it Is through the rk'ar lens of
bar. the cut of a rancher's jaw - hll the
his memory that we meet his family:
p<igt~ sllll apulse.
Varick his fat.her. a roustabout cowIn "English Creek." however. Jtck
punch turned ranger; Lizabeth his moth·
recullecls lt1t' book's action. but his act of
er. a hard-working sun•lvalist; Alec,
rt'mernbrance Is not the point. and ·o ne
Ji<:k 's 18-year·old brot.her wll.11 a knack
quickly forgets his presence In the book
at everything and a "ht>ad full of cow hoy
<IS anything hul a flrst - perso~ narrator
notions. : · ..... •w-- . ....• ..., ~ . ......... _ _,.~.··~ · ----itl.ill.i!.!i:! facts. What hl' remembers bell's Alec who brings r:onlllcl. Set. on •t
mmcs siiiij)leiiiifl'iflfoh"...<Hlother story of
town girl and a horse-mounted life. Alec
growing up Western . And the prose ae·
announces marriage plans one night
cents this. MuS<·ular yet metlculous. Doig
and then·hy kicks "lhe co11versat1011 ln
wrll.L'S here with a hedg1~d country prcd the head entirely." Since both his par·
ston thal deals out words with, yes. adcnts maintain. as his father puts II,
rnlr<ablc scnipulnus11C'ss. but also a dlssa"Thtil old ::;luff of lola11gtng n llvt11g out of
pol111tng rdu5al lo a1>slg11 lh1·111 cll'rp pert his i:ountry by sht~cr force of behavior
s1i11al stg111t11·111we. Somehow Doig S<:c•1111t
cloc•sn't work," J\lt'c.'tl dc11·r111l11ati1J11 t.o
tn11wult:<I, IJh)l·ked .
l1yp111m c·ollq1,1• provokrn ~rc·ut 11111·111·1'.
Yc•t . I hr. n • Ir. 111111'11 lw1111t y llC'rt'. 118
This ran r;trc::111t11H the h11111ly, llU' lx1ol~
lhr•n· hi 111 1111y1h111g Doiij Wl'llt'lt . Collo
hc·e:o11u.:11 the n •1·cu)I uf 11 t1111111111'1' whrn:,
q11lull1m1 rullle·i. every puj.\I:, 111111 II lhr
1111 ,Jh :k t111yH, "1111 four of our llvcH 111utlc
hook 'ri 111.1 J1111111, ii lllOVl'H 111 lll'l " 11w11
tllC'lr hc111.J ."
l»Wl'l'I t111w, lllw u honw:huc·k vr11t11rc ·l11to
l~urly on, 'un overrldtnii COIH'<'rn
ni:w 1:011111ry . Perhaps 110 one• 1111'llCM lx·t·
emerges. This 111 the pui;I, for !iOOll
kr the fl'd of 1111~pnilccl ln11d: "tip thr.l'r,
r1111111th wr. rrnltt.o 111111 11r111·fy 1: vc·ry 111 ·
ul lll11t hrt11k 111' thr cluwn hour i · the
•rn hll 1rn• ,,f l<'.nr•tt11h Crt>t.~k llvc'. tJ with "n 1wurlcl reveulc1I 11111111 cducs .. . everylhlnf.t
IU'11dl11l11l tlll' 1•• ~ ~11," 114:nrd11· :·;, llJ,1· ,J1..i1 ·. ,
11111'a\,·c1,, :1,fd1 .... 1. l11 hc : n"1d ~· ·1\•.•'" '' ' ""
luthc-r, lo!' " 1>111111: l11111l11~~· 1,111111 · gn111111I ·
the: f111.ll 1·1 hwk ol 11lghl 1wi11·1lnl l11 wlw1
work ol Ilic lime 111111 place·." Tiu: 11wllcr
c·v1:r lh1·n· w1w .1 1(1ild1 or c·oukt'."
c·11td11:H 11101;1 pcr.'i t11tr11lly al ,J11 ·k. of
S11d1wrlll11~t111uy rl'f'c•ch' lo h11 ·11l 1·11l11r
1·11111/'U', who lll1ow~ 111111 to lulu• l1lro plan:
111 1111' 111("1 1<·111 11111t111i. 11111 .111111 Ilic~ w1111r,
111111111f.( 1111: wh11l1> lw t111t:il gl'I Ille: 1111111-t
1111c· h11.c11rcl1> 11111111~:1 ·1'11 thul , ul lil!ii lic·... 1.
ul llrnt "lrlcklc,;I clu 11111cd 1·u11111111tllly."
lva11 Dolll, I:. u wrlle·r ckqily ullra1·t1vc lo
hlslury. The credo 1·omcu lllcrully. lkj•"<:I·
the Amcrlnrn 111111<1. l'nag11111ll<', PM.•lllury
Ill~! the ttCnllnll'11.1'11l. 1141111rn111 pld111'1'1> of
uncl utli'11tlvt'. he m·t·1111> our l)'l)C"', uml
The Saturday t·:vc!nlng Post , Jlck thl11l1,;
g1v1·n our trndlllon of hl'llliu11t jury · rt~- .
Imel< nn the Fourth of ,July 111111 whhc,;
g111g. one might ull'IO 1.•xpcl'I hii. culiy .yok:
1:101111'11m~ · 111 thr. lTciwd ltud "hacl the tullllj~i'I •• of 11rt 11111.l hl11tory. 11111tarr nml
t·111 to pnlnl thl' purlnill ol tlint plt:11h:."
11111111. 1m:11101y anti pn:sc-111 ·• lo appeal
/\11d yet. to .lick 'u ml11d, ouly I h1· r111/1I
whlc:ly . Om~ 1·011hl ckHtrc u gn111111·r lrnn ·
1;11rl of group pll'lun: wuultl have· dom::
1wc11d1·11n:, 11 wllda p111>s t(111 . a t1t1llc•r
011r. "t1111t wo11ld convey c:vc ·r,y 011c of
lwuuty, bill 0111.: k1111w !:l , 1(141. I.hat llw 111111
tho....e people ul om·t• mad yet uli;o their
h11rdy dvlll:i:cd g11lc-hct1 of lv1111Ik1i1~· ,. 111· 1'4'jl\1rule11c1:>:-.. Their f>c:htt:!>, I 1,t111·:-Js Uu:
t11ul W1·:-.I l1n·1·tl 11 11lUcn-11t ro111a1wt~ .
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'English Creek'
nice journey about
boyhood out West
glish Creek,'' a new
novel a
a Montana boy's sumperiences 46 years ago rings so
true it's hard to believe that t is masterpiece of modem Western writing is
set in the year the author was born .
It's equall y hard to believe that a
writer m his mid-40s could portray so
vividl y the concerns, attitudes and language of an innocent yo ungster one
thi rd his own age.
·· 1 don' t know an y kids that age.
and we have none of our own." Doig
said, ·'but o ur friends who do ha ve
the m tell me I'm right on the mark. "
Doig. who lives in Seattle with his
w1 1e, the former Carol Muller of
Ocean Grove. knows first-hand the
Rocky Mountain foothills country that
serves as the locale fo r "English
Creek" (Atheneum, $15.95).
Born in White Sulphur Springs.
Mont. , in 1939, he grew up farther
no rth near the town of Dupuyer.
As a boy working during the summers while attending high school and
later Northwestern University, where
he earned his bachelor's and master's
degrees, the author was brought up by
his father near the eastern boundary of
Lewis and Clark National Forest.
"I tagged along with Dad as he
worked on or ran small ranches out
t here, mostly sheep ranches when
sheep-raising was enjoying its heydays
in Montana 30 er more years ago.'' he
ex plained.
Doig laughed as he pomted out
that "English Creek" is the first book
he has written for a planned trilogy on
the McCaski!J family but it is no t the
fi rst chronologically. ·
The author, who hold s a
Ph.D.from the University of Washington, now is working on the trilogy's
real first book.
It covers the period fro m 1889,
when Montana was admitted to statehood, to ! 939. when "English Creek"
takes place. The third boo k will treat
the years 1940 to 1989.
in .. English Creek," Doig speaks
through Jick McCaskill, a boy a few
months short of his 15th birthday.
Jick's colorfully portrayed mother,
Beth, is an ex-schoolteacher. When she
speaks firmly to Jick and his idolized
18-year-old brother, A.lee, Doig indicates emphasis by capitalizing each
word of the sentences.
Jick's father, Varick, is a range
rider-turned-forest ranger who supervises a section of the fictional Two
Medicine National Forest from his
headquarters on English Creek, where
the family lives.
It is around A.lee that a continuing
conflict centers. He is a bright student
the senior McCaskills want to see go
on to college in the fall , but he has
other ideas.
When the conflict comes to a head,
.\lee leaves home with the intention of
marrying a town ltifl and working as a
cowboy. The break is complete. He refuses to return, even when his keen
knowledge of the forest is needed in a
crisis.
At the time the story is told, Jick is
about 60 years old. He is recalling the
special summer of his awakening
when, like the author, he helped his fa-

ther by doing odd jobs at home and
up on the federal lands where local
ranchers graze their sheep between the
spring and fall months.
One of Ranger McCaskill 's tasks is
to check sheepherders' grazing permits
and count their flocks. a job in which
Jick sometimes lends ::i hand.
What Jick doesn't like is being assigned to accompany Stanley Meixel L
a broken-<lown. wh iskey-swil ling loca l
character who needs help because of
an injured hand. Jick tears him but. at
the same time, finds himself fascinated
bv the man.
. Stanley is a "campjac k" who, with
his string of horses a nd mules. packs
supplies out to sheepherders camped
in remote areas of the natio nal forest.
Doig explains that Stanley was the
fo rest's first ranger and the man who
established the preserve' s o rigina l
boundaries some 30 years ago. He was
a drinker then. and he rema ined o ne
after he left the Forest Service fo r reaso ns no o ne will discuss.
Jick senses that there is some mysterio us co nnection between Stanlev
and the McCaskills. He often fi nd~
himself asking, in various ways, .. Wh y
has Stanley got everybody in this
damn family so spooked?"
Not until the book's climax during
a huge forest fire does the boy finally
learn the truth.
Like virtually everyone in "English
Creek," Stanley is a figment of Doig's
imagination. He admits he found no
counterpan in his extensive contacts
with Forest Service personnel and
other Montana sources. He is, instead.
a composite character.
.. In telling Jick's story,'' Doig said,
"I try to bring in the sense of the
Montana country, some of the small
incidents I turned up in my research.
and some of Jick's feelings when he
was out with old geezers on jobs he
didn' t especially want.
··1 had such jobs when I worked on
ranches during summer vacations.
Sometimes being wnh those old gu ys
was j ust great, but other times it was
pretty grim. Yet I sometimes thin k
now, as Jick eventually did, that experiences with such characters were
educational."
In carrying out research for the
new book on which he is working,
Doig and his wife, a former Asbury
Park Press reporter and education
writer now teaching at a Seattle community college, journeyed last summer
to Scotland.
.. We were trying to find out what it
was like to be a 19-year-old milltown
boy there in the late 1880s," he said.
" and how such a boy might emigrate
to Montana as my grandfather did
about that time."
Research looms large in Doig's life,
as it must for any writer of historical
novels.
.. I've gone back to Montana every
summer in recent years," he said. " I
refresh my own memories and perceptions of that country and avail myself
of Montana's extensive research
sources.
"For example, I draw heavily on
the state's archives to get down contemporary language and the 'feel' of
the times I'm covering in my books.

