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A.E. Araiza, The Arizona Daily Star 

~u_thor Ivan Doig is in Tucson 

By J.C. Martin 
The Arizona Oafly Star 

A uthor I·.'ar. Doig's Arizona fans who 
read his Montana sagas with unflag
ging pleasure -will like this news: He 

is about to turn his attention to Arizona. 
Doig, born in White Sulphur Sprir.gs, 

Mont., 51 years ago, began his p11blished lit· 
erary career in 1978 wlth a Montana mem
oir, "This House of Sky." He used family 
recollections to paint the. harsh, rewarding 
life of early Montana pioneers. The book 
was nominated for a National Book Award. 

His next effort. :"Berneta's Book," _:_ at -
the moment just a working title, - will be a 

· continuaiion of "This House of Sky," Doig 
says. It will be partly factual. 

Berneta was Doig's mother and she died 
in 1945 when he was barely 6. The fam
ily - Doig, his mother and father - spent 
the winter preceding her death in Phoenix 
and Wickenburg. There Berneta Doig. who 
_!lad asthma, tried to regain her health. 

In telling his mother's story, basically 
that of a girl and a woman wbo grew up in 
Montana in -the early 20th centur/, the Ari· 
zona sojourn will come into the picture 
through her J~tters. They were sent faith
fully every two weeks to ber brother serving 
in the South Pacific during World War II. 

"She was a clear, vivid i.:.-r1ter," Doig says. 
One of her accounts, he remembers, con
cerned a Montana Club get-together ln 
Mesa. 

In-·splte of ·Berneta's improving health, 
Arizona could not keep the Doigs. "Home
sickness, family considerations," Doig says, 
drew them back to Mont3na. So Ivan Doig 
did not grow up in Wickenburg, after all , 
where he might have devoted his talents to 
presenting Central Arizona with the same 
chiseled precision he uses on Montana. 

On the other hand, although Doig has 
spent most of his literary career portraying 
Montana life, he hasn't l ived there since 
1957 when he left home to attend North
western University in Evanston, Ill. 

' . . I Doig 
book ~tQ include ~Arizona 

Fo~ the_ pas~ 26 rears be has live~ in Seat· signed up to take a course in typing. You t~lk 
tle with his wire, caro1; ·a former 1oumallst about a career decision." · - . 
who now teaches at Shoreline Community-· - - Graduating -from Northwestern ln 19EU. 
College. Doig spent a few years at various journalis-

. H~ return~ to ~ontana regularly, hoyt- __ .,... .. Uc jobs (a newspaper and a magazine) be-
~r; as he did earher this month to receive - !ore getting a Ph.D. in_ Western history at the 
_a Governor:s Arts Award. He won simi· ·University of Wa.Shington. - · _ ···· · .- · 

~:d ~;~rds m Washin~on in 1979, '81. '85 _ ?egi.~ni?g in !970, Doig spent the next io 
Despite ties to his home state, Doig insists 

he could never live there. "You have to 
weflr too many hats in a small city." 

He cites the case of writer friends whose 
"good citizen consciences" keep them on 
c i vic committees and boards. "That and lis
tening in on the downtown geezer tab!e," 
Doig shakes his head in cheerful dismay. 
" They just wcn't let you alone." 

He prefer~ what he calls the "aloneness" 
of his Seattle suburb. 

Doig traces his decision to be a v.Titer ·
back to junior high school and the encour
agement of .1 sympathetic teacher. 

"I droppt.:d out of Future Farmers and 
c 

years, twice the length for human sanity./' -
as a full-time free-lance writer. He was 
turning out a couple dozen articles a ye31 
when "This House of Sky" started makint 
the rounds of New York publishers. : : 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, which 
bought it, was the 13th publisher to read it 

But when the rejection slips started corti
i ng back with comments such as, "This is 
really well-written but we don't see aiiy 
commercial prospects," Doig says, he kn~w 
he was g~tting close. 

"It's hard to say epough good things abogt 
what happens when ivan Doig sets wor~ 

See DOIG, Page Jl3 

Doig '"'ill be at The . Haunted 
Bookshop. 7211 N. Northern Ave., 
2a4 p.m. tomorrowto sign book~ and 
greet readers. · 

. Continued from Page 68 

· dQwn on a page," a critic wrote. 
- "He has that magical quality," one 
fan put it, "of being able to make you 
see, taste, feel and smell what he is 
writing about." _ 

It is not something he achieves ca· 
sually. Most Doig books have gone 
through at least three and often as 
many as seven rewrites. Doig, who 
stiII relies mainly on a manual ~e
writer, says, "It's the first wnting 

·mat's tough. Getting the words out of 
my head and onto anything. By the 
third draft, it starts to sing." 

Using a Roget's Thesaurus that he 
acquired in college, Doig works at 
what he describes as "sorting 
words." (For the Montana trilogy 
'_' English Creek," " Dancing at the 
R~scal Fair," and "Ride With Me, 
Mariah Montana," he also used a 
songwriter's rhyming dictionary.) 
· Sometimes, Doig says, he will look 
over a manuscript "just for verbs.·· 

; Sometimes, "to see how every para
. graph begins and ends. I like to read 
things out loud to hear their rhythm, 
the turns of phrase." He has been 
known to sit at bis desk reading si
lently, tapping the eraser end of a 
pencil in cadence as bis lips move. 

"I try to work two stubborn sub
stances, research and craft," Doig 
told an interviewer for the "Contem
porary Authors" series, "into be
coming the hardest alloy of all - a 
good story." · · · · 
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Fifteen years after This House of Sky, Doig (Ride with Me, Mariah Montana, 1990, etc.) 
returns to his earliest days in another profoundly original and lustrous re-creation. 

Inspired by wartime letters Gust recently presented to the author) from his mother to 
a favorjte brother stationed in the Pacific, Doig traces his family's struggles from Montana 
rancheS so isolated that ''weather was. the only neighbor" to the shared hopes of an Arizona 
defense workers' housing project and back to Montana, with its steady string of natural 
indignities. Doig's parents eke out a living, always on the verge of better times despite the 
shadow of his mother's asthma and the prevalence of daily hardships: coyotes near the 
sheep ranch; infested one-room houses; road mud "thick enough to float a train." His 
mother's death comes without warning, on the author's sixth birthday, just as the sheep are 
ready for shearing and a certain healthy profit "Nobody got over her," Doig writes, "those 
around me in my growing-up stayed bit." . 

Doig captures the serial disasters, as weil as several cherished family scenes-including 
a lunch of Spam sandwiches and lime Kool-Aid-with the clarifying beauty and sure shaping 
hand of his first book. Even when mining some of the same material that appeared there, 
he claims new territory for the significant figures in his life. 

* HEART EARTH 
Ivan Doig. Atheneum, $19 (208p) ISBN 
0-689-12137-7 
In poetic and precise prose, Doig has 
crafted a worthy complement to his 
acclaimed memoir, This House of Sky. 
While that book concerned family ten
sions after his mother Berneta's death 
in 1945, here, prompted by a cache of 
his mother's letters to her sailor broth
er from that year, Doig recreates a life 
"the five-year-old dirtmover that was 
me" could hardly have known. He de
scribes life in an Arizona housing proj
ect for defense workers, where his fam
ily moved to spare his mother's asthma. 
He tracks down his Uncle Wally's old 
beau, about whom his mother wrote. He 
recalls the battle between his grand
mother and father over his mother's 
medical condition, "the geography of 
risk" and the family move back to Mon
tana ranching. Doig's writing is im
mensely quotable-listening to his el
ders was "prowling with your ears." 
What makes this book so touching is 
that, through letters, Doig realizes how 
much he, the writer, owes to "this earli
er family member who wordworked." 
(Sept.) 



Carol Doi& : 
Ivan Doig In the Arizona desert of his youth. 

Ivan Doig's 'Heart Earth' 

Searching memo
1

ry's , 
canyons for a mother 
lost long ago 

By Terry Orme 
THE SALT LAKE TRIBUNE 

There's a little sayitig posted near the desk : 
where Ivan Doig composes his novels and memoirs. : 
It reads: "Anybody can write on a good day." i 

Growing up in Montana's mountain country pre- : 
pared him for writing on days good and bad. : 

"If you've packed water and split wood, you · 
hope that later in life you can write that page of : 
dialogue you don't much want to," he says. "That ~ 
way of being brought up accoun*8 for a lot of the ·. 
habits I have as a writer. Some of it is simply a : . 
Westernness, an ability to do the chores." · , 

Ivan Doig was reared by his itinerant rancher- · 
father and his maternal grandmother - two : 
people who understood hard work but who also : 
had to overcome animosity to share a life bringing , 
up this son and grandson. It was five years after the : 
death of Ivan's mother before Charlie Doig and : 
Bessie Ringer would come together and become a : 
family of three. 

This House of Sky, Mr. Doig's much-pra~ed : 
1978 memoir, tells of this tenuous arrangement.:. 
that became a bond. The book, which introduced ~ 

• See B-6, Column 1 ... 

The Salt Lake Tribune THE ARTS Sunday, August 15, 1993 . 

Author to receive award, read from his new hook 
Ivan Doig is coming to Utah 

this week to pick up an award 
and to read from his new book. 

The Seattle-based writer will 
receive the 1992 Evans Biogra
phy Award Tuesday in a ban
quet at Utah State University, 
Logan. · 

On Wednesday, he will read 
from his new book, Heart 
Earth, at The King's English, 

1511 S. 1500 East, Salt Lake 
City. The reading begins at 
4:30 p.m., and reservations are 
required. Mr. Doig will sign 
books from 5 to 7 p.m. at the 

store. 
Mr. Doig will sign books at 

Waking Owl Books, 208 S. 
1300 East, Salt Lake City, 
Thursday from 11:30 a.m. to 1 
p.m. 

Doig reconstructs his 
mother's last months 

I Continued from B-1 

. 1Pe author to a national audience, 
opens with two sentences, unfor
gettable in their tragic poetry: 
'Soon before daybreak on my 

.sixth birthday, my mother's 
breathing wheezed more raggedly 
than ever, then quieted. Then 

, .stopped." 
· In the ensuing years, restless 
Charlie Doig wandered from one 
ygnch job to another, Ivan accom
panying him through the streets, 
bunkhouses and bars of small
town Montana. Eventually, Char-
lie made a truce with his mother
in-law to give his son a settled life. 
]'his House of Sky was hailed for 

~ ibe way it explored these relation
,Jhips and the portrait Mr. Doig 
~inted of the 1950s West and the 
..-anching life. . 

Now, Ivan Doig has written an
other memoir, Heart Earth, in
SPired by a dozen letters written 
by his mother - Bemeta Ringer 
Ooig - to her brother aboard a 
destroyer in the South Pacific 
during World War II. The corre
spondence, variously postmarked 
through the first half of 1945, is 
t\er personal record of the last six 
f\lonths of her life. It was another 
41 years before Ivan saw the let
ters, having been left them in his 
ttncle's will. 

Heart Earth holds promise of 
being a best seller, and already 
has been named winner of the 

~
estigious 1992 Evans Award for 
o_graphy , which carries a 
0,000 prize. 

(_ CQY\+ . Y\O.x+ p ~3-e) 



UsinJZ the letters as a spring
board, Mr. Doig reconstructs the 
last months his "mother, father 
and he had together. The memo
ries are vivid: washing the trusty 
Ford in a stream before going to 
the funeral of a ranch worker; re
locating to Arizona in the desper- , 
ate hope desert air will heal Ber
neta 's asthma and Charlie will 
find steady employment in a de
fense plant; their return to Mon- . 
tana and the high mountain pas
tures that sustain them financially 
and spiritually. 

Most of all, the book is the story 
of a writer exploring the "chain 
lightning of memory and family" 
and discovering "an indelible 
young woman" who was his moth
er. 

"That last half-year of my 
mother's life became a lot clear
er," Mr. Doig says of the letters. 
"It showed her frame of mind, her 
inclinations as to where she want-
ed to live in the West. It's star
tling. I thought I knew what went! 
on. But to hear some of the de
tails, I realized I you really didn't 
know. ' 

"The letters also let me hear I 
her tone of voice - her thinking 
- which I really didn't have much 1 

memory of. A kid that age 
couldn't register that his mother \ 
had a good sarcastic eye." 

Besides the letters, Mr. Doig in
terviewed family and friends 
about their recollections of those I 
years when he was young. 

"You try and find whatever 
canyons back into it you can. A lot 
of it lives on in family stories." 

Although Heart Earth is just 
now reaching bookstores, indica- . 
tions are it could match the suc
cess of This House of Sky. Re
views compare the two favorably. 

The Evans Award was estab
lished in 1983 by David W. and 
Beatrice C. Evans. The late Mr. 
Evans, a prominent Salt Lake Ci~ 
businessman, was interested m 
the region he called "Mormon 
Country," designated as parts of 
southern Canada and northern 
Mexico, western sections of 
Washington and Oregon and the 
Intermountain states. A book 
doesn't need to be about Mormons 
to be eligible for the award. Win
ners are chosen by a jury. 

Mr. Doig, 54, and his wife, Car
ol, have made Seattle their home 
since the mid-'60s. But Montana 
continues to capture his imagina
tion. He wrote a Montana trilogy 
- Dancing at the Rascal Fair, 1 

English Creek and Ride With Me, 
Mariah Montana - that recount-

. ed three generations of the fic
tional McCaskill family, from 
their roots in 19th-century Scot
land to 1989 and the decline of 
ranching as a way of life. 

Like a poet, Mr. Doig begins a 
book by playing with words, com
posing phrases that resonate emo
tion. 

"I wanted to open This House 
of Sky with that sentence about 
my mother's -death. It was the 
most potent, personal material I 
had." · 

Heart Earth opens with: "In 
that last winter of war, she knew 
to use pointblank ink." 

"There was the ostensible war, 
and the war with her own health," 
Mr. Doig says now. 

Not only is Montana a favorite 
subject, but the isolation of living 
there as a boy is one reason Mr. 
Doig became a writer. 

"Being left alone to rely on my 
imagination had something to do 
with me becoming a writer. That 
is one of the things I have learned 
about myself while writing these 
books." 
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Imagining Mother 
HEART EARTH 
A Memoir 
By Ivan Doig 
(Atheneum: $19; J(J() pp.) 

Reviewed by Michael Dorris 

'J magination," Shakespeare wrote, 
"bodies forth/The forms of things 

unknown, the poet's pen/Turns them to 
shape, and gives to airy nothing/ A local 
habitation and a name." 

It's an apt description for "Heart 
Earth," novelist and memoirist Ivan 
Doig's tough and poignant piecing togeth
er of his early past. Prompted in 1986 by 
an unexpected inheritance of newsy let
ters written during World .War II by his 
mother (who died from an asthma attack . 
on her son's 5th birthday) to her brother 
Wally, then serving aboard the Ault in 
the Pacific, Doig uses the slender frame of 
terse communiqu~s. augmented by his 
own fragmentary early childhood recol
lections, to illuminate his parents' brief 
life as a couple. The man and woman who · 
emerge are complex and determinedly 
independent, but they share an abiding 
affection for the fierce Montana environ
ment of their upbringing and for the son 
they, against the odds, produced. 

Nothing came easy for this pair, except 
kindness. Charlie Doig, descendant of 
Scots ranchers, and Berne~ Ringer, from 
a cian "barely ctmgmg to the planet," 
were used to adversity. "My [maternal] 
grandfather Tom," Doig concludes, 

and Berneta, their extended families and 
neighbors, their dogs and their sheep, 
their landscape and their horizons fairly 
burst with immediacy. 

Doig, a colloquial stylist without equal 
("English Creek," "Dancing at the Rascal 
Fair"), refuses to idealize the hard-scrap
ple struggle of his parents' existence. His 
father, he tells us, is "built like a brim~ 
ming shotglass." His mother "cannot be . 
sculpted from sugar," but rather "assem
bles herself as someone not growing out 
of childhood but simply flinging it off." 
Her mother, who after Berneta's death 

· made a steely peace with Charlie Doig in 
order that they might jointly raise the 
young Ivan, is even more formidable: 
"The only thing about my grandmother 
that ever went gray was her hair," Doig 
confides. "All else stayed brisk, immuta
ble; the pleasant enough proclamation of 
face ... the body of German sturdiness. 
The hands and arms of Bessie Ringer 
were scarred from every kind of barbwire 
work, yet there she sat hooking away at 
the most intricate of crochetwork, snow
flaking the rough rooms of her existence 
with doily upon doily." 

Like Doig's critically acclaimed 1978 
"This House of Sky" (recently reissued in 
a hardcover edition with a new preface by 
the author), for which this work acts as a 
kind of self-standing prequel. "Heart 
Earth" is a book th1t repeatedly proves 
the power of language. Whether he's 
detailing the "inscribing shadows" of the 
Southwestern desert populated by cattle 

"seems to ' have been 
one of those natural · 
bachelors who waver 
into marriage at middle 
age and never quite 
catch up to their condi
tion. My grandmother 
Bessie, I know for sure, 

. was a born endurer who 
would drop silently fu
rious at having to take 
on responsibility be
yond her own, then go 
ahead and shoulder ev
ery last least bit of it. 
Certainly over time 
their marriage became a 
bone-and-gristle affair 
that matched the Moss 
Agate country they 
were caught in." 

Their eldest and only /van Doig 
daughter, Berneta, "al-
ways slept with three pillows propping 
her up, angle akin to a hospital bed, so 
that she could breathe past the asthma," a 
chronic health condition that prompted a 
childhood move from Wisconsin to Mon
tana, and later, after her marriage to 
Charlie Doig, to the dry air of Arizona. 

Berneta wrote the way a person per
petually short of breath might speak: 

. staccato, telegraphic sentences, with little 
in the way of description and all emphasis 
on the shotgun transmission of vital 
information. Yet her adult son, decades 
later, manages artfully to read (no: sing) 
between the lines to find the barricaded 
personality: 

"The box curtains of the mind: We 
never fully imagine, let alone believe in 
what was said to one another by those 
impossible beings, our parents before 
they were our parents," the author says, 
and then, in the magical prose of "Heart 
Earth," proves himself wrong. Charlie 

Michael Dorris' collection of short stories, 
"Working Men," will be published in 
October. 

so gaunt "they look like 
they'd eat the eyebrows 
off you," his father 
lighting a cigarette "to 
try to bribe his nerves," 
sheep so - officious 
"you'd think the fools 
had appointments 
somewhere," or an 
eavesdropping child 
"prowling" with his 
ears, Ivan Doig uses 
words like oil paint to 
create canvasses of en
during value and origi
nality. 