Author Ivan Doig draws on own early days to tell of life in Montana.
Fo r the sa me reason, I also read localisms Doig drops into the pages of
through several years' editions of .. English Creek" to !end authen ticity.
wee kl y newspapers published in the
A bothersome thing does not irn'30s near mv old home town."
ta te Jick, for example. Instead. it
In .. Tra~els with Charlie," Pulitzer "gravels" hjm.
prizewmner John Steinbeck hailed the
An acquaintance is described as
Federal Writers Program 's state guides "green as frog feathers,"' another is "as
a nd related publications as invaluable innocent as a bluebird on a manure
info rmation sources on the Depression pile." It is said of a locaJ tighrwad 1ha 1
years.
··he's gonna set up a sunginess school
Products of the Works Progress fo r Scotchmen."
Administration in the 1930s and 40s,
A hapless rancher is described as
t hev we re the first comprehensive li ki ng his veniso n the same way he
guidebooks of their type ever publish- likes his eggs - poached. H is ho mestead .. looked as if demolition was
ed m and about the U nned States.
Doig agreed wholeheartedl y wi th being do ne and the de molishers we re
Steinbeck and used the FWP's back- j ust now taking a sm oke break. ..
grou nd material extensi vel y m recreatWh ile "Engl ish Creek" ma y stn ke
ing the western Montana scene as it some readers as largely a utobiographical. Doig denies it. ..\t the same ti me.
was in l 939.
He added that he found the federal however. he does not disavow m a n~
writers' interview material especially things Jick says and feels .
"Jick has a number of m y views
valuable, contributing to the regionally
authentic language Jick and others use. on things and a number of what I
One of the most distinguishing fea- think would be my reactions if l we re
tures of "English Creek" is that Jick in situations similar to his," lae said.
and his fellow characters employ "On the other hand, some opimons I
words and idioms used a half-<:entury give him I don't personally subscribe
ago by the country and smalltown peo- to, nor have I really thought very
much about them ...
ple of western Montana.
Doig's memoirs of his Montana
Whtie Doig seems to have a tapereco rder ear for Montana lingo, he childhood were published seven years
admits that his rural terminology also ago in "This House of Sky."
results from archives research, interThe book won him the Pacific
views and correspondence with Mon- No rthwest Booksellers Award , a
C hristopher Award , a Governor's
tana oldtimers.
In one chapter, Jick helps a neigh- Writers Day Award and a nomination
for the National Book Award. ''Th is
boring rancher bring in his hay.
"I've worked a little on hay House of Sky" also was adapted fo r a
crews.. , Doig said ... but I haven't done public television documentary.
Early this year, Doig was awarded
all the jobs on one. To get first-hand
information on that, I ran classified a $20,000 fellowship by the National
ads in some southwestern Mo ntana Endowment for the Arts. These are
weeklies, inviting old hay crew men to presented annually to ··publ ished
write and tell me their experiences. I writers of exceptional talent to enable
guess I heard from 12 or 15 of them, them to set aside time for wnting. reand that was a big help in describing search or travel."
Jick's days while haying on the English
Creek ranch."
- Larry Waddell
Readers will delight in many of the
Asbury Park Press
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Events in Two Medicine country
ENGLISH CREEK.
By Ivan Doig. .

'1j!J.eaeum.115.95.

I By CAROLYN VAUGHTER
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R. WEB.STER hasn't yet invented the word to describe
Ivan Doig's writing style
adequately. You need a word ~hich
sounds like a 14 year old boy talkmg "angularity" is the closest we can come
to it.
In the same word you need an individual's intense awareness .and appreciation of nature. Somehow Doig does
meld the two so that the narrative
flows into smooth enjoyment.
The place is Montana, the time 1939.
Jick McCaskill is the 14-year-old. His
father is a for.est ranger, his strongminded mother ·comes of a ranching
family and rules the McCaskills, husband and two sons, with a firm though
loving hand.
She also takes a hand in the events
happening in Two Medicine country
but as Jick's father tells · her after a
speech she makes at the 4th of July
picnic, "I think being married to you is
worth all the risk."
Jick's brother, Alec, is 18, in love.
wants to pass up college to get married, which has caused a schism in the
familv.
·
There are some cameo characters
who appear only briefly but whom you
will remember long after you've finished the book. such as "Good Help"

M

Hebner, who has a gaggle ·ot kids, an
· exhausted wife and a "bad back.''
And Jake Withrow, who only drinks
seriously when he and his wlfe have
their annual fight. ·
· ·
In this summer of '39, Alec having
gone off to work as a cowboy for Wendell Williamson, Jick goes with his father on the annual sheep count.
On the trip, they run into Stanley
Meixell, a hard-drinking former ranger
who at the moment is suffering from a ·
savage injury to his hand, compliments
of the pack horse, Bubbles, who "looked
capable not just of assault but maybe
pillage and plunder and probably arson, too."
The senior McCaskill loans Jick to
Meixell, who's back up in the Montana
country to be "campjack for the Busby
boys." Jick isn't over-enthusiastic
about the loan but on the trip with
Meixell, he learns much, including how
to throw down the whiskey Meixell's
swilling and how to suffer your _fir~t
hangover. Sick as he is, though, J1ck is
more concerned his mother will somehow find out he's been drunk .than he is
about the way he feels.
You'll learn a great deal about a way
of Jife as foreign to most of us as life on
another planet, you'll absorb much of
the impressive majesty of this area of
the Rockies, and you'll experience the
horror of high-country forest fire. all
telescoped into the experience of a
close-knit family.
This is a beautiful book.
Carolyn Vaughter is a writer Jiving in
Oklahoma City.
- - --.
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and literary viewpoints:_, Fe
'ing ·
the huge success of his 1!179 Pulitzer: rizewinning book, "Godel, Escher, Bach: An
Eternal Golden Braid," Hofstadter was
approached by Scientific American magazine to write a column, with no restrictions
orl subject matter.
He agreed, and from January 1981 to
July 1983, he wrote 25 lengthy articles
under the heading "Metamagical Themas"
- · the name a suggestive anagram of
Martin Gardner's "Mathematical Games,''
111111111'
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sprawling, uneven and wildly diverse book
of more than 800 pages. There are 60 pages
(probably more than you'll ever want to
know) about the Rubik's cube, and another
60 about LISP, the basic language of
artificial intelligence (Al). Other chapters
tackle sexism, purity in language, comprehending large numbers, creativity, genetics, self-referential sentences, quantum
mechanics and · the music of Chopin.
Hofstadter even includes a selection of his

.
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meets the AI,'
"YS Hofstadter wr
characteristic cheek. A renegade amo1
computer scientists, he resists the noti'
that computers are able either to encroa1
upon or compete with human intelligeno
"The problem of intelligence,
writes, "is to understand the fluid nan;
of mental categories, to understand ~
invariant cores of precepts such as y~
mother's f~ce, to understand the strang
0

/

:page opens to Antiquarian Book ·Fair

A ~uple of<
spark a trail i

ter Kill," a novel of contempo'The.Seattle Antiquarian Book
rary Indian life in northeast
"You Know Wh
··
Fair is coming up Friday ..
•'.- through next Sunday, May
by Jim Heynen.
Oregon. The award was given by
North Point Pre
-·12, in the Flag Pavilion, Se~ttle - - - - - - - - - - - - the ·Pacific Northwest Booksell$13.50.
ers ·at its annual awards banquet
The registration fee is $95
Center. It's a great place to
April 20.
browse for everything froin fine ·· until .June 1, $110 thereafter.
by Richard W?.J
Enrolled participants may sub- . .
Other authors honored by the
old special-interest books on
mit' manuscripts for considerbooksellers included Ivan Doig of
boating and railroading to anSeattle; William Farr and the
tique pa pet dolls and medieval . · ation for use in the worshops.
· Jim Heynen,
writer, base~
· . ·
.
.
late poet Richard Hugo, both.of
Books of Hours. ·
.
For
more
1~format1on, call
Missoula,
Mont.;
Douglas
Unger.
·
two
details, an
Fair hours will be 6 to 10 p.m. ·_543-2300,, or wnte Spectrum ~um- _ of Bellingham; and William Kitaction. The st1
Friday,
noon
to
8
p.m.
Saturday
11111
n;ier Wnters.Conference, l!mver- teridge of .Hamilton Mont.
.their form fro
noon to 6 p.m. next Sunday. s1ty
of Washington Extension
·
'
telling manner
Admission is $3, or $6 for the
GH-21, Seattle, WA 98195.
Doig was honored for "Erig:has been~
entire weekend.
lish Creek," the first novel in a
that it has ~
trilogy about a boy growing up in
Dr. W. Thomas Porter, auunnecessary e
A Spectrum Summer Writ·
eastern-Montana ranch country.
thor of "Touche Ross Guide to
They are one.
ers Conference will be held July Personal Financial ManageThe evening he was honored by
and
the cha;
19-21 at the University of Washthe Northwest group, Doig was
ment" and co-author of "Wealth
unnamed and ·
ington, sponsored by the Depart- - How to Achieve it!", will kick in Oklahoma City accepting the
"Big Bull''.
ment of English and University
off the Meet the Author series at Western Heritage Award for
some boys m
Extension. Beginning and exper- 10:30 a.m. Thursday in the
_fiction from the National Cowboy
with their attE
ienced writers will participate in Seattle Public Library auditoHall of Fame.
grown, some
workshops led by six noted poets rium, 1000 Fourth Ave. Admisstuck in a ~
and.. authors of fiction.
sion is free.
..
Apparently, cooking has
Learn by Wat
' On the faculty will be poets
Future sessions in the series
been on the minds of a lot of
boys acqui1
. ~Thomas McGrath, Linda Gregg
. f
d
- people since the International
knowledge of.
and Colleen McElroy and fiction wi 11 eature E Hume, gardening Association of Cooking Schools
stories d•e.al ·
,
expert, and Bill Holm, Northwest
"~writers Harriette Arnow, John.
Coast Indian art expert. For a
met in Seattle at the end of
prejudice agl
~· Keeble and Marilynl)e Robinson. complete schedule, call 625-266S.
March. "The Joy of Cooking,"
with the a'
1 .. •
Faculty members will read
the basic cover-everything-incatching, wit
.: from their writings in afternoon
simple-words cooking book that
of farm kids
Craig Lesley, a Portland
is a 50-year classic, showed up on
The· cum
- and evening meetings. ·Mornings
'"'• will be devoted to workshops. A writer , walked off with the Mary our best-seller list this week. It's
the reader
lunchtime session will address
Finnigan award for the best book the No. 1 cookbook best seller of
country lif
,-c "Recent Developments in Word
by a Northwest author in 1984.
all time, with more than 10
simpler rela
....L._·_P_ro...c_e_ss_1_·n_g_s_o...;:~:;:;:,'_a_r_e._"
!
_____
T_h_e_a_w.:.: ~:;rd_-_w_in_n_in_g_boo_k_1_·s_'_'W_in_:. .
_m_il_li_on_,...,S_op_i_es_so_I_d_._ _ _ _ ___. I behavin~ f
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Self-Portrait
Of a
L~dscape

~ist ·
AN~EL

ADAMS: An
By Ansel Adams

A~tobiography

with Mary Street Alinder
New York Graphic Society. 400 pp. $50

By Ivan Doig

A

S A PILGRIM to Yosemite, I
remember being scarcely out of the
parking lot when I stopped in my
tracks and stood gawking at one of
our primary natural monwnents. It loomed in
redoubtable.•weatpered repose amid its haH-cirde of students ~d cameras, it wore a Stetson
hat like it knew how, and there was no other
eminence upon the American earth that this
could be but Ansel Adams.
· ·
A singular grizzled grace is our image of the
late and hallowed photographer-environmentalist, and Adams takes his customary workmanlike care to preserve that in these pages.
Posthumously-he passed to history at age 82
in April 1984-the Adams profile still looms
formidably here, from the silver-spoon San
Fr;mcisco child who plagued the household by
asking "Does God go to the toilet?" to the famous photographic craftsman who answered
when asked if he felt- a heightened consciousness at the instant of shutter click, "I practice
Zone, not Zen." But he also tellingly remarks,
"Relatively few really know me, but millions
know the folk hero they think is me." It would
take a confessional barn-burner of a memoir to
change ow: view of Ansel Adams the stalw.art
yet sensitive Sierr3.1Jlafl, and this isn't that.
What Ans~l Adams: An Autobiography does
nicely manage to be-it's a tribute to the
book's quiet but ~autiful balance of design

Ivan Doig is the author of "English Creek," first
in a trilogy of novels about the American West,
and the memoir "This House of Sky."
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. FROM ;;ANSELADAMi ANAUTOBiOGRAPHY;;-

"Moon and Half Dome, Yosemit~ National Park" (1960) by Ansel Adams .

that this works-is a simultaneous family· niftily as they mu~t have Wlcorked at the time,
album-cum-memoir and retrospective of the and he provides numerous ritual bows to famiAdams photographic canon. Not Wlexpectedly, ly, friends; colleagues, patrons. Be prepared
the inimitable ~xactness Adams gave us from for some ancillary Ansel throughout th~se
his camera wasn't duplicable from his word pages. A deep focus sometimes has been delibprocessor. He recoWlts various social occa- erately chosen against. He mentions that his
sio~s and ceremonies which do not ~~tell as · grandfather "built a
-Co~tinued on page 14

. PHOTOGRAPH FROM "'ANSEL ADAMS A,.. AUTOBIOGRAPHY"

"On the Heights, Yosemite National Park, 1927," by Ansel Adams '

.insel Adarils
Continued from page 1

prosperous lumber business." In fuller and more interesting perspective, William J. Adams-was a baron
among early cut-and-run timbermen who took down
the magnificent virgin forests of Puget Sound, once ·
vowing when a competitor outdealt him: "We will get
even as sure as there is a God in Israel." Also, there
probably was more to Ansel Adams' thoughts than is
in here about the rise of pictorial magazines such as
_Life, which proffered to artistic photographers a
mass a~dience previously undreamed-of but then frequently truncated or scrapped the photo essays they
did on assignment. And his (and everybody else's)
role during the Sierra Club's internecine combat in
its David Brower era needs an incisive neutral observer. If we, and Ansel Adams, are lucky in his eventual biographer' a more complicated and compelling
soul may emer~~ from iinder the shadow of that Stet- with lesser-seen ones his classics shine anew here- i
"Monolith, The Face of Half Dome"; "Mount Wil- .
son.
liamson ... from Manzanar"; "Moonrise; Hernandez, ,
EANWHILE, aneGdotes have to sustain New· Mexico"; and that astounding eye-symphony, :
us, and they do. With wonderful amiabil- "Winter Sunrise, the Sierra Nevada, ··from Lone
ity Adams lets Alfred Stieglitz and Pine," with the Sierra peaks whitely sunlit and teased
Georgia O'Keeffe steal the scene when- by cloud tendrils, the dark undulation ' of leftover
ever they show up. Tales are told of dozens of fine night shadowing below them, and below ~hat a si}ecphotographers and other artists-and a hilarious one tral line of trees and the lone tiny grazing horse
which somehow lends resounding magnitude to all
~bout the mobile moguldom of Darryl F. Zanuck.
re in his last public words Adams is permanently else.
"My vision established its own grooye," writes
w 1gry at only a chosen few-fellow photographers
William Mortensen (exponent of allegorical portrai- Adams, "as I know I have been derivative of myself.
ture that Adams deemed "fuzzy-wuzzy") and Edward for fifty years." He indeed seema to have decided
Steichen ("As a friend said, 'He has the ability to early, and I think rightly, that photodom's interpreter
make women cry and he revels in it.' ") ancf Presi- of the Sierra Nevada's magnificence was plenty to tcy
to be in one lifetime. A recent critic tut-tutted
dent Ronald .Reagan, former employer of James Watt.
The Prez may have won a PR moment in 1983 by ac- Adams' trademark exactness in portraying nature"a poet more of light than of personalities." What,
tually sitting down with Adams, the symbolic environmentalist, for 55 minutes, but Adams now gets to aim are we so far gone down the narcissistic path that the
an earful at posterity: "I was negatively hnpressed face of Half Dame counts for less than human physiwith Reagan's failure to discuss or challenge my opin- ognomy? But Audubon, baby, if you ever hope to get
ions at every turn . . . The flow of bilge from the Rea- the cover of "People" you're gonna have to lay off the
gan administration is a blot upon our history of literabirds and whip out some portraits of, well, you know.)
cy."
Ansel Adams caused us to perceive what we should
have known was there, but didn't know h6w to see.
For all his environmental spokesmanship that
Early in these, pages he recalls an instant from boycapped a career of outdoor life, Adams well knew
hood, on a sununer afternoon when h~ was setting
what would give him his own mark in our history.
.
The photographs, the hauntingly luminous photo- the table for supper:
"The persistent fog had lifted and the warm sun
graphs. Here in their half-century panorama, Adams'
streamed into the dining room through the west-facpictures have never spoken better for themselves,
and thus for him. Of this book's 277 illustrations ing windows . . . .The light was unforgettable."
•
Exactly.
some 120 are Adams' nature compositions, ahd along
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English Creek

"Sheer magic ... simply a national treasure7'1··.

I

-USA 'Ibday

Ivan Doig
A tender, lyrical, and forceful evocation of
adolescent awakening
In this affecting novel of Montana in the 1930s, Jick
McCaskill vividly recalls his fourteenth .summer, when his
family was changed and shattered forever. Set in the
isolated Two Medicine country, a region whose stark beauty
is superbly portrayed, Jick's story begins when his idolized
older brother decides to forgo college and become a cowboy. The resulting family conflict shadows all the events of
the summer: the Fourth of July picnic, haying time, an
expedition into the mountains with the seedy ex-ranger
Stanley Meixell. In a stunningly rendered climax, a forest fire
threatens the entire community. Doig's exceptional prose
catches magnificently the flavor and speech of the West in
a warm, finely crafted novel that transcends regional ism in
its treatment of family love and conflict.

r· ENGLISH
CREEK
l~lVDOIG

I

I
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"A marvelous stretch of writing from the heart of the big
sky country, at once an homage and a celebration of a
way of life that is passing"
-Wright Morris
"Doig's sure and lovely prose carries us miles, sustaining
and fulfilling us with its power'.'
-Denver Post
"Here is the real Montana, the real West, through the
eyes of a real writer'.'
-Wallace Stegner
"English Creek, just like Kidnapped, can be read by both
old and young with equal pleasure, fascination and
excitement:'
-Washington Post Book World

Ivan Doig grew up in Montana and worked as a ranch hand
and a newspaperman. His 1978 book, This House of Sky,
was nominated for a National Book Award. He is the author
of The Sea Runners (available from Penguin) and Winter
Brothers. He is at work on the second novel of a trilogy
about the McCaskill family.
Fiction • Trade trim • 339 pp.
0-14-008442-8 • $6.95
• 12-copy counterpack
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Interviews with Northwest
Writers: Ivan Doig
Ivan Doig was born and brought up in rural Montana. His father
was a sheep rancher, and throughout Doig's childhood and adolescence, he lived and worked on ranches. After graduating from
Northwestern University in journalism in 1962, he went on to publish more than 200 magazine articles and, to date, two books of
nonfiction, This House of Sky (1978) and Winter Brothers (1980), as
well as two novels, The Sea Runners (1982) and English Creek (1984).
This interview, the first in a Seattle Review series, was conducted by
student editor Nick O'Connell on December 17, 1984, at Doig's
home in north Seattle.

i.

t :