Nowhere, of course, 
does he better excel 
than in depicting the 
mountains and valleys 
of his native Montana. 

MIRIA\1 BERKLEY Just listen: "The place 
has the feel of getting 

away with something, pulling a trick at 
odds with the surrounding geography. 
The ever so level deck of meadow; how in 
the world did that slip in here between 
convulsive gulches that nearly stand on 
end? Then the cabin knoll, just enough of 
an ascension to lord it over-the meadow; 
terrace in the wilderness, no less? And 
the water helling off down the gulch is a 
surprising amount of creek, yet its flow is . 
disguised away, hidden beneath steep 
banks until you peek straight down into 
the disturbed glass of its riffles." 

Such passages-and there are many in 
this gem of a book-are enough to drive 
other writers crazy with envy, even as we 
cannot help but exclaim them aloud to 
anyone within shouting distance. 

Finally, though, "Heart Earth" is a love 
story, the gift of a child to a parent who 
wouldn't stay forgotten, to a woman who, 1 

after all her hardship, could simply write, 
"I got along okay" -who firmly believed 
you must "extend yourself full slam." A 
strong, taciturn, brave woman, who "no- : 
body got over." 

Neither will you. .I 
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death, as well as the geographic He recalled a book signing in ' characters for me for a while, -as 
basis for his trilogy of novels. ·.Washington, D.C~, where a · sub- the eye of time and the eye of the 

But as much as the Montana · stantial proportion of people in . camera :; moves .·. around - Fort 
landscape - both mountains and line were Montanans -"even Peck." "-:: f · '. ,~ ! · • · - ... . ;·· > ·~ ' 
mind_;_ has figured in Doig's Ht"'. ... though their jobs happeried to be ~ This one is a couple of years 
erary output, :he became an ece-" -:across the continent." ·< '\; ,, ~" · ·from reaching bookstores, but 
nomic emigre from the state. --- · · ,.,:., j . · After Doig's current literary , . for .those with a more immediate 
~ "I'm the third-generation Mon~ ·foray into' his and Montana's -' need for an !Vall Doig reading tlx, . 
tanan," Doig said, "and the eco-.- -past, he doesn't expect to write . . "Heart Earth:~ _ hits the sh~lves 
nomic hardships of the first two :·: another .. chapter of memoirs for. ~. Wednesday.,,· · ' ' ;:-: .. - ~w;~., :. , .-·:.., :. 
were enough to make me t!~..rik; i another 15 years or so~ · 'il . •~ ''::~ ·--;': , fit! ~,2:·~·~ : , ::~;~,..~-- aaa: ·)<._'<, ,. .? ; ~ · .· • . • \ 

'A couple of gener:.~~ons of peo- ·., ,. Instead,' he plans to venture ::J;~ t :~f-' ('1Ieart.;&zrth~ by:Ivan ()oig, -
p~e _hurling themse~ves at these ... back into fiction. He is currently ;~" .publ~.$he~<:.IJ .. 'Y,;.:,,.4_ th~ru.yrp ... ;::!_ 6.<!~ 
hills ; .. maybe. it's time someone : ·.150 pages into a sizable novel set· ·. pages, $19.)~f:''V7 .. /"!.r~".p; ,;c:·f'f;" ".~··~·~ : 
else went and found work.'" · · ... during the building of Fort· ~~~ -~ · · ·_ -

, Where he found work was out Dam "with a few time trips." 
of state, eventually Seattle, · · "I think it's time again for . · 
where he settled with his wife, readers to hear· from my charac
Carol, who teaches literatw·e of ters as I put other parts of the · 
the American West. · past, other pieces of the panora-

Doig, who describes himself in · ma of language I'm trying to 
;"Heart Earth" as an "exile in the work with into tbe book,"_ Doig -
Montana diaspora of. the West," · said. . · · - · - · · ' · 
say.s he is still close enough to · "I think there's a wonderfUl · I 
Montana so that it doesn't hinder turmoil of' Montana, the West :: . 
his wriOngs about . his home and:America during the Depres- -
state. · ,. sion and the boom towns that · 
-- "I'm back enough to look at the sprang up overnight." .·' · 
country so that cancels out the · This upcoming effort, Doig I 
fown, .~ide of not living there .and __ said, will be based on e~~~~ 2 j 

::r~~~~~)f~t~veti~T~i:~~~,~~~ ~ m~ts ·more -than a few.oth- : · ~ garet~urx~Wfilfr'& .~ -~~- ] 
~rs -for · whom .economics have. ·· :· ~"Ifs a very inviting, lively to~ -:; · 
ineant finding ·a way out of the le for me," Doig said. "Bourk~ ; · ~ 
state. · · Whi_te's camera will be one of my ~ 1 



Doig to visit 
Helena for 
autographing 
By RICHARD MYERS 
m Staff Writer 

I 
van Doig says that "Heart Earth" -
the memoir he bas written about bis 
mother - is a "private co~tellation 
of remembering." 

And some of the memories that 
·shape that co~tellation, he said in a recent 
interview, are necessarily artistic best . 
guesses. - -

Doig's mother died in 1945 when he was 6 
years old Doig told the story of her death 
and its aftermath for his family in '"Ibis 
House of Sky." 

But the memories in that book are largely 
of bis father and maternal grandmother. He 
said the memories of his mother were thin. 

But an uncle left Doig a parcel of letters 
his mother bad written in the six months be
fore she died, when the uncle was in a de
stroyer in the Pacific. 

... . j: 

1110SE LETI'ERS sparked the book. 
"A book always ~ an architecture, an 

armature, a direction," he said. 
Doig said that the book is spun-together 

collection of dialogues, memories and imagi
nation that the letters stirred. 

"I was deliberately going through thream 
in the tapestry, scenes in the weave,'' he. 
said. i-

'Ibe result isn't a narrative account of 
Doig's mother; rather, the tale is told 
through associatiom that link together 
chunks of memory. 

Much of those memories are augmented 
by Doig's imagination, dialogues and scenes 
that he couldn't have seen but were part of 
his family's lives. 

"I always try to have, I guess, historical 
laws of gravity behind the language. I want 
1he characters to live their lives according 
ii> what was going on around them. 

"I think the memoir form bas to be an es
ueme of.a life," be said. "You can't just 
'troop through a person's life, you know, 'the 
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.. . . . 

next &ty me got Up and bad a cup of coffee., 
"As long as a reader knows the ground 

rules, the writ.er can pmh the edge of a 
crafl ;, - - ' - . •' 

- FOR DOIG, much of the craft of writing is 
the crafting of language. . 

"I approach a book as a work of language 
more than anything else,'' he said. 

"Norman McClean med to talk about 'the 
poetry behind the prose,"' he said. "I think 
there's a lot of that in my work." . 

The book recounts the end of WW n, when 
Doig's family moved to Arizona to work the 
defense plants, and then made the choice to 
move back to sbeepherding in Montana de
spite his mother's asthma. 

To research for the book, be spent a win
ter prowling the area his family worked in 
Ariwna, talking to relatives and rewalking 
the places around Ringling and White Sul
phur Springs where hiS family lived in Mon-
tana;· ·-,_. 

THE BOOK'S FIRST line is "In that last 
winter of the war, she knew how to use 

intblank ink." po f . ter . Arizo "I spent most o my wm m na 
working on that line," he said. 

, 
IVAN 
DOIQ 

Ivan Doig will sign copies 
of his latest book Friday, 
Sept. 10, at the Uttle Pro
fessor. 'Heart EaHh' is a . 
memoir about his mother, 

_ set in White Sulphur 
Springs and Ringling 
among other places. 

He said the book's characters and the way 
they spoke-evokes World War Il and how it 

_ affected the lives of Montanans - a part of 
history be said hasn't received enough atten
tion. 

"So many people are aware how Vietnam 
touched the county, but WWII really went 
into so many homes in Montana one way or 
another. Even when people were too old or 
too ill, like my father, it affected m. It 
seems to me to be one of those turning 
points, the big comers. 

"I'm, glad that's the time when my 
memory took root. This book gave me the 
chance to add to a fuller history of that cul
ture. That made it all the richer for me to 
write." 

Doig said that his next project is "a whop
ping novel" about a large family tht takes 
place during the boom surrounding the con
struction of the Fort Peck Dam. 

"I like it," he said. "It feels big and ram
bunctiom." 

Doig will hold a book signing Sept. JO from 
noon to l p. m. and from 4 to 6 p. m. at the 
Little Professor Book Center, 331 North Last_ 
Chance Gulch. 
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REMEMBERING MOTHER 

HEART EARTH 
By Ivan Doig. 
Atheneum, $19. 

Fifteen years after his memoir "This 
House of Sky," the novelist Ivan Doig 
has written "Heart Earth," a prose 
poem to his mother, who died in 1945 on 
his si~th birthday. Mr. Doig's point of 
entry into his early childhood comes 
wher; he inherits a packet of wartime 
letters written by his mother to her 
brother, a sailor serving in the Pacific. 
·From these letters, Mr. Doig re-creates 
the nomadic existence of the last years 
of his mother's life and the first years of 

1 his own, during an era when families 
were "bounced like dice against the 
war's longitudes and latitudes." From 

. Montana, Mr. Doig and his parents 

. travel a thousand miles south to a de
fense workers' housing project in Ari-
zona. And then they travel back again, 
to the high mountain meadows of their 
home state. Mr. Doig is a trickster of 
words, writing a dense prose that some
times turns incomprehensible but more 
often imbues his scenes with the bright 
precision of yearning. "Heart Earth" is 
a memoir of heart-rending suspense. 

LAUREN BELFER 

/ 
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HEART WTH, by Ivan Doig, Atheneum, 
160 pp., $19. 

UFE WORI. by Donald Hall. Beacon Press, 
124 pp., $15. 

By Vince Passaro 

Doig later describes himself as a 
small boy running down a steep slope 
on the family ranch. "In such plunges, 
if you use your ricochets right, you steal 
a kind of balance for yourself; you make 
equilibrium moment by moment be
cause you have to. Amid the people and 
places I was to live With, I practiced that 
bouncing equilibrium and carried it on 
into a life of writing, freefalling . 

EVERY THINKING person's through the language." The compari- · 
life is hounded by memory son is, to put it kindly, a ltl'e~ . 

. . and ~If-assessment; w~ich Fortunately, as Doig's story . moves 

I 
•· explams why so many writers tightly, frighteningly forward~. his lan-
are at least tempted, from guage loses much of this dross and rises · 

time to time, to write memoirs. Memoir to meet the occasion. "Heart Earth" is 
may be the toughest prose-narrative ultimately a powerful and evocative 

I genre, not least because it seems, at the look back on the strains and heart
\., outset, to be one of the easiest. Memoir bi:;eaka of noble people trying to survi~e ' 
'! d~'t ~llllllld; on the.f~ opt, th~ )ri;.·• ~ation· pn~ei:'¥ol_rg1 cpn.vulsi¥e 
. labQrs of1: dcicurnenta~· .. .r ·· ' ,\.,. · ·: ' ') ., · transfQrmat1on · · 
' tion reportagtn>r ere- \ ·: ·, . ,. . ~ DonaI<i· Hail' i.s b~~t 
ative imagination. known as a poet, but 
What makes it .so . heisalsoanessayist,a 
tricky though' is mem_., writer of children's · 
Qry's ability to create books, an occasional 

I 
extreme dramatic ex- literary critic and . the 
citement in the person author of at least one 

1 doing the remember- primer on writing it-
. ing. Thewriter'sfinest self, called "Writing 

tool is the ability to . Well." His nonfiction 
cull from what has style is associative and 
been written the most contemplative, and 
interesting and con- "Life Work" is per-
tributory material. haps more so than his 
But of course every- other books. It takes 
thing freshly remem- . its impetus and direc-
bered has a fascination tion from Hall's gener-
-so how to shape that al idea of work and the 
material into a story a Photo by Wa.rn• Amlll very different, almost 
stranger finds compel- Ivan Doig sacram.ental place 
ling. And how to avoid "work" holds in a 
memory's awful sentimentality - its writer's mind and his daily life. Thus, 
seductive nostalgia and affection? Two Hall grants his narrative free rein to 
recent memoirs by writers well exper- wander the meadows and farm pas
ienced in the task show how ·difficult · ' tures of his life, unbounded by the dic
this is, and how easily, even line by line, tates of chronology, · concept or style. 
one can misstep. ' · :The subject, al8$~ is .a little~ open• 

Set over the course of a few tough · .· ended; It forces us to contemplate, for 
·and -wandering years. during · World 'instahce; whlle rea4ing "Life· Work," 
· War II in Montana, Arizona and back how from day to day it is being wri.tten
: to Montana, when Ivan Doig was not _;_"After i1n hour, I was ready to begin 
yet 10, his memoir "Heart Earth" in- ·•Life Work'," Hall tells us early in his 
deed manages to convey a taut drama st.Ory, although we fQOlish readers had · 
- early on he lets you know, and if thought; ·eighfpag~ into the.text; and 

:-you've read his earlier memoir "This the rest of the book ' vrei~hing, small 
House of Sky," you already know, that but substantial, in our right hand~ that 
his mother did not survive the Doig he had not only started the damn thing 
family's life of nomadic, western, ra- but finished it as well. "I will write, 
tion-couponed, wartime hardscrabble. about my own work and the sensibili
And so his narrative builds slowly, and ties I derive from, my parents and my 
leads you, with teeth gritted, toward grandparents. Oh, I have many no
the fate of a small boy facing the loss of tions about work." 

·his mother. Thereafter the book skims and lights 
A directing, reconstructive motif of like a heron across the waters of Hall's 

Doig's story are his mother's letters history. His grandparents and parents 
from this period to her brother, who, . indeed come into major play - his de
just before his death in 1986, passed scriptions of their rural lives and strug
them along to Doig. These have all the gles have about them a halo of that 
charm of authenticity and voice that dreaded sentiment mentioned before, 
correspondence can give; they also and the reader often wishes he could be 
force Doig into an expansion of his - allowed back into real time and the 
own memories, so that the story reads storyline he's been given, thin as it is. 
much of the time like a narrative of an Halfway through the telling, Hall is 
adult's world, not a child's. diagnosed with cancer, and this of 

The book's structure is brilliantly ef- course gives new meaning to the con~ 
fective, but not all the writing that fills cepts both of Life and Work --: the dis

.. · it out works as well. Doig has a style of ease energize8 the text in a curious . 
; ,rushed poetics thatfalls prey too ~ily way, but you are len · w~th -an uncom- . 
ttotheexcessesofmemory'scryptanaly- t h be fited 
tical.sentiments. "She takes a brea.th as fortable sense tha you, .ave · rie 1 . 

. as reader-voyet.ir from the author's s8cl 
big as.she is,'.' is a fairly typical descriP- illness, in that it has giveri you a· better . 
tion he uses in a charged scene between book. And of counie; · illness is no es-
his mother and father; the scene ends · l 
with his father, in full Henry-Fonda- cape frpm sentiment either; it me~ y 

. .Grap~s-of-Wr~th-born-of-the-earth give .senti~ent extra weight.• 
\.l...llSCScs~ ~~l!:S, ""Tt\~ \,IJL 

~CU\ °"''\,ot \LS do, BQC~,, 
1s+rj· 
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Doig writes intense, brief memoir of his mothe~ 
By DENISE MORT 
Tribune Staff Writer 

Berneta Ringer Doig packed a lot 
of living into her short life. She 
suffered from severe asthma and on 
the sixth birthday of her only child, 
her son, Ivan, her heart gave out and 
she died. 

Now Ivan Doig has written a 
memoir of his 
mother,' .. Heart 
Earth," and it is 
as brief and as 
intense u the 
life of the 
woman it was 
written about. 

Born in White 
Sulphur Springs, 
Doig grew up 
along the Rocky 

Mountain Front Raised by his fa· 
ther and maternal grandmother, he 
graduated from Northwestern Uni· 
versity, where he earned bachelor's 
and master's degrees in journalism, 
and earned a doctorate in history 
from the University of Washington. 
He and his wife, Carol, live in the 
Seattle area. 

His books include 'This House of 
Sky," .. Dancing at the Rascal Fair'' 

• Wl'8t: Author tvan Doig 
signing copies of .. Heart Earth." 
• When: Thursday, Sept 9 
4:30 to 6 p.m. 
• Where: Hastings, 101710th 
Ave.S. 

and .. English Creek." 
In a telephone interview, Doig 

said he la already well under way 
with his next project, a big novel 
about the building of Fort Peck Dam 
in northeastern Montana. spanning 
the yeafl 1933 to 1938. 

Doig said .. Heart Earth" ls the 
only book he's written that has got· 
ten shorter and shorter, the more he 
worked on it. 

The inspiration for .. Heart Earth" 
wu a packet of letters Doig received 
after the death of his uncle, Wally. 
Berneta Doig had written the letters 
to her youngest brother while he 
was serving on a battleship in the 
Pacific near the end of World War ll. 
Part of that time she was living in 
the White Sulphur Springs area. 

Each of the five chapters in the 
book starts with an excerpt from 
one of the letters and Doig said he 

intended the book to have a .. kind of 
correspondence feel." 

During the three years he worked 
on .. Heart Earth," Doig said, he 
distilled a lot of material and honed 
down the language, searching for 
the essence of a life. 

Asked if it was harder writing 
about his mother than about some 
unknown person, Doig said that af
ter receiving the letters he asked 
himself the first question a profes
sional writer has to consider: Is 
there a book here? 

After deciding that there was, 
Doig went back before the time 
covered in 'This House of Sky." 

Writing about his mother was 
sometimes emotionally tough, Doig 
said, but added that as a writer, 
"You'll have to face that, sometime.'' 
~ he worked with the letters, 

Doig said he discovered a lilt in his 
mother's way with words. An invet· 
erate letter writer who wrote letters 
every week, he found that she was a 
good handler of words and a 
wicked, sarcastic observer of peo
ple. 

What he discovered in his 
mother's letters, Doig said, were 
.. some impulses that came out in me 
uawriter." 

From time to time he forgot -
sometimes deliberately - that the 
subject of his. work was his mother. 
He set out, the author explained, to 
write u if she were a stranger. 

He also had to write about himself 
as a kid, .. somewhat as a stranger.'' 

Aiding him were 500 or so photos 
of his parents. and their families, 
and of Ivan himself u a child. He 
was .•truck, he said, by these 
glimpses of .. my mom, out finding 
life to enjoy, whatever time she 
had.'' 

With the contents of her letters in 
hand, Doig said he visited or re
visited places mentioned in the let
ters, locations he called .. starkly 
evocative places:• 

Doig feels that he knows his 
mother much better now that he has 
explored her life so thoroughly. 

.. I spent three yean with her, so to · 
speak," he said. · 

.. Heart Earth" bu been awarded 
the 1992 Evans Biography Award, 
established to encourage the writing 
of biographies. 

Judges said of .. Heart Earth" that 
it is "a dazzling piece of writing by a 
writer whO hu an incomparable 
way with words, and it ls a remark
able piece of biography." 

• Book: 0 Heart Earth." 
• Author: Ivan Doig. 
• Detalls: Atheneum, $19. 
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Book World 

Life and Death in Montana - ' 

HEART EARTH 
By Ivan Doig 
Atheneum. 160 pp. $19 

By Carolyn See 
.This tale of untimely death and lost love 

comes against a background of a great-but 
largely unrecorded-American war, a "Second 
Civil War," Ivan Doig calls it: ·"That Western 
Civil War of Incorporation ... powerfully pit
ted financial capital and goverrunent against 
those who occupied lands or jobs in inconve
nient, unconsolidated fashion .... Miners, log
gers and other industrial working stiffs: defeat
ed in strikes and resistance to technological · 
dangers. Homesteaders, small farmers, back· 
pocket ranchers: defeated from insufficient 
acres. The lariat proletariat, where my grand· 
parents and parents started out, was done in 
by mechani1.ation, ending up in town jobs or 
none." 

Ivan Doig's parents and grandparents 
lived-or did not live-through this "war," all · 
unknowing, pursuing the arts of farming;t. 
ranching, herding that' were already obsolete, 
but all that they knew bow to do. The place 
where they lived, Montana, is called "The Last 
Best Place," but there's something ironic in 
that sobriquet: the last best place for what? 
For hard labor, eerie isolation, freezing to 
death, failing in enterprise~ untold hardship, 
superhuman endurance? 

The book that precedes "Heart Earth," in 
chronology and in subject matter, is "This 
House of Sky," published in 1987. It is the 
story of how, after Ivan's mother died when he 
was 6, his father, Charlie Doig, asked his 
mother-in-law (with whom he had feuded for 
the duration of their relationship) to raise Ivan 
with him. There is sweetness and humor in 
that story; Ivan's grandma arm-wrestling her 
grandsop, swearing quaintly, churning out 

home. "out there in the Sixteen cowttry," ~ 
there on the mountain." It's her heart earth. 

After ·a short stay in an isolated Ari1.ona 
desert cabin, where a passing stranger re-
marks that beautiful young Bemeta has "a 
chuteful of rocks •.• there in her lung," the 
couple go home, back to Montana, and begin 
again to herd sheep. Bemeta is happy. Then, 
she dies. Her son, stwmed then and now, when ' 
he is 20 years older than she was when she 
died, mourns her as if she'd died yesterday. 

Ivan Doig's own ferocious Montana is the 
high mountain of style. He kicks words like his 
dad herded sheep, and sometimes he doesn't 
lmow when to stop. Passages on Pages 9, 20 
and 49, on the nature of "time," "dreaming" 

Tm: W ASRINCTON P<M' 

'·~ds of ~on ~lls and homemade· · ·\~~ .~um faCtory (and so they do, ~ite theif 
bread. /\$ ,Doig remarks about the earli!r \~es mope and pine in jerry-built1;orkers' 
"This House of Sky": "fold and done, I thought · hOusing Projects). The buried reason is s0m~ 
with satisfaction, as that book took on a life of thing else. Bemeta has suffered from asthma 
its own with 150,000 readers." . . . for as long as anyone can remember. In one of 

Told and done until, years later, Ivan's . their first houses, Charlie had spread feed for 
favorite uncle-and his mother's cherished ·. the· sheep along the road out of town so that · 
younger brother-dies, and leaves a packet of thf sheep, in their eating, will press down the 
Ivan's mother's letters, a record of her last six sn&w to give the couple at least a chance of 
months· on Urth. · ie~ters that seem to fill her making it to the hospital when Bemeta has one 
grown son with ·aorrow and yearning and ~ . ~o(.her killer attacks. But she's getting worse. 
dread, finally bringing the grief home. . Arid Arizona has a reputation for helping 

Bernetil Ringer DQig's letters begin in Feb- ·. people with lung problems. 
ruary 1945 and continue Wltil June of that • · . But what is life worth without land you love? 
same year, when she would meet her death. Ivan's pare~ts go back because Montana is 
She's been · married for about 10 years to their home, their place, the place, the last be.st 

. Charlie Doig, a maniacally industrious cowboy- place, even though its mortality rate is high, 
rancher-farmer. They both hail from the fero- fiendishly . high. Earlier, the Doig family had 
ciously demanding landscape of northern Mon- gone perhaps to more funerals than dances: 
tana; they've grown up· in adjoining towns, or People Who loved Montana but who had "a 
ghosts of townl: · they've met at a country wire down somewhere in their liv~, a lack of 
dance. Both of them . lmow haying, herding. capacity to work for themselves, an emigration 
lambing, calving. · · . · · . ' into an America they never managed to savvy 

In this winter Of 1945, Charlie Doig, along or get hold of, many with a puppy-helplessness 
with a brother and sister-in·law, bundle Berne- when it came to alcohol, some· with sour 
ta and young Ivan into a car and make the . . tempers and bent minds, mateless.~ 
diuying trip to Phoenix. The upfront reason is Bernet.a, as she confides in her brother out 

· that the Doig brothers will fmd · work in al:\ on a ship in the South Pacific, wants to go 

arid "language," respectively, taste like ~ 
serts in a French restaurant where the butter 
may have taken a wrong turn. But the bulk of 
the language, in salute to his forthright moth
er, ~ spare, accurate. My favorite fragment 
here pays homage to "the Sixteen country": 
"view, view, view, gangs of views." Who could 
ever leave a place like that? Even if it meant 
dying to stay there. 

Carolyn See's reviews appear eaeh Friday in 
Style. · 
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Ivan Uoig was In Bozeman Saturday to promote his new book. 

By AL KNAUBER 
Chronicle Staff Writer 

R 
ecreating events in the life of 
his mother was sometimes 
emotionally upsetting for Ivan 
Doig. 

"If it makes you draw a pret
ty deep breath, or wipe tears 
away, or whatever, OK, draw a 

breath and wipe the tears away and then sit 
down to the keyboard again," Doig, 59, said. 

Such was the price paid during the last 
three years in which he wrote his latest.book 
"Heart Earth," a story of his mother who died 
in June 1945 while he was 6-year-old boy . . 
"Heart Earth" ends where his acclaimed 

' "This House of Sky". begins. 

Doig was in Bozeman on Saturday as part . 
of a statewide tour to promote "Heart Earth" 
which he said is selling well. 

Writing it was difficult because of the lan
guage, he said. 

"I worked on that opening sentence most 
of those seven weeks," Doig said of time 
spent on research in Arizona for the book's 
first two chapters. 

The book begins: "In that last winter of the 
war, she knew to use pointblank ink. Nothing 
is ever crossed out, never a p.s., the 
heartquick lines still as distinct as the day of 
the postmark, her fountain pen instinctively 
refusing the fade of time." 

"Those kinds of sentences, you simply 
work on them until, by God, you get them as 

From 
'Sky' to 
'Earth' 
Doig crafts a memoir 
from-mother's letters 

toms of your chaps, if you rode their country 
yet today," he writes of the land. 

Doig was born in White Sulphur Springs 
and raised along the Rocky Mountain front 
He attended Northwestern University in 
Chicago and now lives in Seattle with his 
wife, Carol. Among his seven novels is the 
Montana trilogy, "English Creek," "Dancing 
at the Rascal Fair" and "Ride With Me, Mari
ah Montana." 

Doig is presently working on a novel about 
the building of the Fort Peck dam which oc
curred between 1933 and 1938. That novel is 
already well underway, he said. 

Although 'it's still a couple of years from 
. completion, he said "It is the book I've most 

wanted to write." · · 
He works with a typewriter - he discon-

. tinued using a word processor because of its 
right as you can," he explained with a laugh. · · effect on his eyes - and begins an eight-hour 

: He compares "Heart Earth" which he de- work day by 7 a.m. He is a former ranch hand 
. scribes as a "prose poem" to "Ibis House of for which he blames his habit of rising each 
Sky" which was published 15 years ago. "Ibis day by 5 a.m. 
House of Sky" was nominated for the Nation- When writing "Heart Earth," he would on- · 
al Book Award in Contemporary Thought ly strive to complete a couple of hundred 
and received a .Christopher Award, the Pacific words daily. The rest of the day would be 
Northwest Booksellers' Award and the Gov- spent on research or looking at the rhythm of 
ernor's Writers Day Award. · the sentences and how each paragraph be-

Doig's research also brought him back to · gins and ends. 
the land northeast of Bozeman near the north · There is no separating Doig from his. love 
end of the Bridger Mountains. It is a land nur- of language and it is "the dance of the lan-
tured by Sixteen Mile Creek in which much guage" for which he said he hopes to be re-
of the book is set membered. 

"The brusque sagebrush would slap at · "That's, to me, what the real writers are re-
your stirrups, polishing the leather at the bot- membered for," he said. 
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Ivan .Doig to promote 'Heart Earth' in Missoula Friday 
By GINNY MERRIAM 
of the Missoulian 

t's true: Ivan Doig will be in Missoula this 
week. 
Doig's publisher, Atheneum, launched him 

from his Seattle home Sept. 7 on a tour to 
promote his new book. -"Heart Earth." 

"Heart Earth" takes the reader back to 
1945. six months before the opening chapter of 
Doig's acclaimed 1978 memoir "This House of 
Sky." Its inspiration was Doig's discovery of a 
cache of letters written by his mother, Berneta 
Ringer Doig, to her brother Wally Ringer, who 
was stationed in the Pacific during World War 
II. 

The book recalls the very early years of 
Doig•s upbringing in a sheep-ranching family 
outside Ringling. 

"To live, to belong to a family is to 
possess private constellations of 

remembering," Doig says of the book, "and 
'Heart Earth' came to me, as a writer, from 
the sparks of memory and imagination that fly 
upward Oltt of her letters." 

Doig's schedule in Missoula on Friday, 
Sept. 17: 

12·1 p.m.: Book signing at Fact & 
Fiction. 

1 :30-4:30 p.m.: Doig will speak at and 
.attend the Wallace Stegner symposium at the 
University of Montana. He will talk on 
"Stegner's American West as Living Space" at 
the Montana Theater in UM's performing arts 
building. 

7-8:30 p.m.: Book signing at 
Walden books. · 

· The Stegner symposium is sponsored by 
UM's Center for the Rocky Mountain West 
and the Montana Historical Society. It will 
focus on Stegner as a Western writer grounded 
in a sense of place. It will .run Friday, Sept. 17, 
1.:30 to 4'.30 p.m'. with an evening lccture __ ~t 8 . 

;. .; 
' · ·i 

~. t ~J 
"' •· . . : - ~ "-"'"' :t 

:•.:. 

p.m. and Saturday, Sept. 18, 9 a.m. to noon in 
the Montana Theater. All events are free and 
open to the public. 

Friday's events include "A Brief 
Reminiscence: Father, Teacher, Collaborator," 
a talk by Stegner's son Page Stegner. In 
addition to Stegner and Ivan Doig, William 
Kittredge will discuss "Stegner and the 
Western Landscape." 

On Friday evening at 8 p.m., San Diego 
State University English professor Jackson 
Benson will talk on "Finding a Voice of His 
Own: The Story of Wallace Stegner's Fiction.": 

On Saturday morning, University of 
Arkansas professor Elliott West will talk on 
"Stegner, Storytelling and Western Identity!'; 
University of Arizona history professor 

,.; . Richard Etulain will talk on "Wallace Stegner 
.as ~estern Humanist"; UM history professor 
Dan Flores will talk on "Stegner, the West and 
the Environment"; and University of Colorado 
professor Patricia Nelson Limerick will talk on 
"Precedents to Wisdom." 

.l 
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A Mother's Letters -
A Child's Memofies 

By Brad Knickerbocker 

I _V~ DOIG. was first noticed as a writer 15 years ago with 
l_'his ~o~ of Sky.,. That reminiscence of the years spent 
with his widowed father bouncing around ranches and sheep 

c~ps in Montana was followed by five more works, including a 
trilogy of novels about an emigrant Scottish family in the Rocky 
Mountain West. 

Now Doig, one of the most readable and productive writers~ 
of the. American West today, has -~ked to Ids bo1hoocl m. 
the ~ddle ~f this century when~ parents spent w~ W.4 ~ 
working on ISOl.at.ed ~es and at .an Arizona defense :pl.ui:=::' .-· 

As the only young&.& among adults, Doig liked to -prOwt -wah 
(his) ears~· The detailed - - ~ . · _. -.- . ·- · :-.. - .·· :~ 
anecdotes, moods, and im- . · . ' ·-

presfilons mentally tucked 
away during his childhood 
are put into print here. A his
torian and former journalist, 
Doig also includes other de
tails gathered since then 
from family members and ac
quaintances. Most important, 
he draws heavily on letters 
from his mother to her 
brother. aboard a United 
States warship in the Pacific 
- letters he did not see for 
more than 40 years. 

Where necessary, and as a 
conscious literary device, 
Doig also draws on what he 
calls "deliberate dreams" (he 
refers to this as "a little help 
from ?ablo Neruda .. ), a con
struction of events and dia-
logue based on his best sense 
of what happened nearly 50 .:. ~--,,_· - ·· 

~.::.:~·~ ·*:.:;. ~ ... -.; .,.. 

years ago. "It's the only way 
I can think of to get at what 
might have gone on beyond 
what I can hear and see," 
Doig told this reviewer in 
1991. 

This means of filling out 
the story seems legitimate, a 
reminder of something at-
tributed to novelist Ken Ke-

k~,-~-~~~ff: .. ~-;-.,"_ 

HEART EARTH 
By Ivan Doig 

Atheneum, 160 pp, S 19 _ 

~y, .another writer .out of the West: "Just because something 
didn t happen doesn t mean it's not true." 

For a gOod chunk of time, the Doigs lived what was essentially 
a 19th-century frontier existence in the mid-20th century. For 
months at a time, their home was a one-room sheep camp high 
in the Bridger Range of the Rocky Mountains with an outhouse 
and no electricity except for the occasionally used generator. 

Both Charlie and Berneta Doig herded sheep, trapped weasels, • 
looked to other chores, and took young Ivan along on their vari
ous adventures. Other strong presences are Uncle Wally, the re
cipient of Berneta's wartime letters, and Doig's maternal grand
mother, who later would become a surrogate parent. 

"Gnarled and bent as a Knockadoon walking stick, my grand
father; my grandmother, on the other hand, so sturdy sne could 
carry the rest of us over the Crazy Mountains on her back," he 
writes. "The hands and arms of Bessie Ringer were scarred from 
every kind of barbwire work, yet there she sat hooking away at 
the most intricate of crochetwork, snowflaking the rough rooms 
of her existence with doily upon doily." 

Bernet.a Doig's struggle with illness is a thread through .. Heart 
Earth," and the book closes with the death of the writer's mother 
on his sixth birthday. But the poignancy and sadness are not over
whelming, and one is left remembering the humor and family 
closeness (quarrels as well as affection), the strength of character 
and es.5ential hopefulness that have come to be Doig trademarks. 

•Brad Knickerbocker is on the Monuor's staff 



Spokare Sp_okesnan-Review, Sept. 18, 1993 

Author finds rhythms in family history 
By Dan Webster what would become "Heart Earth" (Atheneum, 1()0 
Staff writer . • pages, -$19), a prequel to his earlier memoir. Making 

Synchronicity involves those moments in life mental notes during his walks along the streets of 
where events or people or mere situations intersect Wickenburg, Ariz., he retraced the steps that his 
in a manner that turns out ultipiately to be . mother and father had taken some five decades · 
meaningful . · before. · · · 

Artists tend to notice such moments. They benefit In his parents' tim~ of course, the Second World 
from them. They thrive on them. . . War was raging~ the Earth. During the late 

Ivan Doig, whose artistry comes through the way. winter of '91, war was_ again a topic on everyone's 
he paints With words, seldom fails to notice the · lips~ · . · · ~ · · - · · ·:. :: · . : .. · · · · · · · 
many intersecting ties that bind his life with his life's · And while the flap in the Persian Gulf-whose · 
work. Throughout a career that has seen him· . · ultimate symbol~ the yellow nobon - couldn't 
produce such critically acclaimed novels as "English begin to compare with the planetary conflagration 
Creek" and "Dancing at the Rascal Fair," along .. · · of the 1940s, the connection. however tenuous, . . . 
with his moving memoir of mid-20th-centwy • · . between the two armed struggles Tesonated within· ·. 
Montana titled ''This House of Sky," Doig has . Doig as he walked along. ' . . · • · ·. · .· 
taken full advantage ofthis interweaving of the "To be there in a war, in a sense as my folks were 
personal and professional. 

Just as he did in March 1991 while working on ·Continued: Doig, E8 

Doig: Author combines history 
and memory to create art 
Continued from 

there during a war, made. for an 
interesting rhythm," Doig say$. 