Interviewer: How did you get started writing?
Doig: I suppose I was going to be a writer of some kind from about
my junior year in high school. My notion was to go away to college
to break out of what seemed to me not a very promising ranch
future in Montana. So I went to Northwestern, specifically to the
school of journalism. I thought at the time I was going to be a
newsman. That idea held through college and through the first
couple of jobs. I began to shift when Carol [Doig] and I were living
in the Midwest, where we were both working on magazines. I
wanted to have more time to think about things. That's when I
thought I would like to beco.m e a journalism teacher. So we came
out here with the notion that I would get a Ph.D. in history and
would know more background to bring to journalism teaching.
Graduate school taught me that I didn't want to be on a university faculty. I was continuing to free-lance magazine pieces even
during graduate school and I began, to my surprise, writing
poetry-which I'd never done before.
Interviewer: Have you ever published it?
Doig: Eight or nine published poems- mostly during the graduate
school years or just afterwards. But I don't have any great facility in
it, that I can see. Once I began This House of Sky, I began working
on what Norman Maclean has called the poetry under the prose-a
somewhat poetic kind of language. That fulfilled whatever urge I
had toward poetry.
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Interviewer: So you could do in fiction writing what. you were
doing in poetry?
Doig: Yes, as I savvy it. I've read and learned a great deal from
Rich ard Hugo's book, The Triggering Town . Looking at the individual vowels an d consonants, the interiors of words, for instance. I
imagine my use of rhythms in some of my prose has a kind of
poetic urge behind it, too.
Interviewer: Did you know Richard Hugo?
Doig: Yes, Carol and I knew Dick and his wife, Ripley, to a point
where we were friends but not close friends. We were around
them six or eight times. We never lived in the same community. He
·was someone of considerable stature by the time I got to know
him. I was just glad he was around, writing as he was about
Montan.a; living that sometimes outrageous life he did. I knew him
during his great spate of creativity when, Christ, every time we
saw Hugo he had a new book of poetry coming out. I got to know
him ,,-ell enough to kid him about that a little bit, and he'd say,
.,, Aw, ·I ''-rote these years ago. They just happened to come out now."
· You 'd look up next and he'd have a mystery novel out.
Interviewer: \ Vas it both his lifestyle and poetry that impressed
you?
Doig: I think it was his commitment to language- his burning
himself and his life up for the sake of his language. This was a guy
doing the job to his fullest. I like writers who pour themselves into
their work.
Interviewer: Was it Hugo's subject matter that caused you to have
an affinity ''ith him?
Doig: It ;..-as more his verve. You got that not only in his poetry,
but being around him and hearing stories about him. There were
more stories about him than any other writer out here. There was a
dimension to Hugo; there was a lot of him (laughs) in every way. I
don't know that we could have stood each other as roommates for
more than twenty-four hours. But he was someone very bracing
and he was very generous to me in his estimation of my work, in
his comments.
Interviewer: As a full-time writer, . what keeps you going? What
about writing is continually demanding?
Doig: It may be because I look on it as a craft that it's perpetually
interesting to me. I've done it as Vdrious phases of craft. At the
newspaper phase I wrote editorials, did a bit of reporting, book
re\iews, editing. I mentioned the poetry, and freelance magazine
pieces are entirely a craft in and unto themselves. Then, trying to
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stretch !he craft toward the areas where it mysteriously starts to be
som~thmg more than craft-art, literature or whatever you want to
call 1t. Above all, I'm interested in the language. Language is the
alpha and omega. I'm working now on this trilogy [English Creek is
the first book of the trilogy] where I'm trying to use the Montana
slang and get at the flow of life, the deep aspects of life as well.
Interviewer: And to get at the deeper aspects of this life, you have
to use the idiom of Montana?
Doig: That's what I'm interested in doing, currently. Having a first
p~rson _narrato~, as each of these three books will, provides me a
d1stancmg device-the way Marlow is in some of Comad's material_. A person is there speaking in ways which I want him to, but
he is not me, and therefore he can say more, in some ways, than I
can: . Becaus~ I'm _inventing him he's going to have new aspects
which I don t particularly have myself. There's a richness to be got
at by having a Montanan narrator speak Montanese.
Interviewer: Did journalism help your later writing?
Doig: Yes, it did help. Much of the course work I had at Northwestern was in what was called radio/television editing. I was
taught by excellent journalistic craftsmen. Among other things,
the.y taught_ me to write for the ear- because that's mostly what
rad10 news is about. They taught me to write bright leads because
you have to attract the listener. No one is being paid to listen to you
or to read your stuff.
. I see ~ne as similar to the way writers used to get their train11:1g. Hem~~gway and O'Hara worked on newspapers. Until the
nse o~ ~ntmg c?urses ~t colleges and universities, that's the way
you did 1t. Both JOurnahsm school and the almost ten years I put in
as a magazine free lance were part of that training. Not always the
most pleasant training, particularly in free-lancing, because of the
financial impossibility involved. But it does teach you to do certain
things with words.
Interviewer: Does there come a point where journalism will hurt
your writing?
Doig:_ If you don't keep pushing the form of whatever you're in,
you ~imply curl up and die away. I don't think it's the genre or
form itself that is necessarily constricting, if you try to reinvent it.
Interviewer: Why did you move to Seattle?
Doig: We came out here largely pushed by the flatness, the lack of
distinction of the Midwest. Both Carol and I were hungry for
mountains and water.
Interviewer: What makes the Northwest distinctive?
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Doig: In a lot of ways, the geography is its ~ttraction. B~t I think
out here-in the Mountain West as well as the Coastal Westyou're around people choosing to live here f~r the sak~ of geographic place, rather than profession or family or social class.
There's a force field attractiveness to that.
.
Interviewer: vVhat are people's reactions to your books, say, Thzs
House of Sky, for instance?
.
.
.
Doig: There's much enthusiasm for Thzs House of Sky, wh1c~ 1s
taught in courses in Montana starting with high school Enghsh,
and then the Montana and western literature courses at colleeyes
and universities. It ranges from that to phone calls ~~d letters~ ve
had from ranch foremen, forest rangers, saying, Godamm1t, I
don't read that many books, but that was sure a good one."
· Interviewer: ·Tuat must be very gratifying.
.
Doig: Yes, it is. Again, when you work at this as a craft, to have it
recognized by the people who know the country, who know what
you're writing about-that is gratifying.
.
.
I trv to run as much of my writing as I can m manuscript past
the ey:s of people of this sort. The payoff on tha~ is, when it finally
gets into print it's been tinkered with, corrected if nece~sary, to.the
point where people are not sending letters all the time saymg,
"God you o-ot that assbackwards."
Inte~ewer~ What's the value of that strict authenticity?
Doig: Well, intrL.91Sic (laughs). It takes on a rightness in itself. I can:t
defend it fi~T1ancially. A lot of writers would not bother to defend it
in terms of the time and energy it takes. But by God, you ought to
do it right, it seems to me. If it does take more ti~e and ener~,
nobodv ever said this was going to be an easy business to ~em.
Some ~f this g0€s back to people I gre': up arom~d. There s1mp2?7
v;as a right ·way to build a haystack or fix a fence, m these peopL s
minds- mY dad among them.
mterview~r: \ \ nat is distinctive about the writing that comes out of
the Northv,;est?
.
,
+
Doig: In terms of living out here, some of the writers I m .aware Oi.
as fellow professionals and craftspeople are Ur~ula LeGum, Frank
Herbert, Tom Robbins, Ernest Gann and certainly Ken Kes~y. Of
those , what I have in common with Robbins and H.erbert is our
journalism background, which is not much _recognized be.cause
now our writing and the topics we work on go m three very diverse
directions. But all three of us paid our dues. All three of us a:e
fairlv productiw \.vriters, fairly regular writers. And Ursula LeGum
robably nroduces more than any of us. So, there are a number of
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us out here who have the right work habits. We hole up and do our
work.
Interviewer: Do you feel your writing grows out of a certain tradition?
Doig: Not literarily. Socially and culturally, I'm aware of being part
of a lineage, a family tree of western writers, because I have read
and know of Wallace Stegner and Mari Sandoz and Hamlin Garland. They are people whose growing up was somewhat along the
lines of mine-on ranches, farms, homesteads. People who came
out of rural places to be writers. A.B. Guthrie is also in that family
tree . He was around as an example when I was a kid that a Montanan could, indeed, grow up to write famous books.
The western tree continues in my own generation- Jim Welch,
Bill Kittredge, and Mary Clearman Blew, up in Havre, Montana.
Norman Maclean is kind of an honorary member of our generation, even though he's thirty-five years older, because he began
publishing about the same time we did.
I'm aware of being a part of these people, because some of
them are· friends and people I admire for how they've made their
way in life. But professionally, I don't compare my work to other
regional writers. Or anybody, for that matter.
Interviewer: Where does your writing fit within the scheme of
western writing?
Doig: What seems to me most distinctive about what I'm trying to
do is an interest in working people in the American West. Currently, in this trilogy, · my interest is in using working language of
the area, trying to find a style within it for these three Montana
novels.
Interviewer: Because this hasn't been done before?
Doig: Well, I don't know and I don't much care if it's been done by
other people. Again, I feel it's worth doing in its own right. You
don't use up a literary topic by writing about it once. Who's going
to write better about the sea than Joseph Conrad? And yet there are
other sea stories to write. There have been endless coming-of-age
stories-none of which bothered me one bit in writing 340 pages
about a fourteen-year old, Jick, in English Creek. His coming of age
was unique to me.
But I don't think you have to forever be searching for the topics
that haven't been done. If the story is coming out through you,
then it hasn't been done. I don't think there need to be new literary
fashions and topics constantly. When they are done, that's fine,
but they shouldn't be done just for their own sake. If you're going
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to do them , do them right, as Garcia Marquez has or Var_gas Llosa
or Russell Hoban in Riddley Walker.

Interviewer: When you first started publishing books, why did
you choose to write a memoir about your growing up, rather than a
novel?
Doig: I'm quite literal minded, and a memoir seemed to be the best
way to tell the story, and so I didn't see why it shouldn't be done
that way.
Interviewer: Do you think your writing is moving away from personal experience and history? Are you moving toward writing
solely fiction?
Doig: \Veil, the project of the '80s is this fiction trilogy. That's as far
as I can say.. When I'm done with that-the third book is to appear
in 1989-I don't know whether I'll be tired of writing fictionfor a
while or whether I11 have new stories, new angles and roads I'll
want to take. Fiction in these past two books has been a liberating
and exhilarating phase for me . You're no longer bound to the fact
of the people you're writing about. You're free to make up the
book's population. I still feel bound by the authenticity within
which they live, but the people themselves are a liberation.
Interviewer: Are there things that you can accomplish in fiction
that vou can't in non-fiction?
Doig: There are things that I wouldn't know how to get at in nonfiction. The circumstances would have to present themselves in
non-fiction fo r me to equal it, and that's not too likely to happen. In
writing fiction about the Depression generation in English Creek, or
now the homestead generation as I'm starting the next book- there
are scenes I feel I can get at that I couldn't otherwise, simply
because the people are no longer alive, or I can't see the actualities.
So I create the actualities. I've been working on the opening scene
of my two young Scotchmen on a dock on the River Clyde, getting
ready to come to America. I can't see them, back there a hundred
years ago . I've seen the dock, I've seen the River Clyde, I've seen
the town these guys come from - I've seen a lot but I have not and
cannot see these two actual guys. So the way to see them, therefore , is fiction.
Interviewer: So fiction fills in what you can't discover otherwise?
Doig: Yeah, and as it fills in it takes its own forms. It pushes the
bounds of actuality. It's a hot, molten mass. It moves the form of
the writing around to new patterns. You find your fictional people
getting into predicaments, having troubles, having good times,
,,·hich maybe people do and maybe they don't in actuality.

Interviewer: But the f t'
IC IOn must still be authentic, that it could
oig: Yes, so far my w .t.
be1·ieve you have 'to b
n ing
. "cou Id h ave happened " I d ,
·
e goosmg th
d
.
·
on t
pnses all the time th
.
e rea er with outland ' h
Ji
, e notion that f t.
is surere, comes .an axe murderer! Huht IC i,on hast? be hyped up-Ho!
~er~s the kzller comet from outer s~a~~r~~ a .Ru~sz~n submarine! Jesus!
oo "':hat happens to people as th~
e is VIVId enough in itself.
ibo'7 s got a story, everybody's
Jo through their years. Evee:e s a lot of intrinsic drama a~
r~ma,. good times and bad
havmg artificial sweetener in pl t .d ~ thmk It cheapens fiction b;
0
Interviewer· Wh d 1.d
m it all the time.
h
·
Y
you base Th s R
rat. er than making it up out of th~ ea. unners on an actual event
Doig· It d'd ,
In arr?
,
•
I n t occur to me I had 1.
to fourteen years, I've be~n al IVed out here at that time twelve
~hought at various times of tryi~ng the. coast as a hiker and had
It never dawned on me that g ~o wnte something about it but
made that particular voyage byany ody could have, would have
I
.
canoe.
,
turned to fiction in The S
;;,a~. to )do it as non-fiction. So i~~!~:~e;~ be~ause I didn't see any
h r icu ar story was to take the h. t . e t e best way to do that
appened - and base fiction on it ~ o~1cal ~er~el - the fact that it
by and large.
· Y imagination works off facts
,
Interviewer: Is that
Doig: Well
ld byour newspaper training?
' cou
e Could b
11;_;ckground. It's simpiy there a~d~~/e~s of Scotchmen in my
e, and I try to work with it 0
w at propels me through
game to do something imagin~tiv~c~ I d~ ~a~e a fact, I'm perfectly
But apparently I need that seed f fom it if I m working on fiction.
In~ ·
o act
. :1""1ewer: In Winter Brothers
.
d1anes of James Swan D
, you quoted extensively from th
Swan?
. oes your own writing build o
.
. e
.
n wnters like
Doig: In that they are the e
~~r~elves, yes, they're utteJ;:n::~:~~s i~to a time we can't reach
ianes to be so good so deft
.
e. wan would prove in his
and admiration and , a rem. ~ wnter that I would find a kinshi
something I would like to d~~n e~· to. my~elf, "Okay, he is doin~
come just out of the words wh tis s1tuat~on." Sometimes it might
maybe it's the direction m , wri~ ever their topic might be. But Ilook on people like Faulk:er as t~g has t~ken in fiction - I tend to
Interviewer· Libe t
.
e real liberators.
.
ra ors m what sense?