He'll speak of that rhythm, and the 
book that resulted from it, during a 
reading at 7:30 tonight at Auntie's 
Bookstore & Cafe. 

But for now, on a recent weekday 
mid-morning, the noted Seattle nov
elist is talking on the phone. He's 
calling from a friend's Jackson Hole, 
Wyo., house that rests in the shadow 
of the Grand Tetons. • 

Heading into the final week of this, 
the first leg of a book tour that will 
take him eventually to some 50 cities, 
, he is in a relaxed mood. 

. "Went out on the trail this morning 
at dawn under the Tetons," he says. 
"Came across an elk and heard him 
bugle for a couple of hours." Laugh
ing, he adds, "This trip beats the hell 
out of airports, I'll tell you that." 

Listen to any successful writer and 
he or she can entertain you for hours 
with book-tour horror stories. . I 

Doig is particularly entertaining, 
which is one indication of the talent 
that has placed him at the forefront 
of the rejuvenated art of personal 
memoir. ' 

. Memoirs have made for good read- I 
ing since almost the beginning of 
recorded history. But over the past. 
two decades, the form has attracted a 
whole new generation of writers who 
specialize in chronicling Western 
family life. And when it comes to 
these Western writers, the memoirs 
they're producing are nothing less 
than literature. · 

How else would you describe Nor
man Maclean's "A River Runs 
Through It" or William Kittredge's 
"Hole in the Skf'? Mary aearman 
Blew's "All But the Waltz" or Sally 

1 Tisdale's "Stepping Westward"? 
Moritz Thomsen's "The Saddest 
Pleasure" or Tobias Wolffs "This 
Boy's Life"? 

Or, more to the point, Doig's own 
two books. · 

"You know," he says, "the family 
stuff, the personal stuff, is often the 
richest and ~trongest that we have to 
work with." i I 

"This House of Sky" begins as · 
powerfully · as any book could, with 
6-year-old Ivan listening as his asth
matic mother's labored breathing 
finally stops. The 1978 non-fiction 
account goes on to tell the story of his 
father, Charlie Doig, and his mater~ 
nal grandmother, Bessie Ringer, and 

· their mutual struggles to forge a life 
without Bemeta, the woman who; 
even in death, still conQected them~ · 
I ,. "' A.1.. Y'\ " /..L ,..l"lrr" \ 

. i 



At the end of its 314 pages, "This 
House of Sky" seemed . complete. 
But, as it turns out, it wasn't 

For it wasn't until nearly 15 years 
after the book's publication that Doig 
was given what turned out to be a 
treasure trove of family '°rrespon· 
dence. 

During the research he had done 
during the mid-'70s for ''This House 
of Sky," Doig had polled his family 
for anything that he could use. 

"I tried to shake down everybody 
in the family for anything they might 
have in terms of family letters or 
whatever else," he says. 

But it wasn't until 1986, after the 
death of his Uncle Wally Ringer, that 
he inherited the dozen or so letters 
that his mother had written to her 
brother, who was then stationed on a 
ship in the Pacific. . 

"I still don't know whether he 
simply didn't get to it, if it slipped his 
mind or whether he didn't feel in the 
mood to do me any favors," Doig 
says. As he explains in the new book, 
they'd barely spoken for years be
cause of a dispute over Bessie Ring
er's funeral expenses. 

Yet, he writes, "With the packet of 
letters, then, each dutifully folded 
back into its envelope edged with 
World War II airmail emblazon
ments, Wally reached out past what 
had come between us when he was 
alive." 
~ . 
' And as a new feel for who his 

mother was opened up for Ivan qoig, 
the idea for a second book took root: 

"I was pretty sure that it had to be 
an essence book, a short intense 
book, the essence of my mother," he 
says. "Use the letters as a focus, the 
chance to look backward a bit at her 

. life." . 
He filled in the blanks with re

search that he did firs,-hand in 
Wickenburg, the town that he, his 
laborer father and his ill mother lived 
in during those final months of her 
life. "I followed the trail of the 
postmarks," he say8. 

He augmented that search with the 
· information he had left over from his 
original notes, from the stories that 
have become Doig and Ringer family 
lore, and from the conjecture that is 
the natural territory of a wordsmith. 

"She comes to me, naturally by 
pen," he writes of his mother. And it 
1s, naturally - and exquisitely - by 
pen, that he passes her on to us. This 
IS. his vision, his representation, just 
as any remembrance says as much 
about the person seeing that vision as 
it does about the people and places · 
being seen~ . 

He admits that "It is hard-. to I 
separate out the family stories and 
the other influences you have. But I 
think those become a kind of truth in 
and of themselves. They become the 
version that we live by." 

Besides, he adds, "You can kind of 
feel, you just feel some of these 
things. 

There's a familiarity that comes to 
you that can't come from anywhere 
else but from the part of the head 
that does the remembering." 

Family history and personal mem
ory, coming together to create art. 

What is that if not synchronicity? 

• Ivan Doig will read from his new book, 
"Heart Earth," at 7:30 toniglt at 
Auntie's Bookstore & Cafe. W313 · . . : .. : 
Riverside. Note: Seating space is . ... ; 
limited, so plan to arrive early. 

1 art11r LJllitll:.L:~ .. 

i 
I 

• i 
I 



Bellingham Herald, Sept. 19 '93 

Letters push Qgjg into volume of self-discovery 
•u;~ . f ... 

Heart Earth: A Memoir 
By Ivan Doig (Atheneum) 160 pp., 
$19 

In these times of convenient 
long-distance phone calls, ·it is 
easy to forget the rich family his
tory that once was cradled in let
ters. 

Casual conversations disappear 
in seconds over phone lines. 

When left in letters, those 
same, seemingly unimportant dis
cussions about raising children, 
weathering mishaps and exploring 
new territories provide a historical 
treasure trove. 

Seattle author Ivan Doig shares 
that sense of discovery and remi
niscence in his newest book, 
"Heart Earth: A Memoir." The · 
book recreates Doig's childhood 
years before his mother's death, 
complementing his acclaimed ear
lier memoir, "This House of Sky," 
which described family tensions 
after his mother's death. 

Bemeta Doig died on Ivan's 
sixth birthday, making her a shad
owy figure in his childhood mem
ories. 

- . - --------- - - - - ----·-·------------ - · -- -·· -- - ··- ----·--- -·- ----· - ------- - - - - - -- ------ ---·-- - -·-



VVednesday,Sept.22,1993 Anacortes American - A7 

Arts and .. Entertainment 
.. ~ · ·- -- - ·- - - - -- - .. ..... .. . ··-

Acclaimed writer Ivan 
... .. ' 

oig b ings 'Heart arth' 
By GRACE CARLSON 
Special to the American . 

desert air for Bemeta's asthma-choke.d lungs. A thou
sand miles from family and friends, Bemeta began 
writing to her favorite brother, Wally, statione.d on a 
destroyer in the South Pacific. With the exacting thoroughn~ of an archaeolo

gi~ author Ivan Doig uses research on the road and 
faint childhood memories to recreate the adventurous "Dear Wally. _ 
world of a 5-year-old and his frontier-comfortable " ... I shouldn't even be wr:Uing you my troubles 
paren~.- ~ .:·: __ . = ·' ·:~: ·1.. . · : ': ~· .. ,. but I have to spill over to someone. I'd just like to 

Doig's nevi memoir, "Heart Earth," also used a have.you around so I could put my head on your 
long-lost cache of his motha''s letters to redraw the shoulder and cry. 
lost pieces in the puzzle years of his growing up, . " ... It is going on J and we haven't had dinner 
rediscovering a parent he barely got to know, 45 years yet, Charlie is resting and I thought the rest would do 
after ha death. . ,:. $ :·t :''"' . · . ·'.. him more good than eating. Ivan is out in the back-
. The Seattle author is best known for 'This House . ;· 'J(JTd building roads. He had a foxhole dug -you. could 
of Sky," his 1978 memoir about coming of age ~· · ·.:,. : _bury a cow .in."_ . 
between the przsonalities of his father and maternal : : . Jn that last winter of the war, she knew to usi 
gran~ther. ~new "H~Earth" is a companion. pointblank ink. Nothing is ~er crossed out, never a 
pi~ illmttatmg a rugge<! piece of th~ West,~ . . . p.s., the heartquick lines still as distinct as the day of 
some of the people who tned to tame IL . · the postmark. her fountain pen instinctively refusing 

Doig will be in Anacortes for a book signing froril · · . the!~ of time. 
7 to 8 p.m. Friday, Sept 24, al Watennark Books. 612 · .\· · 
CommC'l'cial Ave.. · - · ·. · . · .<·;} .,. · · . -.·. Ivan Doig fuherited the inscnl>ed fountain pen 

Raised in the spare ~g society of high~ ', ., from his mother, but little else survive.d the years . 
country Montana, Ivan Doig and Bemeta Ringa were ·. since her eath on his sixth birthday. in June 1945. 
married in 1934. In 1944, with 5-year-old Ivan in tow, Forty-one years later, when he returned to-Montana 
the Doigs left the frozen Mootana winter for a chance ._ oo the occasion of Uncle Wally's death, the stack of · 
to make it in war-booming Arizona with ·a job al an . .. . war-time letters in a trunk spilled out the loves and 
aluminum plan~ a cabin in the company town and the · . fears of a young woman surviving the best she could. 

' . 

She first comes to me. naturally, by pen. "There 
are many disadvantages to fanning in some parts of 
Montana ... " The earliest itemfrom her own hand is 
a grade school booklet she made about Montana, 
report of a forthright rural child. "Some times there iJ 
allcali ground and in other places gumbo soil and then 
the chinoolc winds and grasshoppers and all different 
kinds of insects and some times not enough rainfall." 
Language is the treasury of the poor. and Berne ta 
minted more than her share ... 

Her only son grew up with a love of language born 
of Montana winters spent reading. By the time he was 
16 he knew he wanted to be a writer, and won a schol
arship to Northwestern University. Later he worked 
for a newspaper and magazine in Illinois before head-
ing west to Seattle. · 

He earned a doctorate in history at the University 
of Washington and also wrote freelance magazine 
articles before publishing -nus House of Sky," which 
was a finalist for the National Book A ward in contem
porary thought He followed with the non-fiction 
"Winter Brothers;" his first novel, "The Sea 
Runners;" and then his Montana-based fictional trilo
gy - "English Cree~" "Dancing at the IWcal Fair" 
and "Ride With Me, Mariah Montana." 

Doig retmns to non-fiction in "Heart Earth," for 
which he traveled to the back-country sh p ranches 

(_ cm\\ l\Lttd YlQ..llf- e--



; :·· .. :1 .. 

of Montana and south to the Ari7.ona deseR and the ·. 
town of Wickenburg. There, be redisoovC2'Cd the set~ 
ting for a vivid scene with his motha. 

A carload of Plioenlx people uiltrrilpU me in mid-. 
mope by depositing themselves on the soda folllllain · 
stools with us. We learn from their jabbering to each · 
other that they have driven sixty miles to ~e the snow 
on Yarnell Hill north of town, an U.CllTsion my bliz. · 
zard-bred mother finds so comical that Jhe SMaks a -

1 

giggle to me between licks on her ice cream. Maybe _ ·: · : 
we can go into.the, snowman busines, my mother and · . . 
I. If people jaunt from far Phoenix just to look Jl/1011 _ . . ~.- .-. [ 
snow, what might they pay for g~nuint ~~ · 
statuary of the slllff, snow falSOs mocking tltt · ·' 
saguaros. · ·-. 

- -;:-:.-. · 

Ariwna is as ill-fitting a garment for the Doigs as a : I 
business suit on a cowboy. The faniily ~tores back 
to Montana roots by the end of March_ 194S, to a _ --.. ·. 
spring of lambing and a summer of tending Ihm own 
herd of sheep on the mountainside. 

But earth and heart don't have much of a mem
brane between them. Sometimes decided on grounds· 
as elusive as that single transposable h, this matter O{; . 
siting ourselves. Of a place mysteriously insisting· · .. _ 
itself into us. · 
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Ivan Doig writes of the war years of his youth In Montana. In his lat-
est book, 'Heart Earth.' · · .· 

Applause 3 

Mother's letters inspire book 
By MARY BAR UH EVITT family diarist," he recalled. ' .- acclaim. 
Staff Writer Berneta Doig suffered from . · '.· A trilogy written by Doig chron-

Author Ivan Doig experienced severe asthma, so the family icles Montana's history though the 
the changes World War II brought :. moved temporarily to Arizona in . fictional McCaskill family, 

. to Montana. Now he has an 
"unusual twist in a memoir written i hopes the climate would improve enlivening the vast state for those 

~ ~.about Big Sky Country in that era. ' her condition and also to benefit who live outside its borders. · 
·i J :.in ~"Heart Earth," Doig weaves · from welf-paid defense work . Doig was born in 1939 in 
· excerpts from letters 'Yritten in ~,· available in an aluminum-manu- Sulphur Springs, Mont. A former 
1945 by his mother, Berneta ~ facturing plant there:-: · .. ·· . · ranch hand and magazine writer, 

'\;. Doig, to create the troubled and \ Hear.tsick for Montana, the Doig is a graduate · of 
· ;:~yet exciting fabric of the~ times. '.. family returned. - .. ~: Northwestern University, where 
,.~_ The book revisits the familiar ~ · Shortly afterward, the fraff .. he received undergraduate and 

landscape Doig covered in his :·. Beineta .Doig died, leaving a 6<~ · graduate degrees in journalism . 
• ~ ~st-selling '"Ibis ~ouse of Sky." . year-old son. - ·· ·._ · ·· · · :. : He holds a doctorate in history 
~ · Doig's mother· wrote about a · ·"-"Nobody got over her.- Doig or .._ from ·· the University · of 

dozen letters to her brother, Wally ; Ringet,-those around .me in iny · _ Washington . 
.. \ Ringer, who was serving aboard a r growing-up stayed hit; pierced, by .. · Doig already is at work on his 

;. Navy. destroyer in the Pacific. She my mother's ·death in the moun- next hook, which he describes as 
died six months later, and the let- ' tain cabin," Doig wrote. · . . a "Grapes of Wrath . of the 
ters did not fall into her son's ' In the past 15 years, the author Northwest." The book focuses on 
hands for another 40 years. has written seven successful fie- the building of Fort Peck Dam on 

"I felt as soon as I saw the let- ' tion and nonfiction books· which the Missouri River during the 
ters, there was a short, intense ·have won . national. literary Depression. 
book," Doig said in an interview > . 
from his Seattle home. 

Doig crafted the memoir from 
the sparks of memory and imagi
nation ignited by the letters. he 
said. 

Though Ivan Doig has lots of 
photos, paperwork beyond basic 
documents was scarce because of 
the family's mobile lifestyle. His 
father was a sometime cowboy 
and sheepherder, his mother a 
ranch cook. 

-''1be Brownie camera was the 
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Iva Doig ret 0 memoir form 
By Ted Schmidt 
Loveland Library Director 

ifteen years has become a 
standard for some people 
- a home mortgage for 
lenders and purchasers, a 
lifetime for parents strug

, gling with a child from 
newborn to high school sopho- ~ 
more. · · ' '~· ,. ~ · ~; 

Fifteen years has been the writ
ing career of one of the West's · 
best Writers as Ivan Doig has art
fully delineated family, landscape · 
and history in his two memoirs . 
and his Montana trilogy. 

Though t1oig earlier wrote for 
newspapers, the Rotarian maga
zine and as a free-lancer, 1978 
was the year his first book, ''This 
House of .~ky: Landscapes of a 
Western ~d, '' was published 
and nominated for a National 
Book Award, one of the most · 
prestigious awards in writing. 

The book, co~tinuously in print 
and being reissued this year in a 
special 15-year commemorative 
edition, was followed by two 
books on Doig's adopted north
west, "Winter Brothers" (1980) 
and "The Sea Runners,. (1982). 

Then followed the Montana tril
ogy - "English Creek" (1984), 
"Dancing at the Rascal Fair" 
0987) and "Ride with, Mariah 

~ -

Montana" (1990). · · · or maybe even two versions, of a 
They tell in rich and colorful continuing story,· how Ivan Doig 

detail the history of a family, four grew up and became tb~ writer · 
generations shipping from Scot-·!' · and person he is. --· .:,;_ ·. 
land to settle the Montana tern..:~ But that oversimplifies the 
tory, celebrating statehood, : : : i · · books whicl\ are so rich in char-- :. 
emerging from the Depression, to acterization arid perSonalitf. '.-

1

.:'_'
1 

the inventory of the state and its ; _ "this House of Sky'' begins ••; ;~ 
people duriiig the _sta\e's centen- · 1 where "Heart Earth'' ends, µte_

1
_, 

nial years. · · · · ·. · death at a very early age of · 
Just published is Ivan Doig's · ' · Ivan's mother following a lifelong 

return tO the memoir, "Heart · . 1 battle with asthma. ' · · 
Earth," a dis~overy of his im- · · The books converge on that : ·. · , 
mediate roots tl)rough an inher- : event as the author's remem- ... 
ited collection of letters given to brances, interviews With family . 
Doig upon his uncle's death. · ·· "•. and local residents recreate his :, 

Cycles within circles is Doig's life up to ("Heart Earth") and : 
style .both in the trilogy and mem- · after ("This House of Sky") the- · 
oirs. · · · death of Ivan's mother. 