~a~e happened?

aor

I
I

I
I
I

t

I

I
r

i
f

I

Ivan Doig

35

said the pace was entire! a
.
acters. Did you design ti{ ppropn~te for the period and the charwas during that time? e pace sot at it would reflect the way life

Doig: Through their particular obsessions in language, obsessions
in their work, they have shown us what is possible and make our
own obsessions a bit easier. Faulkner has shown us that you can
live in backv.,rater Mississippi and be great. Maybe your neighbors
didn't even know it and maybe if they did know it they were
against it. That didn't matter. You could still be great.
To see greatness in writing come out of a guy like Faulkner,
that's exciting to somebody trying to work with words. You don't
have to be striving to be great-I don't mean anything that
extreme- but just to see how proficient a guy like that could be in
his circumstaIKes. That's a wonderful example for a writer.
Interviewer: In writing This House of Sky, did you need several
years to get an emo.tional distance from the story?
Doig: It took me quite a while to accumulate the emotional ingredients of This House of Sky, to get the material brought out of memory
and taken back to Montana and expanded or verified by talking to
other people and seeing the places where things actually took
place. The . work .on the prose, of trying to make each sentence
carry its weight, took two-and-a-half years at the typewriter.
Interviewer: Did the book flow out of you or was it painful to

h
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Doig: It did not flow, but none of my writing flows (laughs). It
comes out a word at a time and a sentence at a time. Because of the
way I work, carving away at this craft of mine, that's simply the
way things happen. I don't feel I was emotionally blocked, no. It
was simply a matter of needing the time to work on the language,
and find the stuff and think about it. The old-fangled philosophy
of taking some time to think produced a lot of that book.
Interviewer~ What about the Montana landscape inspires you to
·write so movingly about it?
Ooig: You.can't be around that landscape without itbeing on your
inLnd. The weather governed our lives on the ranch, often determined whether the entire year was a success or not. Our lives
turned on the weather, in combination with the landscape . This
carries over into my writing.
Interviewer: So in a way you're still working the landscape like
vour dad was?
Doig: An even smaller patch of it than he was. I work on these
small sheets of paper, still trying to make a living out of the land-
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Interviewer: One of the reviewers of English Creek criticized the
book as slow-moving while another reviewer contradicted this and
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at the energy of the nineteenth-century American
women who chronicled
their cross-country (or
cross-wilderness) journeys
in wagon trains to the Far
West-their days might
begin with fighting off
Indians, rounding up animals, and getting breakfast
(if there was any food), but
they still had the strength
to pick up their diaries.
When I was a youngster, my ambition was to be
just like all the other little
girls I knew, and I was in
"Did anyone ever tell you that you look like the Concorde?"
my teens before I realized
that my goal was impossi•
•
ble. One day, unguardedly
but quite seriously, I objected to a often they are more candid than they
"chafed into lace at heel and toe,''
friend's proposal for an excursion, know-Mr. Mallon offers us a
Life Savers "tasting of the scented
"But Thursday is blunt." My friend glimpse of human possibility we could
depths" of a gloomy mother's purse
demurred. "No, it isn't. Thursday is get no other way. The value of diaries
-suggest a tenderness, or at least a
spongy." We amazed each other. Nei- -and especially of this book about
soreness, in low and private places,
ther had imagined the other, since diaries-is that each unique statement
and go far to explain why this book
each of us could perceive the world reminds us that every one of us is filled
has won the Flannery O'Connor
only her own way-the one shaped, with an unguessable quiddity. One
A ward for short fiction.
the other textured-and each thought might say that diaries teach us that the ENGLISH CREEK, by I van Doig ( Aththat how she saw was. Our own indi- most orthodox believer is a heretic, the
eneum; $15.95). John Angus (Jick)
viduality often prevents us from sus- most socially adept person an .eccenMcCaskill looks back to the summer
pecting others' individuality. It seems tric, because of his inescapable, insupof 1939, when he was going on
to me that the unimaginableness of pressible, original self. Mr. Mallon's
fifteen in the little ranching comothers is worsened by the official and book impels us to look at our peers
munity of English Creek, in the
practical classifications to which we with anticipation. Each of us is a surmountain country of northern Monare all subjected nowadays and which prise for everyone else.
tana. His father is the forest ranger
often pretend to define us. Twentieth-NAOMI BLIVEN
(and a dedicated one) for that
century women who are dancers in
region; his mother is sharp of
New York City might conceivably
tongue and stout of heart; his eighBl\IEFLY NOTED
constitute a small common market for
teen-year-old brother Alec has (to
FICTION
direct-mail solicitation, but such a
his parents' consternation) decided
commercial sorting does not tell us, as How FAR SHE WENT, by Mary Hood
against college in favor of a local
their diaries do, that Martha Graham
(University of Georgia; $13.95).
girl and a cowboy job. Jick's sumand Toni Bentley are very different"Melodies low and private as lulmer includes a lamb-counting jaunt
and that neither resembles another
laby": these are what the country
with his father, a Fourth of July
girl of "A Country Girl" sings, and
member of Mr. Mallon's corps de balrodeo and square dance, a month of
let, Nijinsky. Perhaps Mr. Mallon's
are a fair description of Mary
haying, and a big forest fire, and he
most conclusive demonstration of our
recalls these events and his musings
Hood's writing at its best. The nine
mutual opaqueness is a pair of travel
on them in the leisurely drawl and
stories' settings, all Southern and
smaller-than-small-town, tend to be
diaries kept by two old friends, C. L.
jocular idiom of that time and place
Dodgson (Lewis Carroll) and Henry
low and private places, enveloped in
("as tidy as spats on a rooster"). Mr.
Parry Liddon, who crossed Europe
"the Nu-Grape scent of kudzu" Doig is himself a native Montanan.
places where women keep one ear
The English Creek country he
and visited Russia toget~er. Their
cocked for the roar of a young
writes about is only partly fictional,
itineraries agree, but otherwise the
journals reflect two different experiand most of his fictional events-esman's motorcycle or the drone of
ences and two different valuations of
an old man's car, and where crows
pecially his old-timers' tales-have
experience; Liddon, for example, was
call "Mom! Mom!" and jays cry
a basis in the history of that region.
Local history is, in fact, a character"Thief!" "His brick-red wake stood
impressed enough to tell his diary that
istic of most contemporary Western
tall as a two-story house,'' Mary
Dodgson was moved to tears by the
fiction. There are few surprises here
Hood writes of a hasty outsider, and
beauty of Cologne C~thedral, but
-of character or scene or observaDodgson didn't tell his diary that he
the contemptuous words, satisfying
wept.
'
to pronounce, linger in the air like
tion. There is, however, a pervasive
the clay his car has stirred up.
warmth, a gentleness, an affection
By bringing together so many difor those long-distant Depression
Other precise phrases-old socks
verse people at their most candid-

years and tne toughnes s , the innocence, and the sense of communi·
ty that they shaped .
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rae misadventures of a particularly engag-

ro trying to make son:.e money growing
em California. It is not just the situations
" here, but also the use of language, the
m vocabulary-at once rich and hip in a
fit Boyle brings to bear. There is a delitn the story, and yet, aJso, plenty of belly~.now how he did it
·
•

fR UMBACH:
>ribach i.s the author of ''The Ladies" and
-

~ic. '')

.

.

all issued · fu handsomely designed, uniform volumes,
botind in black doth with gold stamping, the type generous-sized and most readable, perhaps because the original plates were used, and so, for me, a pleasure to read.
My favorite among them is ·still A Handful of Dust,
the supreme satire on English gentry, marriage and-infidelity, boredom and country-squire satisfactions. I~ ends ·
with one of the most ironic scenes in English fiction: the
hero, a bored English aristocrat, Tony Last, lost in the
Brazilian jungle, is fated to be, for the rest of his life, a
captive of Mr. Todd, an illiterate haH-breed to whom he
must read, over and and over again the novels of Charles
Dickens. It is not for nothing that Edmund Wilson called
Waugh "the only first-rate _comic genius that has appeared in England since :Bernard Shaw." I deem any
reader lucky who comes upon these volumes for the first
time.
•

lir1g I read in 1985 seems especially ~
of course, \\"'ho knovos for certain what
ertently remember in 2000 of this year's
1what our grandchildren will celebrate that
,ored? There was something for me, howROGER G. KENNEDY: reread ~d enjoyed greatly were Evelyn
(Roger G. Kennedy is director of the Smithsonian lnsti- .
k: novels some of v.iricb I first read in 1939
tution's National Museum o{American History.)
/ ·
m my busband-+o-i....i....e pointed them out to
helves of Cornell L .7.-ersity Library. ·In
rrown did the AmertCC:!l reading public an - FUNCTIONAL ILLITERACY marches on. Sedentary
·viewers degenerate into televegetables. Paper-bound
ior by rei~-uing the sc---;en satiric, funny,
literary junk food found at airports turns even travel into
early Waugh boo~s: .-1 Handful of Dust,
More _Flags (l ~'.?); Black Mischief _torpor. But there is still writing to be found which qoes,
indeed, induce an a1t~red state, altered from passive
Bodies (1930; ~ f>..:cb-.e and Fall (1928);
reading into active reading.
-Continued on page 5 and The lo'ved Cme (1948). These were
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Continued from page 4

Take, for instance, Ivan Doig's Winter Brothers (1980).
_ Doig, the quirky bard of Puget Sound;.will not permit you to
be a mere consumer of prose. He beguiles you into joining a
conversation between himself and James Gilchrest Swan.and
then . . . Swan may have taken his last drink at the age of
82, in 1900, but he is so present for Doig, who holds dis- -·course with his Diaries, that they a~end your every daytime
reading, and crowd into your bed at night. They don't merely
come to you: they force you to go with them, for Doig invokes specific places better than anyone living except maybe ·
Wendell Berry, almost as well as Turgenev. And he sets an
active example: he wants us up and reading, up and thin.king,
up and writing. Do you know an unpublished memoirist who
is spoiling for a conversation?
a

JIM LEHRER:
(Jim Lehrer is the co-anchor of public television's "Mac- ·
Neil-Lehrer Report.'')
MARGUERITE DURAS' The Lover is physically a mere pittance of a novel. But its 117 small, spare pages tell a .giant
story of a young French girl's affair with an older Chinese
man in pre-war Vietnam. It is
~. ~ sto::y. told with sentences
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peaks of postcard fame may contain jct air·
growing up in Montana at tlw end of the
craft and artillery deep within their bowels.
Great Depression.
And who knows what that Heidi over there,
Doig's narrator is a fourt cen-ye;1r-old hoy,
picturesque among the goats, is .secreting
younger soi1 of the ranger in ch:ugc of the
includes etymology, range (with excellent
among the folds of her pcnsant dress? Mili Two Medicine National Forest, ;ind the hov
111aps),hahirn1, life history, and food sources
'tary huffs will he diarmc:d.
,
undo11htcdly co nrai11'> rw srn :tll lllt'.1 s 111·t· <;f
(necrar and host plants)·- n particularly vali.1 Switzerland's mountain crags represent at
Doig him self, who grew up in north ern Mon ahlc information source for the "butter fly
oncc its agricultural livelihood and its de - · ta11:1 where th e fi ction al English Creek dr:1ins
~:1rd1 : 1wr" who wishes 1·0 :II t r:11,:1 <.'l'rtai11 spc ·
fcnsc. And over th e cc111 uries the Swiss have
the easlct'll slope of the f{ock ics . The wlwl c of
cics. As hihliophilc and nat11rnli st, I fo1111d it
arrived ill the subtle halanrc with 11111.urc, one
English C ral~ tak es· pl ace ov<.' r one '> lllllm cr-.
'r d 1 111ajor gap i11111y lihrnry and irn:nn1s1:d
that allows them to use their limited resources
as Jick- rhe rale -tell er-warcht:<> his f,m1il~·
... y ability to find hard information on butwithout abusing them .. "1'he Swiss have not
rasslc with problems of an older hrothcr defy ~
tcrfl ics.
embarrassed their terrain," McPhee notes. . ing his parents' wish that he start college in ,
This is the unstated message of his story.
the fall, follows his dad on a sheep -counting . , .
jack DeForest, a free-lance. writer, · has a
· As McPhee hµffs up an Alpine road with
· trip up into the high country, and attends the
productive "butterfly plot" on his Fairfax
annual Fourth of July picnic. But in this delithe joking men of the patrol, they all stop
County, Virginia, homestead.
dead in their .tracks. Before them is an
ciou,s book it's the telling, rather than the tale,
astounding sight: litter!~a paper cup and Cl . that counts;
Doig ha~ an. absolutely masterful way with
plastic bag. A soldier scratches his head. "Are ·
we still in Switzerland?" he asks. .
language and dialog, ·a nd he has no compuncMcPhee's latest is more than an eccentric
tion ·at all about inventing euphonious.words
.when the language doesn't already contair'.departure from the already unpredictable trajectory of his writing. Someday, a Ph.D canone that suits his purpose. YOu won't find it in
didate .will do a dissertation ori McPhee and
the dictionary, bu(" he was spraddled on tc>p
of a boulder" is as clear as the Montana sky.
· discover that, for all the apparent quirkiness
By John McPhee
of their subjects, his volumes are of one cloth.
Likewise, a "shamblv" walk mav not earn
Jj. . .'" :b·.~. a .¥M@MZ\kl\netifl&ti~ ' H~P fifSY?-\iCOFR, . fi*s@'ISe 6f1
WhffiJP4@??,™ PfihSCP.*fftjM 511 Eflgtl§H ·re~·~~
·
You Are, gives the hint. Whether McPhee is
think of.something better.
musing on New Jer:sey's Pine Barrens or hobAnd his feel for the counrrv is \o\'eh- to
· .nobbing with homesteaders in Alaska, he is · · b~hold. "Of al.I of the numb~r of · mat ters
about the 1\~o country th at I never have :ior
concerned with how well people ha~e ad~
justed to their environment. The real story'
will be able to savvv-one life is not nearh·
behind his excursions with the Swiss Ar~y is
.enough to do so-~ main one-. is why in ~
of a people exquisitely adjusted to natural
landscape with · hills and buttes a nd
circumstances..
.benchlands everywhere a person is so seldom
sheltered from the everlasting damn wind. I
m~an, having the . wind of the Two· fore\'et
trying to blow harmonica.tunes through your .
rib c~ge just naturally wears on the nerves."
; Horses, too, have starring. roles, as one
.. might expect in a Montana book, and Doig
Ivan Doig
obviouslv knows his \\'a\' around them: "I
lectured .Bubbles
the n~cessit\' of standing
New York, Farrar, Straus, Giroux
. still so that I could retie his packs into place'. I
· 19~4, $12.95, 150 pages
might as well have saved my breath. Even on .
Reviewed by Peter Wild
· level ground, contriving a forty-foot bsh
·.. rope into a diamond hitch means going end"Mooo, Mooo" call out the customers in. a
restaurant high above the · Rhone River. .
lessl y back and forth around the pack horse
. . ' .. .
to do the loops and lashes and knots, .;ltld on a
They're. providing a little authentic back-·
mo·unrainside with Bubbles fidgeting ;111d
groun~ noise for three soldi.ers radioing back
· to headquarters. On its 'annual exercises, th~ ·
twitching every which way, the iZ)b
like
· trying to weave eels."
patrol is supposed to be struggling up the
·.There's verv lfrtle in the \\'a\· of sermonizSwiss Alps among the cows and goats, reporting. in Englisi~. Creek, but wii.u rhere is ·is
ing on the advance of the "enemy." Before .
· appropriate and telling. One theme th ;1t rethem the fondue blazes. The leader turns his
· walkie-talkie upside down and stirs the ' .·
'curs a few times, handled gentlv but firmlv h"'
' the autho~. is the rr;1ged~ of ~mall r;mcher.s
cheese with the antenna.
.
.· being swallowed up l~y o'ne big octopus of a
Dutifully, tag-a-long Johti McPhee records
the scene:·The whimsical McPhee keeps popranch and the imiio\'erishment of the la11d
New York, Atheneum, _
ping out of the most unexpected places':
and the people.who li\'e there. Doig zings this
1984,340 pages, $15.95~
mess;1ge home through a 111 ;1g nificent ;rnd
birch bark canoes, oranges, basketball courts.
. Revie.wed by Tom Turner ·
And now it's the Swiss Army. It consists alunexpected speech fmin Jick's acid-tongued
If the Talking Books crowd ever dec.id~s to
most .entirely of civilians who keep assault
mama delivered •lr the pic;1ic on the Fourth, ·
rifles in their homes, prepared to rush out and · record a version of E11glis/J Creek, they simply
where the . miscreaqts in question had to sit
devastate any ir1vader of their idyllic moun- · must hire G~rrison Keillor to do the narra-. · . still ai1d take it politely. It comes and goes in a
- trice, but it sticks with rnu. like the memor\'
tain state. Despite their weakness for wine ' tion.
Keillor, of cmirse, is the host of "A Prairie
of a p;~rticubrly hot pepper.
··
and fondue;McPhee lays odds on the neutral
Home Companion'; on .National Public RaSwiss. "If Pearl Harbo'r had somehow been in
For some reason I keep coming b;lCk to
dio and, incidenrallv, ~1 writerof rn) n1ean skill
· Switzerland, a great deal of Japanese alumifood analogies in trying to. dt;scrihe E11glish
himself. But what l;m thinkii1g of is Keillor\ :. · 'Creek, perhaps because so little acrually h;1pnum would be scattered all over the Alps," he
ips.
· ·
slow, rich, light, and witty st<\ry~telling . th;~L . pe1is, the way things luppen in thrillers. This
takes up the interstices between songs on the , . is a sloVl~er feast, to he savoured morsel b,·
For the quaint farmhouse that · tourists
radio show. His de! ivery is a perfect comp le- · · morsel, line hv ·line. And, best of ;1ll it's th~
click their shutters at may well house a cluster
. ment to Ivan .Doig's slo~~ rid1, warm ,tale of · fi~st in a proj~cted trili)gy. I c;111't w;1it .
of :surface-to-air inissiles. The snowcapped
knowlc<.l~l: "

report and should be .
welcomed by all LcfJidofJlera enthusiasts.
The format for the 250 Spcdes At:.t:otmts
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not long after that shift in juridical status, however,
that responsibility for the Rocky Mountain Mission
and a stepchild, the California Mission, was assigned
to the Italian Province of Turin. In 1909, no longer
dependent on Europe for manpower or resources, the
former missions, now united, with a Provincial
Superior directly responsible to Father General,
became a single Province of California; in a sense the
stepchild had become the parent: Finally, in February
1932, "Oregon," comprising the geographical territory of Old Oregon and western Alaska, became an
independent province. Hence the subtitle of this work
and its occasion: a year of jubilee celebrating a half
century of independent status.
On March 2 7 , 1840, Peter John De Smet left St.
Louis to ke ep his promise made to the Flatheads to

English Creek
and Western Historical Fiction
by William Bevis
University of Montana, Missoula
Ivan Doig's English Creek is one of a number of
recent and excellent "historical fictions" set in
Montana, from Maclean's A River Runs Through It to
the national bestseller on Custer by Evan S. Connell,
Son of the Morning Star, to Jim Welch's novel-inprogress on the Blackfeet in 1870. The "documentary
novel" of the sixties (such as Truman Capote's In Cold
Blood) seems lo be sliding back into time, into earlier
and earlier "fictions" that stake some claim to
historical truth. But what is "historical fiction"?
All good fiction, good authors have believed, could
"really" have happened-Ivanhoe's honor, Frankenstein's ambition-the question is what is real. The
answer, to us, seems to be event: as historians,
Americans are materialists. No matter how important
the "history of ideas," or of values, or of consciousness, we begin always with what happened that could
be perceived by the senses at a certain time and place.
Laws pass, the railroad comes, the drought comes,
people pass: our history is a vast conflation of
"Births," "Marriages," and "Deaths" complete with
names and dates . When we say "historical fiction"
in Montana in 1985, we mean that the events in the
novel could well have happened in that time and
place and, therefore, the book is as good as real.
Now the relationship of imaginative writing to
such an "eventful" reality is always going to be
paradoxical; the serious writer has often turned to
fiction precisely because he has not found the truth
in the records and needs to invent a story which could
have happened or which gets at the reality behind the
events:
All visible objects, man, are but as pasteboard
masks .... If man will strike, strike through the
mask!
76

join them at the Green River rendezvous. He traveled
with the Flathead delegation, entering the region of
present-day Montana. The following year he returned
with five other Jesuits , and the first of the Jesuit mission stations in the Pacific Northwest , St. Mary's, was
established in the Bitterroot Valley. Jesuit presence
would spread from that early center. Today there are
some four hundred Jesuits in the territory that was Old
Oregon and Alaska. But a small percentage of that
number, and those mostly in Alaska, are working
directly with native peoples. Part of Father
Schoenberg 's story is an account of an early and continuous deflection from that basic purpose for Jesuit
pathways into the Northwest.
The earlier part of this saga has been told before,
but it is retold here with definite verve. The continuThat is Ahab in Melville's Moby Dick, one of our more
preposterous fictions , but symbolically true , perhaps ,
to the "story" of American self-reliance leading to
disaster. When the Greek historian Herodotus wrote
his "istoria," he thought of "story" as narrative, not
as a list of births and deaths, not as event, and he
probably did not consider the credibility and accuracy
of his sources more important than the "light" shed
by the story on what it was like to live at a certain
time and place.
In his first book , This House of Sky, Ivan Doig
proved himself a master of historical narrative in
roughly the tradition of Herodotus and the documentary novelists. The events in that book are true, and
the true events are balanced against a style
impressively imaginative. The result is that both
poles , event and consciousness, fact and passion,
what happened and what it felt like to have it happen,
were touched and touched well.
In his most recent book, English Creek, Doig has
returned to central Montana as his setting and has
attempted historical fiction on a scale much more
ambitous than that of his previous novel set in Alaska,
Sea-Runners. Out of the three possibilities of historical
fiction-narrative story (Herodotus), symbolic story
(Melville), and "it could have happened" documentary, Doig is closest in English Creek to the third.
English Creek places minimal emphasis on advancing
a narrative, and very little story behind the story is
intended (in contrast to Maclean's A River Runs
Through It, which develops a formal theology of
fishing, in order to save Paul). In English Creek,
instead , there is a wealth of surface detail true to
scene , and thus Doig writes in some ways the purest
of historical fiction, fiction verging on data before it
has been digested to narrative or history.
I find the effect of such a book, crammed with the
names , events, and speech of a time and place,
intriguing. "Such a book": I have trouble naming
another like it. The story of Jick's coming of age in
pre-World War II Valier ("English Creek") is
deliberately told with so much realistic detail , and so

ing story of Jesuit presence in the Northwest is much
less known in particulars and is chronicled here by
someone intimate with the sources. For years Father
Schoenberg has garnered and guarded these materials
in his role as Oregon Province archivist.
This is a big book and the sheer range and bulk of
incident, anecdote, and personality provide some difficulties for the general reader who attempts to follow
along the pathways . Unfortunate is Father Schoenberg's choice to follow a schema of strict chronology
rather than some kind of tepical or geographical
organization. A set of scaled and detailed maps might
have helped the reader get his footing at times . (The
two maps in the volume are mere caricatures and
useless.)
More serious difficulties beset the way of the

serious historian. This is a book in such a hurry that
it does not take time out to ask itself many questions.
If there is a thread of historical patterning beside the
thread of chronology in the volume , it is the less than
satisfying concept of Christian progress. Not that the
dreams and the triumphs are the only story here. Indeed, there is much space given to disheartening trials
and failures. But, finally, the present, the end point
of the story , is but the product of a kind of felicitous
interplay of Divine Providence and human personalities.
This is not meant to belittle the contribution Father
Schoenberg has made. Pathways to the Northwest is
obviously a work of dedicated research , of energy, and
of love. There is a vein uncovered here and ore that
I hope others will mine.

little story or symbolism , that the book becomes an
immense chat, a folk history. a wandering monologue
over the back fence on th e life and times of English
Creek. This chattiness reflects the mind of the
narrator, Jick:
Sometimes I think ifl endure in life long enough
to get senile nobody will be able to tell the
difference , given how my mind has always
drifted anyway.
The resulting pile-up of detail , the sheer weight of th e
gossip finally creates its own impressive realism , its
own illusion of reality. That reality may be slightly
nostalgic, but then the narrator is remembering when
he was fifteen, and we tend to remember our own
innocence as the world 's.