The trilogy is a paean to the Charlie Doig, Ivan's father, · 
family set against a rugged land- takes over the raising of his son, 
scape, unforgiving weather and a enters into a short-lived and ill-
state's economic history which · · advised second marriage and, , . 
seldom strays from depression. · after a number of years of non~ .: : 

Marriages are made and br~ communication.with his first , ·::.· 
ken, births and deaths follow in 
each of the trilogy books reveal-
ing the struggles and strengths of 

. individuals living under and leav
ing one roof. The .same themes 
wrap around each other in the 
first and the latest books by Doig. · 

"This House of Sky" and 
"Heart Earth,. tell two chapters, 

wife's mother, Ivan's grand- order they were written, "This 
mother, he accepts her offer to House of Sky" first and "Heart-
assist in raising Ivan. · Earth" second, with the knowl-

The book bounces from Ivan's edge that 15 years and a trunk 
memories of growing up in this • full of letters can clarify and 
strange household of father and.. change an individual's, as well as 
grandmother to background on ~ . . a "family's, way of viewing pivotal 
each of their families and the · · ~yents and personalities. 
conditions of sheep raising, itiner• Whether a person reads Doig's 

· ant cowboying, ranch manage- ·' . memoirs or the trilogy, many of 
. ment, terrible weather and ~e, .:.~:. his themes of family strength, 
vast, beautiful landscape. · ·· · · history affecting individuals, and 

,.. "Heart Earth'• is a companion . · the love of the land resonate. · 
book delineating the last year of : " ·There is no finer writing cur-
World War II, 1945, when Ivan (6 rently being offeted on the family 
years old) and the family bounce 
between an Arizona Alcoa factory . be~g.,aff ected by the western 
job, living in a desert cabin and ~ . Uruteft States. · 

· sheep ranching in the spring : ,~ v . Upcoming Library Events 
grass mountains of Montana. · ·Oct. 1.:... Friends of the ' Library 
· Based on letters that Ivan's Book Sale Members Preview 
mother sent to her brother who · from 7-9 p.m. at 451 Railroad 

·was stationed on a battleship in Ave.; $5 Friends memberships 
the south Pacific, "Heart Earth" available .at the door. 
also captures in memory's eye Oct. 2 - Friends of the Library 
the time and places as well as the. Book Sale for the general public 
people who affected the author. from 9 a.m.-2 p.m. at 451 Rail-

. ,. · The books are best read in the ! road Ave. 
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From Ivan Doig: 
·Tough yet tender 
Montana memories 

Heart Earth 
By Ivan Doig 
Atheneum. 160 pages, $19 

Reviewed by Richard Gosswiller · 
A playwright and critic 

T 
his is a book about six months in a 
writer's life-at the age of 5. If that 1 
doesn't sound exciting, consider this. 
The principal character in this non
fiction book is not Doig but his 

1 

mother, a thin 30-year-old with asthma. And I 
the most dramatic scene in the first 60 pages 
concerns a non-quarrel over the adoption of 
a stray dog. If you haven't by this time de
cided to call your bookstore to reserve a 
copy, let me add one more thing: You could 
be making a mistake. 

Followers of Ivan Doig know him primari
ly as a writer of novels set in Montana. Two 
of them, "English Creek" and "Ride With Me, 
Mariah Montana," deal with the same char- I 
acter, · Jick McCaskill, at different stages of 
his life. "English Creek/' which concerns 
Jick's sheepherding boyhood in the 1930s, is 
the better book-tightly written, almost "lyric
al. The prose in "Mariah Montana," set in 
the '70s, is far more pedestrian. 

In "Heart Earth," Doig has returned to his 
lyrical style and improved upon it-"prose 
poetry" is not an overstatement. In the 
opening pages, Doig recalls the months in 
1945 that his family spent in Arizona, where 
his father, Charlie Doig, a marginal Montana 
sheep rancher, settled the family because of 
his mother's poor health and where a war
time factory offered far better money than he 
could earn in Montana: \ 

"Like light, time is both particle and wave. ! 
. Even as that far winter of our lives traced 
itself as a single Arizona amplitude of season 
along the collective dateline of memory, si
multaneously it was stippling all through us 
in instants distinct as the burn of sparks." 

Here's his description of the ranch where 
the family had lived before decamping for 
Arizona: 

"Two other ranches lay hidden even far
ther down the gulches, . . . but otherwise 
weather was the only neighbor. Clouds 
walking the ridgelines, hurried by ·chilly 
wind. Rain, rare as it was, slickening the 
road as quick as it lit. And if the winter was 
a tough one-they always were-my father 
fed hay on the road so that as the sheep ate, 
they packed down the snow and improved 
the chance of getting out to the hospital at 
Townsend when one of my mother's hardest 
asthma attacks hit." 

On the asthma: 
"Most often a midnight diso~dei;._ sabotage 

of sleep and dream that had, }wJt decently 
begun, the attack woo.J..d.-chok~. her awake, 
simultaneousfy the blue narcotic of carbon 
dioxide buildup bringlQg, on faintness, a suf
focating fatigue. At once she. had to fight to 
sit up and wheeze, her ey.es large with con
centration on the cost of air, hunching into 
herself to ride out the faltering lungwork. In 
and out, the raw battlesound of debilitation 
and effort sawed away at her. Then worse: a , 
marathon of coughing so hard it bruised you 
to hear." 

The book vibrates with such language as 
Doig tells about the hard Depression times in 
Montana, the harder times in Arizona and 
the return to Montana and to sheepherding. 
Along the way we meet the . people in young 
Ivan's life. 

One is Uncle Wally, on the USS Ault, a 
SEE EARTH, PAGE 9 

,:Earth· 
·.,~· CoN'nNUED FROM PAGE 7 

·\ 

·destroyer in the South Pacific. 
It was he, the author says, who 
made this book possible by pre
serving the many letters sent to 
him during 1944 and '45 by his 
sister, Berneta. Doig uses quotes 
from his mother's letters to 
form the framework of the book 
and to jar his prodigious memo
ry. ~·1 have to spill over to some
one," she writes, a phrase that 
succinctly reveals why the let-
, ters came to exist at all and 
helps to explain how Doig ac
quired his talent. 

Doig also quotes from the 
Ault's logbook, bringing the 
issues of the day into focus: 

"1010 (May 11, 1945) Sighted 
enemy plane (Zeke) which came 
out of low cloud astern and 
dived into the after flight deck 
of USS Bunker Hill. . . . Bunker 
Hill was burning furiously." 

Doig writes about his father, 
hard working and stoical, and 

about Winona, a seamstress, his 
mother's confidant and Wally's 
bride-to-be. He describes Ber- · 
neta's mother, widowed, lonely, 
enduring and no particular 
friend of Ivan's father. 

As for his mother, she treated 
her son llke a grown-up, com
forted her husband when he 
was ill and al.tnost never com
plained of her own malady. He 
remembers her shopping on a 
tiny income, catching mice in a 
rented house (two in one trap!) 
and laughing at the fright U1e 
family took mistaking a cow for 
escaped German prisoners. 
Then comes the day, back in 
Montana, when she chooses to 
herd sheep rather than drive 
their hired sheepherder to town. 

Some of Doig's finest writing 
comes as he describes Berneta 
on horseback, turning ewes on 
the mountainside with the help 
of her dog, Flop, while in town 
father and son go about getting 
haircuts. Each scene leads 
irrevocably to a poignant con
clusion in this slim but power
ful volume. 

f 1 
( 
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A surprise , legacy .. 

of letters helps 

Ivan Doig write 
I I 

·a~ new ·,memotr . 

that fills tn the . 

missiiig chapters · 

on the· woman -he 

longed to know 
Seallle. WA 
(King Co.) 
Seante 
Post-Intelligencer 
(Cir. D. 200,495) 

er's 
By John Marshall 
P-1 Reporter 

f :_ w rlter Ivan Doig had tried his damdest before to get 
some sense of this woman who had died at 31 in the 
pre-dawn hours of his sixth birthday, this woman he 

could remember years afterward only In patchwork memory, 
this woman who was his mother. 

There were family photographs taken with a Brownie 
.camera and tape-recorded reminiscences of his father and 
his grandmother, some help in the remembering, but Doig 
still feared he would probably go to his grave with no 
recollection of his mother's voice. 

Then came the surprise bequest of an estranged uncie, his 
mother's brother. It was a small packet or letten held 
together by a strand of grocery store string. 
There were 20 letters in all, 12 from Doig's 
mother,· six from hJs grandmother, two from his · ' 
father, all written over a few months in the 
spring of 1945. Doig took this simple family 
inheritance in his hands, then promptly set Jt .

1
. 1 

aside, excited but skittish. · : . . , ~ . 
, Several days passed before Doig' untied the . l 

. string and made his way thrQugh the letters, 
1

.' : 

his head suddenly filled with his mother's 
voice, as Immediate as today, a real person's 

_ _ voice at last , , .,· . , 1 

. "She had been this· cutoii~ this figure· from . .. 
a melodrama," Doig recalls. "Dying that early": 
meant nobody ever spoke ill of her or in 
anything but highly emotional terms. Neither 
my dad or my grandmother c9uld talk long . ...-...-..... 

writing son has mined family memory for more than 15 years 
now, giving public life to the unsung laboring people who 
clawed an existence out of the unforgiving land in the shadow 
of the Montana Rockies. 

0 This House of Sky: Landscape of a Western Mind" came 
first in 1978: Doig's evocative memoir of his upbringing at the 
hands of his father and grandmother, staunch enemies turned 
makeshift family partners by his mother's tragic death from 
an unknown heart condition. This first book by Doig - then a 
little-known journalist on the free-lance fringe - became a 
Western classic, nominated for the National Book Award, 
studied in cotleges, beloved by thousands, still selling at. a 
rate of 10,000 copies a year (with more than 130,000 sold). 

Two Northwest-based books followed, "Winter Brothers" 
and "The Sea Runners." Then came a Montana trilogy based 

on a fictional family called the McCaskills, 
bearing few similarities to the Doigs, their story 
told through "English Creek;' "Dancing at the 
Rascal Fair" and "Ride with Me, Mariah Mon
tana." 

_ _ -BUT DESPITE years of critical praise and 
·; · Increasing success, Doig seemed destined to be 
- forever linked with "This House of Sky," still his 

most personal work, his introduction to many 
,. ,. , . readers, the literary equivalent of a first love. 

, · Until . the unexpected legacy of his mother's 
: letters. 

about her without breaking down. · Bemeta Doig 
"But to encounter her in these letters -

Doig has now worked this paper bequest into 
"Heart Earth" (Atheneum, $19), a masterful 
companion memoir to "This House of Sky." It is 
his mother's story, u slim volume, but Doig ut the 
top of his considerable powers, moving smoothly 
between fact and memory and meditation, and the 

hey, she's a lively sort of person with kind or a wicked eye for 
behavior and a wicked ear for gossip; in short, a writer. That 
brought a person from behind the cutout - she leaps out 
from behind, really - and it made me think about her and 
me. I grew up thinking I was my father's son and my 
grandmother's grandson, but then it dawned on me how 
much I am my mother's son, too." 

What Berneta Doig had written in letters to her brother, 
who was serving on a Navy ship in the South Pacific, was not 

language bearing his distinctive stamp, as if handmade. 
Doig writes of "silverghost illumination," "stiftbacked 

rectitude," "the dreamslow rhythm of the ride" and "moods 
deep and inscrutable as the keels of icebergs." He portrays a 
Montana dance hall on a Saturday night as "a plaid of 
bandannaed gallantry and booty mischief." And he describes 
a meadow with "such grass, this rain-fed early summer, that 
the sheep will fatten on it as if it were candied." 

destined to remain family secret much longer. For her See DOIG, Page C3 



Doig: He cares about his readers' response 
From Page C1 

"I mean," Doig emphasizes, 
"for the language to be the 
strength of my work - the actual 
dance of the words on the page, 
sentence by sentence. And it may 
be for some readers. But that also 
might be the weakness of my work 
for others. I don't let up, I don't 
give people much time for their 
eyes to breathe. The stuff may be 
a little too intense.". 

. Doig, an easy-talking, good
natured man in conversation, is 
intent and serious about his work. 
Woe to anyone who might dare 
suggest that he could tum a few 
wartime letters into a memoir by 
merely sitting at his manual type
writer in his home north of Seat
tle and letting the words flow. 

He is a stickler for detail, a 

. , ... ~:· · -,~:_.~ ... ~ . · ~: c !~ . .:~; · t ·. ~ · . : 

fanatic about research. Doig, 54, · . ':-\'': . ROBERT De GIUUO/P-1 
gives the impression that one of Writer Ivan Doig says of his work: 
the great joys of his life is coming · "I don't give people much time for 
upon a well-organized museum in their eyes to breathe." 
a small town and poring over its ': ··· ···- ·· .. : ·· -
dusty files and musty newspapers. placed with supposition that they 
Like he did in Wickenburg, Ariz., found the landscape similar, 
for "Heart Earth." .., heather replaced by sagebrush. 

His parents bad left M'ontana But a research ·trip . to Scotland 
for Arizona during the war, a trek convinced Doig otherwise. 
on "war-bald tires and waning · "I checked up on that and the 
ration books" that the writer place they came from looks more 
would come to see as emblematic like the coast of Maine than 
of larger themes - the search in Montana; . there's no heather for 
the West for the next great place, 35 miles," he says. "So they must 
the dislocations caused by the have come to Montana simply out 
war, the urge to reinvent lives. of choice, putting down roots 
Charlie Doig had gone from boss there with three generations try
on a Montana sheep ranch to ing to make a living in a place that 
worker in an Arizona aluminum doesn't want to give you a living." 
plant. before finally returning Doig himself fled the state for 
north to the Big Sky with his journalism school at Northwest
family for good. em, . near Chicago, knowing he 

wanted to write and convinced he 
SO IVAN DOIG poked around could only pursue his trade out

sites in Arizona, sought facts of side his native state. He never 
that state during wartime from the really went back - this .great 
National Archives, submerged 

Where readers 
can hear author 

Ivan Doig will make the foJ
lowing local appearances tor his 
new book, "Heart Earth." 

Oct. 7: 7 p.m. reading at 
Kane Hall, University of Washing
ton. 

Oct. 8: 7:30 p.m. reading at 
Eagle Harbor Book Company, 
Bainbridge Island. 

Oct. 9: 1 p.m. signing at 
University Book Store, Bellevue. 

Oct. 13: 3:30 p.m. signing 
. at Magnolia's Book Store. 

Oct. 13: 6 p.m. signing at 
Tower Books, Seattle. 

Oct. 14: 7:30 p.m. reading 
at The Elliott Bay Book Co., 
Seattle. 

irony now, the writer who has 
done for Montana what William 
Faulkner did for Mississippi has 
been a refugee from the place 
almost all of his adult life. 

Seattle has been his home 
since 1966, originally chosen be
cause of its moderate climate and 
his doctoral studies in history at 
the University of Washington. But 
Doig's wife, Carol, got a teaching 
job at Shoreline Community Col
lege, a job.that kept the larder full 
during her husband's lean years 
as a magazine free-lancer and a 
beginning book writer. Their roots 
in the soggy ground of Puget 
Sound have only deepened since. 

"This has always been the best 
place for my work," Doig empha
sizes. "And there is citizenship 
incumbent on Montana writel'S in 

Montana; there, I would have 
responsibilities I do not have 
here, like serving on committees." 

Doig is not one to shrug- a 
writer's responsibilities, whether 
the well-crafted paragraph or the 
well-presented public perfor
mance. When readings started -.to 
become an important part of a 
writer's life, Doig did not just 
start showing up at bookstores 
and winging it on stage, as some 
writers do. He studied a book <>n 
acting by Laurence Olivier. · · · ' · 

Prestigious awai-ds continue to 
come Doig's way: a Distinguished 
Achievement Award from -the 
Western Literature Association :in 
1989 for his body of work, · ·a 
Western biography award (with ,a 
$10,000 prize) this year for "Heart 
Earth." The prizes, in Doig's 
mind, belong to the books. 

What he considers his is the 
personal response from readers, 
the heartfelt expressions of those 
touched by his work, what matters 
so much to this writer who freely 
admits he writes to be read. .. ·• · 

Some rare writers do indeed 
become loved by their readers 
and Doig demonstrated again why 
he is one during a recent book
store appearance in Montana. A 
woman approached him, asking 
him to inscribe a copy of "Heart 
Earth" in the memory of her 
husband, who had just died. -~ : c · 

And then the woman broke 
down, consumed by grief. And 
Doig let her cry on his shoulder 
for a time, before writing a long 
and careful inscription about the 
need for life to go on in the spirit 
of her husband. 

"In this work," Doig would 
remark later, ''you've got to be a 
practitioner of the human soul; 
there's a responsibility that goes 
with these words." 

himself in Wickenburg's Desert r=========---------~---------~=======------------..,=
Caballeros Western Museum, all 
these findings carefully cataloged. 

"Details tell you more," he 
says, "and even if I don't ultimate
ly use a piece of information, 
there's a resonance there." 

Doig takes particular pride in 
the surprise discovery during re
search, especially when it leads to 
the debunking of myth. What had 
originally brought the Doigs from 
Scotland to Montana had been lost 
in the passing generations, re-
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DOIG GOES HOME ONCE MORE 
Our acquaintance with Ivan Doig's work began 

with the publication of This House of Sky, a finalist 
for the National Book Award for Biography in 
1978. One reviewer said of his work, ''The lan
guage begins in western territory and experience, 
but in the hands of an artis~ it touches all land
scapes and all life. Doig is such an artist." Doig is a 
writers' writer, a painterly writer, seamlessly blend
ing words and phrases into tapestries rich in wis
dom, exquisitely embroidered with his love of the 
West and its people, vast in his understanding of 
the world we all inhabit 

His glorious new memoir Heart Earth, winner 
of the Evans Prize for Biography, is simply the latest 
canvas to which he has turned his attention (see 
review, page 2). 

We have laughed and loved and ridden and 
wept with the McCaskills as they made their mark 
on the harsh Montana foothills. Through three vol
umes and that many generations of this fascinating 
western dynasty, Doig has kept us entranced and 
waiting for more. English Creek, Dancing at tbe 
Rascal Fair, and Ride With Me, Mariah Montana 
comprise this beloved trilogy. 

Tbe Sea Runners kept us on the edge of our 
seats as we followed the escape of four men, inden
tured sefV'.lilts in 19th century Alaska, fleeing by 
native canoe from the fierce Alaskan winter into 
what they hoped would be freedom. Tautly written 
and tensely plotted, Tbe Sea Runners is yet another 
example ofDoig's unsurpassed skill as a storyteller. 