The "data" of event, from places and jobs to dress
and speech, is certainly accurate in English Creek .
Doig works very carefully , and the integrity of the
book and of the narrator is a large part of its appeal.
There is something being loved here , by both Jick and
Doig, although one can't easily say what it is. The
pick-up firefighters, for instance, are from "the bars
and flophouses of Clore Street in Helena and Trent
Avenue in Spokane and First Avenue South in Great
Falls." That information is the result of six or eight
let ters from Doig to various sources determining just
where the Forest Service got its men. More impressively, Butte and Missoula were omitted because Doig
co uld not pinpoint for certain the particular streets
where hiring was done. He refused to generalize and
name the probable hiring places of those towns. In
such an instance, what is loved may be only scholarship, important insofar as it contributes to a reader's
trust; but Doig 's fidelity to common speech and local
dialect holds a mirror to the most spontaneous expression of his people (real and imagined) and, as in This
House of Sky, moves us closer to their dry wit, their
sly counters of wind and winter and fate. For me,
then , the book has three threads beyond the obvious
"story" of Jick: one is its barrage of detail, its events
of time, place , and speech; another is its slow, chatty,
wandering pace; and the third is its immense love of
language, from the dialect of its characters to the often
elegant prose of its author.
l assume that the readers of this review are familiar
with Doig 's work and setting, and I imagine that most
plan to read English Creek. Certainly Doig is a firstrate writer, and we all await with pleasure the
perspective on Montana culture that will emerge from
the finished trilogy , spanning the century from 1889
to 1989 . As an eloquent, ambitious overview of
Montana's history, Doig 's trilogy will join Guthrie's
epic sestet; and as an experiment in literature, this
''historical fiction" is radically thorough , bold, and
interesting.

In the last ten years, post-modern artists (especially
visual artists and dancers) have expe rimented with
overloading the senses, thrmving at the audience more
than it can absorb while not offering a standard story
or message that the audience ca n hang on to. They
bury us with detail and deny us any easy conventions.
Although Ivan Doig would be the last to claim any
avant-garde status for himself or his work, I think he
may be experimenting in English Creek with such a
form , at the edge between novel or narrative or fiction
on the one hand-those organized understandingsand a chaos of data on the other. So Doig has
deliberately chosen a form that uses minimal story by
modern standards , although it contains several good
yarns; that uses minimal symbolism or suggestion,
although the way World War II interrupts the book
subordinates all local conflict lo a fate more pervasive;
a form that reflects not only some probable material
even ts of Valier in the thirties but seems to reflect also
the pace , the chatty , leisurel y, neighborly pace of
those events.
The unity in such a work is provided by its style.
The book's wandering pace is its style . We are inside
Jick's sensitive, observant, confused head, ourselves
trying to write the story he can't understand, out of
the wealth of human fra gments he gives us.

1~· 11 g /i s h

CreP.k by Ivan Doig was published in 1984 by Atheneum
Press. New York.
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·.)oig's books celebrate
people who matter, .like
sheepme" and foresters
By JIM KERSHNER
Rave Editor

I

f you haven't read anything by Ivan
Doig, you haven't read the best contemporary literature about the Northwest.
Doig, of Seattle, has written three successful books, all taking place in the northwestern quadrant of the U.S. Now, he is about to
release a fourth. As he told a crowd Tuesay
at the Kent Friends of the Library meeting,
"I am at the nervous stage for an author. I
am about to have a book."
The book is called English Creek, and it's
.about a boy growing up in Montana during
the Great Depression. It should be in bookstores within a few weeks.
Doig read some excerpts from English
Creek, and judging from the crowd's enthusiastic reaction, tile new book will be
•~ ed by those who loved Doig's most popubook, This House of Sky. English Creek is
t'unny, affectionate, and canny into th ~ ways
of 14-year-old boys. As in all of Doig's
writing, he uses words so effectively that
you can smell the lodgepole pine; see the
clouds decorating the edges of the Big Sky;
and hear the creak of leather on a pack
saddle. He's an author who can skin a sheep
and turn it into prose poetry.
He's also an author who chooses to celebrate people who normally couldn't even get
their names in the paper except when they
die.
"I'm sick and tired of books being written
about disgraced politicians, washed-up athletes, and movie stars," said Doig. "If you've
done something interesting, like herding
sheep, you can't be in a book."
Doig's strength - some would say his
genius - is his dead-perfect ability to render the conversational style of the northern
Rockies. Westerners use conversation as
kind of whimsical play, making little
Twain-like jokes out of the most mundane
statemerits. In English Creek, a forest ranger doesn't merely offer someone some
peaches. He says: "Do you want some
peaches? There are still a few in here we
haven't stabbed dead yet."
A man in the audience on Tuesday said,
"I've tried to write my own recollections of
my growing up, and they came out dull and
pedestrian. Yours come alive. Can you tell
now you do it?"
uoig said that he has taped hours of
conversations with his relatives, with
sheepherders, with forest rangers, with
cowboys. He studies the way they talk. He
also keeps note cards with words; phrases,
and ideas. But mostly, as a man who grew up
in the towns and sheep ranches near
Dupuyer and White Sulphur Springs, the
dialogue is simply a part of him.

'Do you want some peaches?
There are still a few in here we
haven't stabbed dead yet.'
A character from 'English Creek'
"A lot of it comes straight ft:om my father,
I'm sure," said Doig. "Once I was writing a
piece in which a character says, 'How muc,h
longer?' and I wanted to say 'We're about
done.' I looked down at my typewriter, and I
had written, 'We've pretty close to got it."'
Here are some other words and phrases
from a short excerpt of English Creek:
• "The bread was dry enough to strike a
match on."
• "The conversation was mysteriously
kinked." .
• "His face had a lot of routes of squint
wrinkles." ·
• "I've always thought the two commonest afflictions of Montana - probably
everywhere, but I haven't been everywhere
- are drink and orneriness."
• "It danced off Canada Dan like a berry
off a buffalo."
• "He laughed a little now, in what I
considered an egg-sucking way."
• (After skinning some sheep, and then
sitting down to mutton dinner) "The report
came into my mind that I had just been
elbow deep in dead sheep, and now I was
expected to eat some of that. I tried to keep
that thought traveling."

a

E

nglish Creek is part of a trilogy that
Doig plans, which will span all 100
years of Montana's statehood. English
Creek is actually the chronological middle of
the srory, taking place during the Great
Depression. It-will be in bookstores within a
few weeks.
Doig is now working on the next volume,
which will trace Scottish immigrants from
the County Angus to a new homestead in
Montana in the 1880s. The final book will
take place in the 1980's.
Doig also discussed each of his previous
books:
·
0 This House, of Sky, an evocative memoir
of his childhood in Montana.
Doig said this book was spawned almost
by accident. He was in his hometown in
Montana, waiting to interview a black gospel
singer ("the most famous person to come
from that small town"). The singer, now an
elderly sheepherder, couldn't talk to him
that day. There Doig was, with a new tape
recorder, so he taped lengthy interviews
with his father and grandmother. Those

. Pt-*» b, Jim Bates

Ivan Doig, at a Kent Library appearance

'I'm sick and tired of books being
written about disgraced politiCians, washed-up athletes, and
movie stars. If you've done som'et hing i teresting, like herding
sheep, you can't be in a book.'
Ivan Doig
interviews became the raw material for the
book. (The book about the black singer
never got written).
0 Winter Brothers, a true story about an
Olympic,Peninsula pioneer trader.
Doig said this book was inspired by the

trader's diaries, which Doig ran across at
the University of Washington while be was a
graduate student.
0 The Sea Runners. a gripping adventure story which takes place along the
Northwest coastline from Sitka to Astoria.
. Doig said he deliberately wrote this in the
style of a nineteenth century historian. such
as H.H. Baqcroft.
The style play be archaic, but the words
are poetry, and Doig makes the story compelling. It's about two Scandinavians in the
Russian colony of Archangel, Alaska (now
Sitka) in the early 1800's. 'Ibey decide to
escape indentured servitude by the only
method available to them - by rowing an
Indian canoe all the way to Astoria, Oregon.
They endure killing cold, blinding fog,
unfriendly Indians, and mile upon mile of
fir-covered coastline. It's a trip a reader will
nut soon forget.

GRCC hosts some blues,some baseball, and some Buckley
ll "F""'
B·

uckley, bluegrass, baseball and blues.
Tom Lasorda , Nov. 29, 7 :30 p .m.,
The lineup for Green River Com- Lindbloom Student Center:
·
munity College's Artists and Speaker
Lasorda is the manager of the Los Angeles
Series was announced this week, and it Dodgers, famous for his baseball savvy, his
includes:
love of Italian food, and his entertaining
speeches
on baseball matters. His team won
William F. Buckley, Jr., Oct. 25, 7:30 p.m. ,
the World Championship -in 1965, and he was
Lindbloom Student Center:
named manager of the year in 1983.
· Buckley is the best-known spokesman for
Nitty Gritty Dirt Band, Feb. 7, 7 p.m. and
the nation's conservatives. He is also the 9:30 p.m., Auburn Performing Arts Center:
host of television's Firing Line, founder of
This band began as a folk-rock band in the
National Review, newspaper columnist, and 1960's, and they are now a top country music
author of best-selling spy novels. .
act. They are best known for the songs

\) .~

House At Pooh Comer, and Mr. Bojangles. Vocal Jazz Festival, April 13, 9:30 p.m.:
They also recorded the landmark album Will
Ernestine Anderson made her first jazz
The Circle Be Unbroken, f ea tu ring country
music legends Merle Travis, Earl Scruggs recording in 1955, and she has played with
Lionel Hampton and many other top jazz
and Doc Watson.
bands. She now lives in Seattle.
Season and individual tickets may be
errante and Teicher, Feb. 27, 8 p.m.,
purchased from the GRCC_student program
Auburn Performing Arts Center:
This piano duo performs a variety of office. Season tickets are $35, and they
musical styles. They met at the Juilliard should be reserved by Oct. 8. Information on
School of Music, and have recorded 1'09 tickets is available by <;ailing 833-9111, ext.
337. Tickets are also available through Tickalbums and sold 22 million records.
•
,· • •
,
_ , • • '
Ernestine Anderson, at the Green River etmaster, 62~-0888.
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Coming of Age on the Continental Divide
try, and we quickly learn what a Montanan means by "country": the terrain all the horizons around, a landscape bounded
by the breathtaking grandeur and hundred-mile vistas of the ·
Continental Divide.
When Alec proclaims his intent to marry the curvaceous
Leona, instead of attending college, his parents object. Alec
rebels and leaves home to be a cowpoke on the Double W
Ranch. Unexpectedly, Jick ~es a pack trip into the moun-

What sustains this linexceptional plot is some very exceptional writing: Indeed this is not a conventional western novel
at all. The high points are muted: there is a Fourth of July picnic, a square dance, a rodeo. They are all treated satirically.
By Reid Beddow
The forest fire at the novel's ~ is described through the
eyes of the firefighters' cooks-a really brilliant narrative tactic. In between we learn quite a lot about raising sheep, making
N MONTANA, Ivan Doig tells us, the mountains are the
hay, digging a new pit for an outhouse, naming horses, and
calendar. When the sn()}V line shrinks along the peaks,
much else:
deer return to the high ground and youngsters work on
"My earliest memory of this brother of mine was the time, I
their sad~es lengthening the stirrups to account for ,the
must have been four and him eight, when he took me into the
past winter's growth. So it was the fateful summer of 1939,
pasture where the ranger station's saddle horses were grazing
the time of Doig's second novel, English Creek, the splendid
and said, 'Here's how you mooch them, Jick.' He eased over to
story of a boy's coming of age in the American West.
the nearest horse, waited until it put its head · down to eat
June that year came in wet, and was remembered long after
grass, then straddled its neck. When the horse raised its head
for its green high-grass by English Creek's narrator, 14-yearAlec ·was lifted, and slid down the neck into place on its back
old Jick McCaskill. As the novel opens, Jick is much puzzled by
and simultaneously gripped the mane to hang on and steer by.
the behavior of his older brother, 18-year-old Alec, who has
'Now you mooch that mare,' Alec called to me and I went befallen in love with a town girl. Their father, a U.S. forest rangside the big chomping animal and flung my right leg over as he
er, oversees part of Two Medicine National Forest, a fictitious
tains with the seedy Stanley Meixell, an alcoholic ex-ranger had, and was elevated into being a bareback rider the same as
wilderness bordering Glacier National Park on the south. Their
with a mysterious background. The novel closes at summer's my brother."
mother, a former school teacher, carefully watches over her
menfolk and the household expenses. This is a family "scraping
end, on Labor Day weekend, as war breaks out in Europe.
.
.
along better than many" after years of hard times and drought.
There is an epilogue and Jick, now threescore years, reveals
DMIRERS OF Doig's beautiful memoir of Montana,
how that summer changed and shattered his family forever, deThis House of Sky, and his adventurous first novel,
The McCaskills live where the great plains reach the east
face of the Rockies, in what they call the Two Medicine counspite boundless love. In that time, Jick learned, and would conThe Sea Runnet's, will have high expectations for
English Creek. They will not be disappointed. Doig
tinue to learn, the terrible lesson of growing older: "The past
Reid Beddow is an assistant editor of!Jo(Jk World. ~ - -is a taker, not a giver."
- --seems-tcr-be-one-of-those-envia
tinuetl-tniJ>age4.J