In Winter Brothers, Doig further explored the 
Pacific Northwest by brilliantly combining his own 
words with those of James Gilchrist Swan, an early 

Ivan Doig. Photo by Carol Doig. 

settler of the region, through excerpts from Swan's 
diaries. Again The New York Times Book Review 
raved, calling Winter Brothers-. "a gorgeous tribute 
to a man and a region unjustly neglected heretofore. · 
The reader has the pleasure of encountering two 
contrasting styles and two angles of view, both 
infused with the fresh air and spirit of the North-
west" 

Pleasure is a word closely associated with Ivan 
Doig. He has brought us a great deal of pleasure 
through the years through his brilliant use of the 
English language, his innate understanding of 
human nature, and his uncommon relationship 
with his land, the vast distances of the West 

-Kathy Ashton 

THE INKSLINGER'S TOP TEN PICKS 
You'll find reviews of these books in this issue 

of the Tbe inkslinger. 

Consider This, Seiiora, by Harriet Doerr 

Heart Earth, by IV'all Doig 

Tbe Buccaneers, by Edith Wharton 

Gospel, by Wilton Barnhardt 

Ruin Creek, by David Payne 

Old Friends, by Tracy Kidder 

Tbe Night Manager, by John LeCarre 

SmiOa's Sense of Snow, by Peter Hoeg 

Crazy in Alabama, by Marie Childress 

Littlejohn, by Howard Owen 

NEW BOOKS 
Fall tends to make us think about 

mo¥ing our lives indoors, away from 
summer's pleasures, from gardening 
and outdoor pursuits to a quieter 
enjoymen~ to cool, crisp evenings 
spent by the fire with a wonderful 
new book. 

This fall offers fiction by some of 
our very favorite writers, including 
the incomparable Harriet Doerr 
(National Book Award winner-first 
novel-for Stones for Ibarra) , with 
a new novel at the young age of 83; 
poet James Dickey (author of 
Deliverance);John LeCarre; William 
Styron; and Edith Wharton (yes, she 
is deceased, this is a posthumous 
release) . 

First novel Smilla's Sense of 
Snow is one of the finest thrillers 
we've read in a long time-and 
author Peter Hoeg isn't the only bril
liant newcomer this autumn. There 
are a host of wonderful books by 
first-time novelists. We feel fortunate 
to offer one of the strongest lists 
we've ever had, both in hardback and 
paperback, by authors old and new. 

CONSIDER 1HIS, SENORA, 
Harriet Doerr * This is the absolute top of our list 
this fall. We loved it and hope you 
will too. (See the review on page 2.) 

Harcourt Brace, $21. 95 

11IE BUCC4NEERS 
Edith Wharton * Tbe Buccaneers is a triumph. So 
deftly and imperceptibly has Marion 

Continued on the next page. 

* ·Unanimous praise 
t/ Recommended reading 
~ Excessive violence 
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Montana's -Doig shoots holes 
in the myths Of the Old West 
By R.E. BAIRD tied by kerosene lamp-light in wind-blown cabins, shanties 
Colorado Daily Staff Writer ~ 

_The mythology of the West-_ the noble cowboy, the and sheepherder wagons, but woven with the images of the 
h bl l land and people. 
onora e aw man wresting the town's law-abiding citi- Jick McCaskill, the rancher in "Ride With Me Mari"ah 

zen from the forces of disorder - is still strong. Nearly ct. 
century of film and the work of popular writers like Zane Montana," describes his daughter, Mariah: "She unfolded 
Grey an~ Louis L' ~our have left a branding-iron stamp .. up out of her picture-taking crouch and stood there giving 
_on our view of the time and place. · - . __ . _me. her . 'gotcha grin,' ber proud long mane of hair deeper 

But a new breed of writer _ becoming known as the , than red - the double-rich color that on a fine horse is 
"Writers -of the Purple Sage," to the chagrin of some_ is called blood bay - ~top the narrow but good enough face 
challenging the myth. The old West was a land of heart- and the figure, lanky but not awkwardly so, that somehow 
break, they say, ~here bodies and souls withered away managed to be both long-legged and thoroughly mounded 
under the hardship of the land. And the dominance oC where the female variety is supposed to be mounded; one 
Eastern land, cattle, mining and railroad cartels made the _whole hell of a kit ~f prime woman suddenlY- assembled." 
American dream that fueled the settlement of the West -"Mariah- M~ntana" is t~e third novel in a trilogy based 
more often resemble a nightmare. · _ . -. on the McCaskill family's attempt to make a living on the 

Ivan Doig, from a three-generation Montana ranch fam- R~ky Mountain Front Range in Montana. · 
ily, is. one of the leading voice~ among these new writers. While D<>ig and many of the new Western writers have 

- He will do a brief reading and sign books at the Boulder had a loyal following, the genre is becoming a true liter-
Bookstore today at 12:30 p.m. · - _ . - _ ary for~, he said. Writers such as Doig, Bill Kittredge, 
- ''I'm very much interested in writing against the daltµi Jo~ Nichols, Terry Tempest Williams and many more will 

myths of the West," said Doig, who now tives in Seattie~ be m Denver this. weekend for the Rocky Mountain Book 
"I came from ranch-hand circumstances. I know damn wed· Festival. - ' · 
it was everybody grab for himself. The. cowboy myth just - And although Doig admires these writers, he counts 
doesn't work." · - - · -such writers as Joseph Conrad and_ William Faulkner as his 

The drama comes to a head in Doig's latest work, str:ongest influences. Among contemporary writers, Doig 
"Heart Ea~h," a memoir about his family's ;ittempt to stay sa~d .he l~ks f~r "el~uences o~ the edge of the world," 
afloat durmg the .years -0f World War II. -- ~..: _ n seekin~ ·wnters. m ln~ia, Australia and other post-colonial 

In the last year of the war, Doig's family packed up countnes that give a different la~guage to many of the same 
and went to Tucson to work in defense plants. "But my problems that faced the Amencan West - areas where 
mother desperately longed for the Montana mountains. We ''big money and big governances are somewhere else.'" 
returned to raise sheep in the Bridger Mountains in 1947. ·: -~anges affecting the West today aren't-much differ
That ended up being the place where her heart gave out." ent than the ones of the p~t, he said. It's a land of booms 

Doig's previous work, "Ride With Me Mariah and ~usts where the only consistent winners are the out
Montana," mixes such ~esperation with hope. An aging siders who finance and profit from the booms. _ 
rancher who has lost his wife agrees to chauffeur his "There were any number of.rushes of one kind or anoth
daughter, who is a photographer for - the Missoula er since white _American immigration began," he said. 
"Montanian," and her ex-husband, who is a writer, on a "This is not a new story. Most of the rushes left some kind 
centennial year tour of the state for a senes of articles. . of environmental degradation behind them." . . 

;8ehind the poignant and humorous scenes that · devel- --- Still, he would like to see some -of the West pr~erved, 
op is an awareness that his ranch, although free from debt, · at least . the viable towns where some resemblance of 
is probably going to fail. . Western virtues reside. 

"It's about how you make a living in a la-nd that's indif- The new iinmigration, from urban areas, and specifi-
ferent to whether or not it supports you," Doig said of the . cally from catifornia, has brought a vitality to the West, 
novel. . - .. much like many of the past immigrations. And if that immi-

But D01g stands out from many of the new western gration does away with some -of the Western tradition so 
writers in his use of the language, keeping it ~lose ·to the be it. ·· ' 
bone of Western dialogue and narrati~ - a studied "A lot of that Western tradition drove me out of the 
imperfect delivery of formal Eng!ish, an education wres: West," he said . 

• 



For authO .. lvan._Qoig, 
language i$-the ·thlhg 
~~~~ ~!:'~rrm .· . i · .· .· · ~~~m~~:o:~i!~E~~ 

Fifteen years ago whert writ~r ~ through the gateway of a: funeral.'~ 
Ivan Doig wrote the highly suc\ . Doig said, -"There's-t~ound to 
cessful book "This House of be some e·motion involved when
Sky," it was what he thought : ever we write about our own fam
would be his only memoir ... he : ilies, but that's simply part of the 
was wrong. . · . . .... : · .,., ·territory ~ P>mes with being a ~ 

• 1 ·· . ;1. , • 9t' · · · ~~ • ·· . I 

The book was D01g s .<:ntre~ ,.,,. ~n~r . ...; ._:. .. ;;, : ... 7 • ;i" rf::*; ·t:-. . ;_ .. 
into the world of book 'Wntmg, a ... ::;: In ·need of findmg ,a .new way 
switch he necessarily made from . «? write again about his father and 
his career as a freelance writer for . grandmother, he did so this time 
newspapers ' and magazines. through his mother's eye_s. ' Thi~, 
Although it was· a successful free- plus using the letters . as _a basis 
lance career (he contributed regu- for the memoir, gave him the 
larly to The New York Times), it · direction he needed for writing 
was far from lucrative. ·7 • · "Heart Earth" (Atheneum, Sep~. 
. "This House of Sky," which 8, 1993) •. ·. : -, . · , . . · 
was nominated for the National· · -··' ·Since it is a book based on let- · 
Book Award, has sold over · ters, Doig_ used genuine post-
150,000 copies and i~ frequently marks as .a 4 'trail of stepping 

. used in college . literature courses. stones" to launc~ new ~hapters, 
It is about Doig•s own family, and he used datehnes -~smce they 
mostly his father and grandmoth- head letters) from which to leap 
er, who raised him after his moth-· into important SP<?ts of time, to 
er's death from asthma when he '. start new scenes. ·. ! - .• · - • 

was just six. . · Doig is a veritable · worshiper 
Doig was -born in Montana in of language; There's a line in 

1939 and grew up along the "Heart Earth" that_ starts out, 
Rocky Mountain Front, where · "Language· is the treasury of the 
much of his writing takes place. _ _ poor_ ... " .,. . , ·'··· .· · ·. 
A graduate of NC?rthwestern Uni-. .. · Said Doig, 'T ve tried to use 
versity, where he received a ·B.S~,';. Western vernacular, :to · make it a 
and M.S. in journalism, he holdS. shimmer in my books~ ' l often 
a Ph.D. in history from the Uni• · __ warm up for .a day's writing by 
_versity of Washington. He .left reading lO pages in the Dictionary 
Montana over 20 years · ago and· · of American Regional English;" · 
today lives in Seattle with his· , Doig was an .early reader, in 
wife. Carol, who teaches litera-: fact, he can never remember not 
ture of the American West. , . readirig'. His mother, as a way to 

Other books followed "This · stay quiet and calm because of 
House of Sky,'' including his first the asthma, read to him frequent- . 
novel, 'The Sea Runners" (1982), ly. His father was a talented sto
which was named one of the most ryteller. 'The eye · part of being a 
notable books writer .' came 
of the year by from her. The 
The New York I often warm up · . .. . ear part, prowl-

Times Book for a day· 's'" writing·-·~"' iilg with my ear 
Review; and (eavesdropping 
his Montana by readmg 10:. . befog· a writer's 
trilogy of nov- " · · .. · fi · · · ... < : __ '! ' ,. talent), came 
els, "English- --_ pages ~ t ·e ~: _ _.;:: ... ~ - - from my dad 
Creek" (1984), :' . Dictionary of . _, .. ·.,:. . and mt gran.d
"Dancing at the. · . , · -~: ·.; ..,_ . ·· . . mothe~ he said. 
Rascal Fair" ·· . American· ·r/ ?> -~ : :~ ·~~._;_ .· Doig doesn • t 
( 1987) and Regional Eng .. ·':' - fis~·;,,~·:~· ~believe the lo~e 
"Ride with Me, ·· of language (d1-
Mariah Mon- . - Ivan Doig alect, colloqui-
tana~' ( 1999); ., . . ---:- alisms, the stuff 
which follow a .: . . '. .'. '.". (·:>~" .. : >~~,· .!~?·; ·. . . . he.'calls "lingo") 
family of s·cottish immigrants . is becoming lo,st ., in _:today's 
over a 1 ()()..year period. homogenized, c~mputetjzed,_ tele-

Then the letters came. : .· _ vised society. .-· · > · ·'· ~ : -. . 
During his . research for "This .. . "Generation by 'geperation, 

House," Doig said this week in a language . takes Ori a vividness. 
phone interview from Seattle, "I- . Probably the kids growing up in 
tried to shake Clown all the family . t~e West today have their own· 
members for old letters, pho".". ,, vocabulary of sayings and stories, 
tographs, etc. For some reason~ ~. thoughJhey're maybe not as 
my uncle didn't produce these let- . tuned i~ on that as we have been 
ters." · · . . in the past . 

The letters. were written by ~ <_ . . , ~·BuH :hearken back_ to the 
Doig'~ mother, Berne ta, to her computer generation, the hackers 
brother, Wally, as she an~ her·' · :···yeah, they're focused into these 
family were trying to make a: liv.- · · computers, but tqe ·first thing they 
ing in post-war America of 1945, - did wa.s create this wholC colossal 

· moving from Arizona fo Mon~ slang to talk abo~t it. It's _still a 
tana, while Wally was aboard a language.~~ -· : · -.< : . · · 
destroyer in the South Pacific. · · · : -' . To give an example· of Doig's 

It turns out she wrote ·her _love of language, consider his 
brother every week to 10 days favorite part of the bO<?,k-writing 
during the last six months of her. process~ the· rewrites. "Rewrit
life (and the war), but Doig didn'_t fog·· is . what I find fun ... third
learn of the letters . until hi~ drafting and onward, sometimes 
uncle's death in 1987. seven, ·sometimes a dozen or 

"After I read them, I could See more .drafts. ThaCs where.you are 
·a short book," said Doig. "The really sculpting .the language.· ... 
best memoirs, I think, are short, that's what I like.''., - · · . c. · 

intense ... the essence of a life.';· . The Washington Post has' said 
The letters served up a "fresh- Doig's· work "makes readers 

ened portrait" of his mother for recall why they love t_o read. 
Doig, who had "a prettified ver- reminds writers why they ever 
sion, but not a vivid picture of wanted to write in the first place." 
her.'' She died on his sixth birth- Ivan Doig, author of "Heart 

. day. Earth," Wiii be at Explore 
'7o my great relief and excite,.. Booksellers, 221 E. Main 

ment, the letters showed her to be Street, Aspen, tonight (Friday, 
a much fuller personality. She had : Oct. 1) from 5 to 7 .,._~., to 
a sharp eye for human foibles, she sign copies of hi~ rece.ntly 
loved language, turns of a phrase. pub~ls~ memoir. _ ~· 
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~olg fills Pages . . h M- -• -~:Wit - : - emor1es ,;· .. :~·-~~./\.<~:::_/· ... :,:·:.: '-.---.. __ ;.~ - . ·-._ ~ - - _. ::.-..· ·· ': - · _ : ·· -.· ,~ - -.- ... 
-Heart Earth _ _ :': the activity in the earlier book. 

·. 's· l ,,.~ . I" r ·-~,/r .. _ --.: .. :> - -, ·:· ~ BuL .e.ven where ::it .replows old 
. :,y_ van uo Q . ~ , ~ . ·4 • . . .. • . d th d - · · t : :fA°ih~ "?) ''. \ '.;, ' .- ' .~ .•. ~-"" , '.~ - ~ ( _ groun , e -rea er ~nJoys. grea 

.. ~~-,- .. >: .. :; - -~ .1'-~-.-~. · ·~~t ~.' : treats. ·Doig's skjlls h.~ve ~een 
;.·!;it~lt'hc»ugh~J,van _ .}l,O,i~-, ~~~;s ~!~~e :·~ horie~ sign if ica_ntly .over ·the 
.: ~ritten. anoth~ J\91}.-J~~~lon ~Q~k , :years. He now wnt~ with a !evel 
·';fand four · novels;~~:r:~uspect :that•··. of grace 3:nd .even ~1~h ~ol1:~1sh~ 
,:~ ~ost readers wiffknow-him from~; not present m. the e.arher .wo~k, 
·/hi"s ·first .6o<*»-~hi$'~:H.ouse. ·i:>t:- . ~nd none of his. straightforward
- ·. _~ky.'~ It is a wori<ferful.~k which ': ; ~ess of_an~lys_~s .ha~ been lost . 
. ~!f.~uses on the aut~or~s itpbringfng ~- · ~long they_ Vf 3Y ~ . • . . ! . , . . · . . _ 

· '!and the two dominanCinfluences :: . ·· Doig's mother, -Berneta, died 
:~~J"i~this life. · · : . , ~'l--~ '.(~·~:~-~ ... -- · .'.~-~ ·;· ... when -.h~ was a young .boy. Her 

.. ·:~he indi'?hl.uals_\ve~~(Charfie ~.:. ~rot_her . Wally, Ivan's _~:'fa_"=_orite 
:~~ig,:his f?t.fi$.f/~~.:~~.ie ~.ifig- t \lJ':_lcle.," died very, recen,tly. After 
';~t.);~~s :nate_!,rt~.r~r.a:~~mot~~r. > .. Uie latter's ~ea~, ·)van r~e1~ed a 
!..:11'b¢.:d1fficult rela(Jonship;between ~-, boun~_ packet 'Y~!~-~ co11~.10~d let-_ ~t' _; _·; . . _ . _ _. .:.. . , ..... ~ __ , i 

the ·two of them, and their shared ~ ·. ;ters sent by tus mother _to Wally , .·> . :- . _ ,i~~~~ :l -~~~:. : . ~· 
.love -for Ivan, create . th~ . real ma- /' 4liring Worl.d "Wifr :·I1-. Th~~ let.: __ sion of the story in a.c_l~~~~~, m.an- .. : 
terial out of .whi-C~h - : a --very ,Coin- ~~ te'rs ·provide·•the basis ·for ·this ner. . . ·-. . . . . -: ·.:.-.:: ... :2.:,, .; ~ 
pelling memoir was fashioned ~ .i,· book-which - i.S~ a·'remembrance·-:-of _ . This is ·a: ·foving ·tale. u is _ the 

. .. I_t)s _ .becaus~ . 1 -~njoyed "Tpis· Berneta Ringer Doig and the · s.toryofthre~in~ivid~als.w~o,de
: Hol1se ·of Sky:· so_- much and have · times in which she and Charlie spite being a ·bit miscast m the 
- pers<?nal .affection for Montana · ai:id Ivan lived together. It is in- various worlds, are forced to pop-
(part~cula.rly the Smith ~iver Val- teresting that Ivan freely ac- ulate and make the most of life 
ley) that' I looked . f~rward so knowledges that he is "a writer, and of each other. . -- · 

-much to reading ."Heart Earth.': I not a transcriber'' and divulges . - George Singer ~ 

. ·was not disappointed. " . ·: - that he took the liberty of rear- Singer is a Tulsa businessman. ·. j . -- · This smaller volume cover~ a ranging sente_nces and sequences 
period which predates much of to permit him to present his ver-
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PhrasemoV\9ers. & Philosophers 
Ivan Doig 

signing Hearl Earth 
Monday, October 4, 7:30 p.m. 

"Ivan Doig is a writer whose work makes readers recall why they 
love to read, and reminds writers why they ever wanted to write 
in the.Jirst place", the Washington Post Book World says. And for 
those who know the author of English Creek and many other 
wonderful tales, this memoir of his family set against the backdrop 
of World War II is guaranteed to draw them inextricably in. 

Robert Fulghum 
signing 

Maybe (Maybe Not) 
Tuesday, October 5, 

· 12:30-1:30 p.m. 

Appearing throughout America on behalf of worthy chantable 
organizations, Robert Fulghum, au~or of All /Really Needed to 
Know I Learned in Kindergarten, will sign copies of his new 
book. Proceeds from the autographing will be donated to benefit 
Share Our Strength's Writer's Harvest, sponsors of Meals on 
Wheels. Numbers for a place in line will be handed out at 12:00 
noon . 

.... - . ·· , · 

Terry c. Johnston, one of the most gifted historical novelists of Terry C. Johnston 
today and author of Carry the Wind and Cry of the Hawk, joins us • • 
to sign his sprawling new novel Meticulously researched and • sigmng. 
infused with the essence of the frontier, this is the story of family, Winter Rain 
honor, war and redemption on the American frontier. .. ;., .... Wednesday, October 6, 7 :30 p.m. 

. Anne Perry With nearly 70,000 hardcover copies of her first three William 
Monk novels sold, the wait is over for Anne Perry fans with this, 

reading & signing the lateSt of her brilliant adventure novels featuring the popular 
- A Sudden Fearful Death Victorian sleuth. ·says Sharyn Mccrumb of Perry's work, "she 

Th d O' t b 7 7 30 lifts the lace curtains from Victorian society to reveal its shock-
. urs ay, c o er , : ; p.m. ing secrets." . . . . . . 

William Joyce's books appeal to the sense of biz.ail:c humor in 
. adults as well as children: His popular pictllrc books includcA Day 

wiJh Wilbur Robinson and Dinosaur Bob and His Adventures.wilh 
IM Family Ltu.ardo. He will join us on the Lower Level of the store 
to entertain us wi~ his newest creation. Don't miss itt : 

,,- > ;; William Joyce 
· " ... '.:•rJ './ c' · · presenting 

' Santa Calls 
· s .aturday, October 9, 10:30 a.m. 

Tattered Cover __ 
. . . ·'. ., . . " .. 

29S5 East First Avenue, Denver, Colorado B.0206 322-m7 t-800-833-9327 
TDD/V 303-320-0536 Events Update 322-1965 Ext. 7446 

• 



Doig 

Ivan Doig's remembrance 
of home hits the mark 

ByBRYANW. BOGLE 
SPECIAl TO TIE ST AR-TELfGRAM 

In 1978,readcrsofThisHouscofSky metan 
author whose remembrance of childhood read like 
the best offering of any noveL Fifteen years and six 
books later, we return with pleasurable surprise to 
the unexpected beginning of a story that the author 
thought had been finished long before. 

Ivan Doig's Heart Earth revives the author's 
misty remembrance of mother and family, brought 
to recollection by the testamentary gift ofhis moth
er's letters to her brother away at World War II. 

BernetaDoig's younger brother, Wally, only 1 S 
years older than the author, became '~hat perf cct 
conspirator, a favorite uncle." Little more than 
halfway in age between the two, Wally Ringer in 
death has opened a door between mother and son by 
willing six months ofletters sent to him by his sister 
while serving in the Pacific on the destroyer USS 
Ault. 

Reminiscent of western America's great literary 
families portrayed by Wallace Stegner and John 
Steinbeck, the Doigs move in search ofbetterwages 

Fort Worth, TX 
MORNING STAR-TELEGRAM 

011111-Fort Warih·Atllngton Met Arn 

SundaJ SUN 358, 131 

OCT 3, 1993 

PREQUELS 

A man of letters 
and, more importantly, better health for the 
asthmatic Berneta. 

Like thePhoen.ix of myth, the Arizona city's 
boomtown fever of wartime employment born out 
of the desert fire lures inany into the aircraft and 
munitions factories. On a rare entry into downtown: 
Phoenix, the Doigs are caught by a hotel's seeming 
technological marvel o( a looming crescent moon 
with a brilliant star perched on its peak. For a few 
shon minutes the familr is held captive by this 
vision oflighted night until the father, Charlie, 
realized the illuminatio'n is "not an advertising in
spiration after all, but the planet Venus and the 
ripening moon in rarec;9njunction." . 

' Arizona would seem 
to hold the key to the 
family's wealth and 
health but for consider
ation of that inexorable 
fact oflif c, the longing 

for kin and country. the illusion that a distant land 
of unrCa.sonable sunshine can replace the "season
clogged life" ofMontana evaporates and the Doigs 
return northward to their own. 

Ivan Doig writes," ••. earth and h~ don't have 
much ofa membrane between them. Sometimes 
decided on grounds as elusive as that single trans
posable b, this matter of siting ourselves. Of a place 

mysteriously insisting itselfinto us." 
Doig takes the reader into a story as true as any 

ever told, the narrative broken only occasionally by 
curiously placed communiques trom the Ault. Be- . 
cause we know the end of the story before its begin- . 
ning, the approach of emotion stride$ steadily upon 
us as the short memoir winds toward its unavoid- · 
able conclusion. - . -

Unlike a novel whose author's creations leave 
interpretations and symbolism for the reader's own 

· possibly misguided discernment, Doig's memoir I_ 

descnl>cs each incident and then elaborates to intcf
pret the meaning as much for himself as for the 
reader. 

The success of Heart Earth is its author's ability 
to tell a 40-ycar~ld story so clearly from a young 
child's perspective in such poetic prose. Bcrneta 
Doig's son writes that he has few ofhis mother's 
possessions from those days near the end of the war, . 
other than her fountain pen used for her cor
respondence. The reader will find that her great 
legacy to her son was her own way to "cast a sly eye 
at the human herd. ~ . of eternally keeping score on 
life." 

Heart Earth fmds Ivan Doig once again casting 
his clever eye upon himself and upon us all 

Former archaeologist Bryan W. Bogle la 
a builder In Fort Worth. 



lot in. a harsh land . 
a er stationed on a destroyer ID · . BOOK REVIEW ·. your ankles." . . hent," much llke himself, but 

By Ivan Doig · · , the PaciAc, and that haphaz- .. _\: · However, unlike the earlier .. beyon4 his own conjuring;, she 
Atheneum, 160 pp. $19 . . ardly descended to Doig after · · 1 ·" · • • , memoir that so movingly de- · re~ a shadowy lgure. . ~ 
------'---· ·- .. <;.his unde's death ln 1986 .. .. . . ·. ls a figure who ,"burned ' tailed Dolg's own coming of ... . The poignancy offered by : 

·· ) , ·. . . . -: '.'. ... ": · . ; . ;d. . . "~ bad given up ever trYlng. :~ brightt" whett,ler sldllfully ban- j~; age, Heart f..cuth never quite ··Heart F.arth, then,. rests bi Its 
· By Peter FUklns · ~ .: · ·;f. / !" : ., .• '~ ·, to uncurtaln my mother," './ dllng a horse or caught by the /. grabs hold of Its subject. Doig . , slimness. Though In re~ · 
.. Special for USA TODAY { :'.;~·~<:_~ .·;,~ writes ·Doig at _ the start . ot · r.;~, .camera .. as ~·an .. lnexpllcable:J~:". works hard to avoid a mere · Bemeta's early death makes ~t · 

·;: ...... :· ~ .. .. . . . .· ' , ·' - ~r:' '{;;\ Heart &uth~ but like a draw- ~ ; : pixie ln ~peaked cap or gwr;:..;:"requlem for the· lartat prole- . . seem that her letters wei:e an · 
;;_:· 1Asa ~'prequel"to blspopular ·::.·strln& Berneta'sletterspuQ the ·>:- sled up as a very passable ftal>".l·. pmaf' ln the portrait of .his • attempt at "making her words , 
· .1978 ·memoir This ,House of ·.~ -curtain back. To Doig. they re-··:Si per.", As ln. This House of Sky, :t·ranchlrig parents, but unfortu-.. · persevere for her," ifs really ' 

Sky, _. Ivan, Dolg's Heart . .Earth .," '·~ veal .a . woman , "dangerouslY) .part of this allure.rests ln the . ::~\ natelyBemeta'shand.fUloflet- / Dolgwhohastakenonthe~· 
; revisits the Montana ranch . · ~ . more complicated" than any · i~ , strength of both parents to eke .' : ters to her brother reveal liWe · This ln itself ls moving, but d& 
· country of his childhood ln or< -.: composite picture of the "dvlc ·.;.,:out a life amid such ntgaed ter< ,·: more than the passing rituals ' spite Dolg's urge to ''voyage on_ 
~er . to deepen the portrait. of . . women i. •• of that bard Mon- ') rain. Doig again Qlptures a·" , · of lambing and sh.earing, as , her Ink," the real Bemeta re

'. bis mother, who died on Dolg's ·' tana pest," . ·for , Bemeta re-1· ,;: sense of place where .. one mo- · .·" well as the dally concerns of a mains lost at sea. . 
~· sixth birthday ln 1945. What al- < maim someone who .. cannot · · ·~ ment, the . look of the land · · . wife and mother. In her, Doig · · ·· 

lows him to return to her and .' be sculpted from sugar." . · strongly stops you In your ·· . claims an ancestor who Peter Filkins teaches at Si-
the pest ls a set of letters that Rather, despite the asthma . tracks, and the next, there ls . . · .. played seriously at phi'ase, man's Roe~ of Bard Coll.ege in · 
Bemeta Doig wrote to a broth- · that will eventually klll her, she something ominous around cast a sly eye at the human Great Barrington, Mass. · · 

.· t ' 

• 
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Doig i~lu~inates his 8'i~Jv,' life 
·By Doug Esler;.- __ ,, _ _, ·."w. :v~ -~: · ·· ·. · = • • , 

The Associated Press 
There's .not "'a single cliche in 

"Heart Earth: A Memoir," in whi~ 
Ivan Doig writes about his early 
childhood in the World War II 
years in Montana without ·once 
mentioning Big Sky Country. 

There is no lack of description -
of the mountains, muddy roads, 
sheepherding, his mother's aching 
cough. But th~ images are freshly · 
minted. And if Doig needs more 
shiny, jingling words, he coins a 
few of his own. : · . :-----: -

.•Heart Earth'' , 
, •Author: Ivan Doig 

• What: Montana.childhood 
memoir Is a preq~ef to, ~:-fhis House 

of :~~~latter: ;th~~~u~. 160 
pages · · ·- · ' ' · 

•Price: $19 ::_: . 

' ~ # • 

Most of his talent is spent in lov
ing recollection· of his parents, 
Charlie and Bemeta Ringer 9oig, 
ranch hands when the West was as 
tough and grinding as it ever was. 
Astfunatic, Bemeta died young, at 
the ensl of the war, before Ivan had 
started school 

Her memory is resurrected 
through the letters she had written 
to her brother, Wally, who was in 
the Navy. They describe the Doigs' 
hard life in Montana, a trip to Ari
zona in search of health and the 
return to Montana - the earth of 
their hearts. 

Doig illuminates the letters as a 
projector shines through film and 
casts a big picture in tlie mivie in 
the mind 

The letters came to Doig after , 
the Seattle writer's 1978 book "This 
House of Sky," which describes 
how he was raised by his father 
and grandmother - two antago
nists bound by the shared loss of a 
wife-daughter. 

"Heart Earth," (Atheneum, 
Macmillan Publishing Co., $19) a 
160-page hardback, tells the story 
of the six months before "This 
House of Sky'' begins. · • 

H writing were a car, most peo
ple would have basic transporta-

,~ .tion, something to take you from 
one point to another. Doig's writing 
is a one-of-a-kind with classic lines, 
chrome birn and a smell-of-leather 
interior. It's a vehicle to behold in 
itself. And when it takes you to 
Montana, you can see the Big Sky. 
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Mother's letters heart of memoir 
.. 

"Heart Earth'; by Ivan Doig 
(Atheneum, $19) 

By Stew Under 