ENGLISH CREEK
By Ivan Doig
Atheneum. 301 pp. $16.95

I

"'English Creek',}ust like 'Kidnapped, 'can be read by both old
and young with equal pleasure,
fascination and excitement. "
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FICTION
British colonial secretary, Joseph Chamberlain? These
and other questions of historical detection are answered in fascinating detail by this beautifully written
reconstruction of the high noov of imperialism.

THE TALISl\1 AN, by Stephen King and Peter Straub (Viking,
$18.95). A boy and lus mother struggle to triumph over the evil Sloat, { 1)
in this world and the Territories, and only the Talisman can help. [2
weeks]
THE FOURTH PROTOCOL, by Frederick Forsyth (Viking,
(2)
$17 .95). A jewel robbery sets off a chain of events leading to near-disaster for the world as we know it. [11 weeks]
GOD KNOWS, by Joseph Heller (Knopf, $16.95). David, Bathsheba,
and a cast of thousands. [6 weeks]
( 3)
LOVE AND WAR, by John Jakes (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
$19.95). The sequel to North and South continues the saga of two fami(4)
lies-the Hazards of Pennsylvania and the Mains of South Carolina-in
,
the Civil War. [3 weeks]
LINCOLN, by GQre Vidal (Random House, $19.95). Mr. Lincoln
comes to Washington. [21 weeks]
(10)
FIRST A MONG EQUALS, by Jeffrey Archer (Linden/Simon and
Schuster, $16.95). What happens in Britain in 1991 when Maggie fi(6 )
nally retires. [11 weeks]
STRONG MEDICINE, by Arthur Hailey (Doubleday, $16.95). The
author of A irporl and Hotel turns to the pharmaceutical industry. [3
(5)
weeks]
THE WAR Of THE END OF THE WORLD, BY Mario Vargas
Llosa (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, $18.95). A religious leader rejects
the state and prepares his peasant community for the apocalypse in
19th-century Brazil. [2 weeks]
STILLWATCH, by Mary Higgins Clark (Simon & Schuster,
$14.95). A successful woman journalist runs into bad childhood mem<r
ries-a crime in a Georgetown mansion-when she comes to Washington to cover a successful woman senator. [1 weeks]
JOB: A Comedy of Justice, by Robert A. Heinlein (Del Rey,
$16.95). From Earth to Earth and yet another Earth in search of the
meaning of Life, Love, Heaven and Hell. [8 weeks]
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Love in Bloomsbury: · Memories, by Frances Partridge (Little, Brown, $7 .95). Bloomsbury is always
with us. Frances Partridge was part of the celebrated
literary set in the 1920s, and Lytton Strachey, Maynard Keynes, Virginia Woolf, and all the rest float
through her breezy memoir. But this book gives us
more than just the familiar lives, letters, and loves: it
is a charming and smoothly written account of the maturing of a thoughtful woman.
,,
Hugging the Shore: Essays and Criticism, by John

Updike (Vintage, $9.95): H there were a decathlon for
American writers, John Updike would ahnost certainly
take the gold (Gore Vidal the silver, Norman Mailer
the bronze). Novels, short stories, light verse- in
each he has performed memorably; often unforgetta-

Engli~h
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LOVING EACH OTHER: The Challenge of Human Rela~
t ionshi ps, by Leo Buscaglia (Slack/Holt, RinehMt and Winston,
$13.95). A how-to book. [9 weeks]
DEADLY GAMBITS: The Reagan Administration and
t he Stalemate in Nuclear Anns Control, by Strobe Talbott
(Knopf, $17 .95). An examination of the breakdown in the arms control
talks. [4 weeks]
"THE GOOD WAR" : An Oral History of World War
Two, by Studs Terkel (Pantheon, $19.95). The war that worked. [4
weeks]
WHAT THEY DON'T TEACH YOU AT HARVARD BUSINESS SCHOOL: Notes From a Street- Smart Executive, by Mark H. McCormack (Bantam, $15.95). ·Practical business
advice from a successful entrepreneur. [6 weeks]
THE BRIDGE ACROSS FOREVER: A Love Story, by Richard Bach (Morrow, $16.95). How Richard Bach found love. [6 weeks]
PIECES OF MY MIND, by Andrew A. Rooney (Athenewn,
$12.95). Another collection of essays from the "average guy." [8
weeks]
THE WEAKER VESSEL, by Antonia Fraser (Knopf, $19.95). The
ways of women in 17th.:century England. [4 weeks]
IACOCCA: An Autobiography, by Lee Iacocca, with- William
Novak (Bantam, $17.95). H elected, he may not serve. [l week]
HOME BEFORE DARK, by· Susan Cheever (Houghton Mifflin,
$15.95). A memoir of writer John Cheever by his daughter. [1 week]
THE ONE·· MINUTE $ALES PERSON, by Spencer Johnson
and Larry Wilson (Morrow, $15.00). Comes with money-back guarantee. [2 weeks]

writers whose every book is better than the previous
one. The new novel is full' of good writing and the sweat
and tears and laughter of hardworking plain peoplepeople whose lives are shaped by a land which as it
grows more scenic becomes more hostile to human habitation, the incomparable Big Sky country of western
Montana.
·
The McCaskills' world is the vanish~ one of prewar
rural West, evidently a place where the ·brooks are always full of trout and the lodgepole pines are as straight
as the local morality. But rural and western do not mean
simple, and in,fact English Creek makes fun of the rustic
trappings we associate with western life: when young
Alec shows up in a rodeo outfit which includes a red bandana around his neck, his father mercilessly asks,
"What, is your Adam's apple cold?" It is the heroic oldtimers whom Doig honors, the first ranchers and the
surviving cowboys who can ride a horse but not drive a
car, true cowboys like Toussaint Rennie, out of place
·even in 1939 but who can dimly remember the roundup
of 1882 when the cowmen fanned their crews "north to
the Canadian line and brought in a hundred thousand
head" and a great buffalo hunt when the prairie "looked
burnt, so dark with buffalo, the herd pinned into place by
the plains tribes."
·
Commonly compared with Paul Horgan and Wallace
-Stegner, other writers of the American West with distinctive styles, Doig seems something else. He is more
virile than Horgan and less romantic than Stegner. A
truer comparison might be with Robert Louis Stevenson
because of Doig' s magical welding of history with fiction,
of adventure with everyday life, of legend with lore.
English Creek, just like Kidnapped, can be read by both
old and young with equal pleasure, fascination and excitement. It just might become-one must be cautious
-something of a western classic.

( 1)

{8 )
(2)

(3 )

(4)

(6)
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Current &,Choice
EMPIRE OF THE SUN, by J.G. Ballard. In this semi-autobiographical novel,
a young boy wanders through the apocalyptic landscape of war-tom Shanghai.
(Book World, October 28)

(Dover, $4.95). T.H. O'Beirne not only provides more
fodder for the brain-tease addicts but fascinating back. ground on some of the old chestnuts among logic puzzles. For example, a problem of how to discover a defective (i.e. light) coin among a stack of 12 using only
a beam balance without weights, and malcing only
\hree weighings, is said to have consumed so much
time among Allied scientists during World War II, that
someone suggested inflicting comparable damage on
the enemy by dropping a copy of the problem behind
their lines.
•

It surely will become a classic for those readers who
know what Doig means when he writes, "I cannot even
· safely say what the weather was, one of those brockled
late afternoons under the Rockies when tag ends of
storm cling in the mountains and the sun is reaching
•
through wherever it can between the cloud piles."

The Brain
Continued from page 8

-researchers are now women, only NIH's Candice Pert rates so much as a small portrait among the 17 modern
scientists pictured. Of the 232 individuals in the index
only 13 are women, and the bibliography is exclusively
male. It's at least a five-fold under-representation of the
women already in the field, and probably worse. The
lone portrait, all the quotes, and all other indirect references to the work·of women scientists occupy less than
1.5 of the 361 pages. Furthermore 70 percent of the
American and Canadian researchers ,mentioned in The·
Brain are located in the Boston-to-Washington corridor,'
a three-fold over-representation as only 24 percent of
the brain researchers work there.
The complaint here is not uneven treatment (which is;
unavoidable in a limited selection), nor the.quality of the
science selected (which is excellent). It's that no attempt
seems to have been made to compensate for understandable initi31 selection bias. Asking your friends is indeed the natural place to start-it's just not where you ,
should .finish.
The author, producers, WNET, the Annenberg/CPB
Project, PBS, and Bantam Books all had the opportunity
to spot th6. obvious biases and failed to do so. One expects better, of all concerned, when both book and television series aspire to educational excellence and a national audience.
•

A MINIMUM OF
40% OFF LIST PRICE
On new scientific, medical &
scholarly books 14,000 titles-All
most recent editions

living novelist, Tournier also excels in the short story, as is demonstrated in
this collection of bizarre and sensual tales. (Book World, October 28)

No second hand or remainders

BROTHERS AND KEEPERS, by John Edgar Wideman. Two paths diverged

PROFESSIONALBOOK CENTER

in the Pittsburgh ghetto: John Wideman became a Rhodes scholar and novelist,
his brother Robert a drug-dealer and convicted murderer. Book World, October 21)

80 South Early Street

.

(off 3800 Duke St.)

Alexandria, VA 22304

-~~

-Ph. 3:70-5f60 .

SLAVERY AND HUMAN PROGRESS, by David Brion Davis. A panoramic

10-6 Sat. 1-6 Sun.

survey of slavery and antislavery thought and activity from ancient tiriies to
the 20th century. (Book .World,-Oetober 21)

_

Puzzles and Paradoxes: Fascinating Excursions
in Recreational Mathematics, by T .H. O'Beirne

.

THE FETISHIST, by Michel Tournier. Wldely acclaimed as France's finest

_

bly. This hefty collection of book reviews, essays and
talks shows Updike at his finest: he soars through the
world of literature with the greatest of ease, diseerning the merits of writers as varied as Knut Hamsun,
Saul Bellow and Robert Pinget in sentences of compelling beauty, making of his supple prose the outward
sign of a remarkable intelligence and sympathy. Any
- young person who wishes to practice literary journalism would do well to give over his days and nights to
Updike. -

••••••••

BRIARPATCH, by Ross Thomas. England may have Dick Francis, but America has Ross Thomas, master of the fast-moving and witty thriller. In Thomas'
latest a government consultant hunts for the murderer of his sister and for the
secrets of a former CIA operative. (Book World, October 28)
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