I n February 1945, a young wonian 
named Berneta Doig wrote a let
ter to her brother who was serv

ing aboard a destroyer, the USS 
Ault In most ways, the letter was 
unexceptional; Bemeta. a young 
wife and mother, wrote of common
place concerns for her family: -· 

Dear Wally -
... l shouldn't even be writing to 

y()!~ my troubles but I have to spill 
over to someone. rd ;ust like to 
have you around so I could put my_ 
head on your shoulder and cry. 

: .. r . ..... .:··i·. ::/ 
. . · , · -·. : :· 

.. 
:.. -

become· ·a highly succes5ful author. 
Ivan Doig doesn't excavate cow
sized foxholes anymore, but he is 
still fond of digging. Like an archae
ologi&. he labors to recover the 
~ sitting through the words In 
Jong-buried letters like . that one,· to 
unearth a period of time in the life 
of hlS own family, and once again 
bring It out into the sunllgbt 

Berneta died when her son was 
only 6 years· old. Ivan Doig knows 
his mother moStly through the recol
lections of others and. a few yeJ.. · 
lo~ed and briWe photographs. "In 
every camera-caught mood. wide-set ·. Ivan Doig labors to recover . 
eyes Soft but with a minimum of • the past, sifting through the 
Wusfons: on the verge of pretty but words of lon_g·buried ~ _ 
perfectly aware she's never going to . . . 
get there ~ the inherited broad -~ rugged Montana landscapes and 
nase." _ . -_ · · . · _ : within themselves, the qualities re-
. In ~- acd3imed memoir, "House .• quired to to~ out a llfe togeth~ as 

of Sky," Doig virote of his family's . ·strong and end~ m ~ was uncon
Nearly 50 years later, the little . struggle to cany on atter Bemeta's.' · ventlooaL ' '; . - . - ~ ; .- ~-- ·~~t;.;:_-.:_: .:~~-::::-· · : 

boy in that letter has grown up to ~eath, of ho'!f _they found, in ~e _-. lb~ more recent:fY,' 'th;.J~Y 

. . . It is going on 1 and we 
haven't had dinner yet. Charlie is 
resting and l thought the rest would 
do him more good than eating. Ivan . 
is out in the backyard building 
roads. He had a foxhole dug you 
could bury a cow in. 

~-.... · •r - ~: ~ ; · . ····, .--. ., .,::: ._ .. . : . . - .. . . . . •. . . . . . . · ~--. .. ~ .; : ~ ,.. . ' 

~ .. Grass· MoUntilii -:1tSeu, i ·pieasmi ·.· p~ ls Jean and wiry ~tile people --.: 
- -..,,-~iii>sldedow1iland _WI~ timber at tts _.he wrttes abo~-~ys-~ -~_ , ·1 -------~--......;. :-. -:. baSe and meBdows ·aCl"(B Its sum- to tbe point · -. ""· " · - · : '"~-

From Page 4E _ . --~ -: ~ "1: . . . :--: >~>--~{~mlt, ::gave my .. pa,rents elevatioo._ of · . .- : A review in the Washington ~ · ; 
: ·.· . : •. . . . . - . . · -·/ i : ~ - • · ·: ·:::l-~inore than ~-!Ind." Their swmner ·.once said that Doig ~- a ~ter : j 

1etterS are pttby and charmln& it ts '.~of Gnmy 'was a· eres O:f the. rising ""whose wort ~ ~ recan ·: 
. Doig's 'skflled and thoughttully con-!~ana' "jalllng~ ~itiYthm - - tbat wily they love to __ iea!f,"- and this 

trolled Writing that ~ it so. _ms ;. --~;th~y _were DQW to folio~ -~ _llfe. new memoir w,ill . ~a _lot of peo-
. desaiptlons have the ring of ~try; -~ together In _ .Montana.~.::~ :=.~~;.+._;-:-,. ~~- .·. : . pie nod in agreement _. Fans of 
:open tbe book at random. and one .. "; .!.That . ~ westeni laildscape ""House of Sky" - and there are . 
will ttnd _on any page a sentence. ~~:(n(i ·'fuudi to ~- - DO~ Jrito- the . many - wW qui~Y tlnd a place . 
that will Surprise and_ delight -~ :._,:Witter li.e ~ tod8y. The memoir~ a : . for this book on their ~ves, and in -

. when Doig recalls bis father, a man .: ·::~CWarty :: 11azanfous · ~"".ci8.ft : ·Jn · their heam. -
who ~gave back the tense hum of a .;~_.~ini~.~ stum· _·....;..----~--=-=--=--
wire in . tbe wind"; or when he -L bte::mto· ·senttmentanty :or :sett-pity~ , Stew Under Is a DMllst lvillc la 
.writes of the land his ~Y l~ved: .~::- but.Dotg 'never IilakeS· a·~ . .ms -~ 
.. .'·' -:·· ·· · -~ '-. :: :-.-;.: ::>,. .- :: ~.:/ · -. -:-.-_· -<: :'~~~/:x.~ ~t.: .. F.~:-~: : ~ - : .< • .. _· ; ·;_< · 

followed his sister in death, Doig 
found himself the inheritor of an 
unexpected bequest a colledion of 
Berneta's letters, ''the only corre
spondence by my mother rd ever 
seen." This surprising gift from an 
estranged uncle was the genesis of 
.. Heart Earth." 

The memoir is reany a . Sort of 
_ loving collaboration; Doig sprinkles 

sentences from his mother's letters 
here and there throughout the book, 
then goes on to reveal the harsh 
reality behind his mother's casual 
remarks. For example, Berneta 
writes, 'Tve been having a · llWe 
more asthma, but not so bad," a 
Strikingly stoic observation from a 
woman who, at that time, ~ work
ing 16-bour days in the saddle, rid
ing herd on sheep all alone, across 
muddy and treacherous mountain 
slopes. 

The result of this two-pronged 
narration of the pa& ls a memoir 
that while brief is satisfyingly rich 
and revealing. An~ u,iougb Berneta's 

See LETTER, Page SE 
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Memoir of Big Sky C()untry 
shows one-of-kind writing 
By i>oug Esser 
AllOCiated Press Writer 

There's not a single cliche in 
.. Heart Earth: A Memoir,'' in 
which Ivan Doig writes about 
his early childhood in the World 
War II years in Montana without 
once mentioning Big Sky 
Country. 

There is no lack of description 
- of the mountains, muddy 
roads, sheepherding, his moth-· 
er's aching cough. But the 
images are freshly minted. And 
if Doig needs more shiny, jin
gling words, he coins a few of 
hilown. 

Most of his talent is spent in 
loving recollection of his par
ents, Charlie and Bemeta Ringer 
Doig, ranch hands when the 

West was as tough and grinding ·:· raised .by his father and grand
as it ever was. mother -'-- two antagonists 

Asthmatic, Berneta , died bound by the shared loss of a 
young,. at the end of the war, · wife-daughter. "Heart Earth," 
before Ivan had started school. (Atheneum, Macmillan 
Her memory is resurrected Publishing Co., $19) a 160-page 
through the letters she had writ- hardback, tells the story of the 
ten to her brother, Wally, who siX months before "This House 
was in the Navy. · · ofSky" begins. 

They describe the Doig' hard If writing were a ~-~;: most _ 
life in Montana, a trip to 
Arizona in search .of health and people would have basic trans-
the return to Montana _ the portation, something to take you 

from one' point to another. earth of their hearts. Doig illu- 1 

minates the letters as a projector Doig 's writing is a one-of-a-kind 
shines through film and casts a with classic lines" chrome trim 
big picture in the movie in the and a sm~.-of-feather interio_r. 
mind. The letters came to Doig It's a vehicle to behold in itself. 
after the Seattl~ ~riter's 1978 And when it takes you to 
book "This House of Sky," ~ontana, you can see the Big 

·which describes how .. he w~s : Sky. 



'Heart': 
Poigriant 
family 
portrait 

. HEART EARTH: A MEMOIR 
BJ Ivan Dole 

· • Atheneum, $19, 160 pages 
REVIEWED BY WOODY WEST 

"What I know of her is 
heard in the slow po-
etry of fact," Ivan 
Doig writes of his 

mother, who died in 1945 on his sixth 
birthday. "Heart Earth" is a son's elo
quent portrait, and indeed memo-

. rial, to a woman who ref used to con
cede either to debilitating asthma or 
IO the hardscrabble life that had to 
be chiseled out of the harsh Montana 
country of the 1930s and 1940s. 

Fifteen years ago, Mr. Doig's 
'"This House of Sky" was published, 
an equally affecting memoir of 
growing up after his mother's death 
amid the loving strain between his . 
widowed father and maternal grand
mother. That book, too, was as much 
memorial lo these rough-edged per- 1 

sonalities as personal memoir. 
In the interval between "This 

House of Sky" and "Heart Earth," 
Mr. Doig has written two nonfiction 
books and a trio of novels about Mon
tana. He is an uncommonly creative 
writer with an uncommonly incisive 
sense of the place whence he sprung ; and hearts to a way of life that, more 
- the "lariat proletariat," the men . II "Heart Earth" is , often than not, barely let them break 
and women who went catch as catch --------·----- ' '.· even. They were deficient in acres 
can with that unforgiving land and an affiecun· g book,·. . . and capital, but not in doggedness. 
usually emerged with little more Berneta's mother was not pleased 

'· than their dignity. But that dignity, that her asthma-ridden daughter 
which is the quality Mr. Doig cele- ennobling ID the had chosen Charlie Doig and was · 
brates, is the genuine history of convinced that Bcrneta could not 
America's westering journey. · · • } bl · •t th t survive the precarious life that mar-

It is a constant curiosity for all of . lillp aca e SplO a riage to him portended. But, as her 
us to try to imagine the individuality son writes, looking at pictures of his 
of, as Mr. Doig writes, "those impos-' inf USes its pages. mother as a young woman, it. was 
sible beings, our parents before they clear that "whenever she had 
~re our parents." That usually elu- "In the last winter of the war, she enough oxygen, Bernete burned 
sive quest is part of the conundrum knew to use pointblank ink. Nothing bright." 
of family, the more so when direct is. ever crossed out. never a p.s., the I Using his mother's letters to her 
knowledge of a father or mother is heartquick lines still as distinct as brother as an azimuth, Mr. Doig ex-
abbreviated. · the day of the postmark, her foun- plores those years, talking to ac-

Mr. Doig's venture into his past is tain pen instincti~y refusing the quaintances from the past and re-
ignited when his Uncle Wally dies in fade of time. Among the little I have membering. Any memoir is as much 
1986, his legacy to his nephew a had of her is that pen . ... 1 had given an act of imagination as of recollt..>c· 
packet of letters written by Mr. up ever trying to uncurtain my tion, of course, and tho author exca-
Doig's mother during World War II . mother. Now her pages begin here: vales his own recall. · ii " : 1 

• 

to her brother serving in the Pacific 'I have to spill o\-er' .. . Upward from ~n the early years of World War 
aboard a destroyer. " I ·· ;; ', ~ •• "'~ ·· • her held pen, at last she is back II, Charlie and Berneta and their . 

These l~tters ·were the "only cor- r again." young son move from Montana to 
respondence by my mother l'd ever : I In 1934, i.n the bruising highlands Arizona, hoping that the dry climate 
secn, postmarksasdirectasalineof: · of south-central Montana, Charlie will relieve her constant suffering. 
black-on-while stepping stones to- · Doig, a 33-year-old •saddle scamp," j Charlie goes to work in a defense 
ward that mid-1945 void," . when a married Bemeta Augusta Maggie 1 factory, lumi.ng out aluminum parts 
lifetime of battling asthma ·over- · I Ringer, 20. The Ringers, like the for bomber wings. But the irresisl
wbelmed her heart. Doigs, had committed their heads ible pull of their home country pre-

vails and they return to Montana as 
the war winds down. 

Arter a series of ranching jobs, ! 

the young couple decide It is time to 1 

think or putting down their own 
roots as Ivan nears school age. They 
hire out to herd sheep in an isolated 
camp (three miles to a dirt rood, 20 
miles from the nearest town, which 
when muddy can swallow their Jo~ord 
at a gulp). Bemela seems to be doing 
well, and the couple concoct a plan 
of investing in their own herd of 
1,000 sheep; with lambs ond wool, 
there's a chailce for a decent profit 
and an opportunity to set up for 
themselves. 

This summer, the last that Ber· 
neta will know, is gloriously told, a 
landscape of wondrous beauty and 
incessant threat, both for the two
leJrncd and the fou~leggcd. 

"For the first time In half a y~r. 
Bemeta's letters seem to catch their 
breath," Mr. Doig writes." June 8, 15,' 
and 19, 1945. Her glad reports being 
with what neighbored our meadow 
cabin on the race of Hatfield Moun- ' 
tain, a nice slream [his mother 
writes her brother). Where my fa
ther, geUing caught up 011 his fishing, 
made Its waters our ·supper land of 
rainbow trout." 

That final summer: "After Au
gust when the sheep deal is over, she · 
and Charlie are going to have to quit 
thinking in seasons. Settle down and 
stay settled a good long while. With 
Ivan "starting school we are going to 
liave to slay in oue place. Wally has 
been con fie.led in. the wish told to him 
more than once lately. Some place of 
ourowra." 

Then on June 27, it ends, the 
cause or death an ovcrstretching ?{,, 
the heart muscle. . · . 

"Nowhere ever wriucn, then or . 
since, was the simultaneous fact of / 
earth: the acrobat heights of Mon- . 
tana earth that kept her so alive, un•t 
til they killed her." ' · " 

Mr. Doig reflects on the place and 
the lives it held there in Montana. "I 
have stared holes into those moun
tains, those sage-scrufTed flats and 
bald . .. hills, trying to savvy their 
hold on her and thus on us, particu· 
larly there in severe 1945. · ... But 
earth and heart don't have much of a 
membrane bet ween them. Some
times decided on grounds as elusive 
as that single transposable h, this 
matter of siting ourselves. or a place 
mysteriously insisting itself into us." 

"Heart Earth" Is an affecting 
book, heartbreaking in recital of the 
stark severance of a young family's 
life, but ennobling in the implacable 
spirit that infuses its pages. What
ever else Mr. Doig may write, "This 
House of Sky" and "Heart Earth" 
should endm·e as magificent testi
monials to the men and women who 
people them, and classics of the bit
tersweet history or the American 
West. 

And in his mother's outpouring on 
paper, Mr. Doig finds a key lo his own 
life as a writer. · 

Woody West ls associate editor. of 
The Washington Times. 



·Mama was 
a.cowgirl· 

. Memoir: Ivan Doig,s 
~ t ; $1!(Jrch for his mother. 

~ .. ·By Paul Roberts 
" '\.i . 

E arty in his memoir Hurt &zrth, 
Ivan Doig recounts watching. a.t 
age 4, a trapper tending a line of 

. weasel traps outside the family 
cabin In south-central Montana. Contrap

. ·. 'dona of •jaws and trigger," each trap had . 
· :~ -- been tied to a bowed branch so that. when· 

. - ~ ~ llrtll: A ..... , , · .r 11y 1.,.,, l)cnr · 
. ~ ·~,$19 

aboard a destroyer in World War Il. The 
·. · ··. ·, · ··· . result is a biographical and autobiograph-

,. · · /}•o.K: ;~~ · =bri:tJ;>o:;s~~~!:°~p~~~~: 
~ua · language of bia mother. .. The 
herder we had planned on lo1t 30 Iambi 
in 10 days," she writet o~ yet another 
chancy ranching venture. •At that rate, 
. we'd have · to buy him another band of 
lambs by fall." . 

· Heart Earth moves unevenly in places, 
jarred by Doig'• abrupt KCnc and time 

. ~and ·by his occasionally tortured 
phrasing. It lacks the polish and consistent 
lyricism of his earlier, fiCtional works, 
such as English Creelt. (1984) and Dancing 
tit the Rascal Pair (1987). Yet it remains a 

. YiYid account of ranching in the transition 
. &om Old W~t to New, a detail-packed 

: : ' ~ption of the people~ •the lariat pro
. '· letariat" -who chose such a harsh, beau

tiful environment, and why. Elbow room 
·and isolation, mountain ridges and rat
. danakea: .. One moment, the look of the 

. . - ~:t:tprang. would jerk •up·into the C:old air .. · _land ationgly stops you in your tracks," 
·\ and the weasel will die a quicker, less con- I>Oig writcs,·•and the next, there is some-

, .toned death.• It ii an odd mercy, given Doig's father (second from rightJ, would . thing ominous around your ankles .... 
: me aaUMl'a W&)'I with the Doigs' poultry. h h ~-1~.. f hul~ ·· What am I to make of my mother's cm-

~ v. • L- h . 1 bl s ame t e most 1~1 ... ~ o mm •vww.r~, .. ~'-· . bra-· of all tL:-?• 'L:I':- .......... er: •Earth and . · . .r.•not, an tnc aut or's view, 1nexp ica e. ...... w. i:ua --"' 

· . A,. a •bundled figure" walks the line, as ' heart don't have much of a membrane be-
. • ~. •eecb frozen ermine form dropped in care- ure in 1945. early in the morning oflvan's tween them. Sometimes decided on 

• · ~·!' &ltriumph into the pnnysac:k, •Doig re- sixth birthday, leaving him to be raised bf grounds ai elusive a1 that single transpos-
~.fi~: ;-., that •the trapper is my mother.'" her mother and husband. · •· . able h, thia matter of siting ourselves." 
~ ~~And so goes our introduction to Berne- Based solely on memoriet; this might · Doig ha1 long been intrigued by the 
. · · ·· . "' . · Doi& trapper, ranch wife, teach-.. have been a less effective tale. But Do~ -. way the hardness of the land warps its 

• . of writing to her future-author son. now a Seattle resident, has done v~i,· people: their bodies, their minds, their 
· ' :~·~ Barth is Doig'• attempt both to archival research and · located-trove Of~ waya of knowing one another. His fiction

;, •. · "9or and. more ~mpellin~y, unde_r- · biographer's troves-a series of letters · al characters arc often tragic, prohibited 
~~!.~her. Bemeta died of respiratory fail- · from Bemeta to her brother, who 1erved , by the land's hanh demands &om uttering 

whatever it was that might have resur
rected a marriage or a friendship. Yet in 
Heart Earth, Doig's real-life characters, 
no less land-shaped, sense the peril of 
these personal distances and strive might~ 
ily to close them. Doig'• fath.er, Charlie.:.:_ 
sheepherder, sad4le scamp, hard-working 
player in ranching's perennial crapshoot 
-nonetheless manages an attentiveness 
to Berncta that would shame the most 
sensitive of men today. 

Berneta, too, seems in a perpetual state 
of overcoming: her parents' "bone-and
gristle" marriage, her own potentially 
crippling asthmatic condition. She, too, 
perseveres-for a time, at least-rejecting 
the role of invalid for that of cowgirl, 
working hard, risking childbirth, and, ul
timately, spending her married years wor
ried more about her husband's overwork 
than her own health, even as he in turn 
watches over her . 

Knowing, as we do early ~n, that Ber
neta will die gives Doig's tale a creeping 
suspense. Yet it also renders every detail
her letters, her worries, her aspirations for 
her husband and son-all the richer. Fifty 
years after the fact, tainted by intervening 
experiences and longings, Doig may well 
be embellishing this person, adding some 
significance to a life he only briefly knew. 
But his sense of loss, of lost opportunity, is 
achingly clear. And, finally, Doig is writer 
enough to make us understand why, when 
Berncta left him, it took a half-century to 
begin searching for her.• 

Paul Roberts writes about environmental 
issues for Seattle Weekly. 
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. · There ·1s a·mo-. · 
. me!!! irilvan.:.:r· .. 

Doif 8' new mem- -~ 
,.· oirw~en_ irnages 

of natilre,· self and 
family tWine to- · 
gether, a braid of 

. . memories lh8t 
_ - · give'Uie'rilali to:. 

~! ~ ::!1d~tahndid:n~s~!~d- hie~~ ~s .
yo~g we was ea ~aµ . s · 
mother's plaee in it ~- · ·t _{. . _ · 

~twas the ~y_,194nk;~~ .· -~ 
Doig ~s 4 or 5. His pM~_~ts, ?S . 
~e.~ ~e~ Dot~ were.at a 
liigh poiµt~m their lives ~gether, 
operating a ranch along aulkner 
Creek,·in south-central ontana. · ,_ . _._, 
The tyke Ivan would test lu's ~ ·. • . _. <. - ~ ·,.-:;.,.. . - . ·, · .. ~t;'. · -

:°e11~!. 6:ets~~~~d ' Seattle. ~~bow~n:ers a ~~~iJi~~~ng 
the ranch house; th~ s~~ _ , pare/!ts, &meta~ fJu!~teJ!<ng, if ~11em;f ~~J . ,· :'} . ~ · 
~g~ l~!~hlm~e~s~- " _. f·:\Tii ~yeir-old_ ~-~ ~ -· .·-c- - <r.maelan.:1., "~_ibouni"~·, I s~-p"po'. ~l>ut __ : 
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Th~ aduh writer begins _to see why.. . ' t. ~ <. :. -- -~-·;ff:. -~--:: .. "r;.'1." ; . 'o_ 'i . . . Oil ~: ~ when he won~ h~w "a gastriC .• --'>_ ~- ~ 
·· -: 'The '!'1Y I :would grov.'}lp, ~, . :xmb 1. q'lt19t5; -~~ · ~ .. , tile" squall could put m1~~glea~ ~ 

. :~~~~m~~hal~ed · :UJ?~.Oh!} ?ic:/ . ~~:.,:%,~shl!~ 
slope. _In sOCh pl~ge, if you use . ~thhe~ pa~f ~~ orJetters. . -~ ~11 "sP.:eed out toward the ~d~e side of 
your ncochets nght, you steal a kind · th~ swi(t stgitCh.o(?er,!etters · '-:· things," I find myself wishing he 

'· ·of ba)an~ for yo~lf; you ~e . , ~~ do~~.?~~o paper, ~e bm:- : - would trust more ~e ~mmon . 
· equihbnum moment by iµoment ~ rows mto ~.e ~d. and ~eart of . . . beauty of language as 1t occurs. This 
because you have to," writes D_oig. ~eta ~ig, ~d m domg so he -: supercharged'v~ can skitter 
"Amid the people and place$ I was co~pletes; ~e trio of~ J>O!- · . perilously close to being precious -
to live with, I practiced that traits ~e • 1.~ years ago with_his_ yet nevertheless is Seductive. 
bouncing equilibrium and carried it _ ha~tjngll t~liant first book, - . . Doig opens "Heart Earth" with 
on into a life of writing, freefalling ; "This JI~pfSky; Land~pes~ .i: the 1986 funeral of his mother's 
through the language." ' a W~rn ~d." ~· -- -,;:- · ·· ~ youngest brother,_J{ally. Qnly 15 

His mother was determined, In e~ect, ._'Heart~ IS a · years older than IVaI1 himself, Wally 
Doig realizes, "that I should fly free co~~~n ~ol~ a slim and. -. · ~ was a livewire with· a "whopping 
of the dose coddling she'd had as an _loving~ )Vhi~h captures~ ~ : : grin on him" who easily became a 
ill child." · ~.~~death open~ 1'his J favorite uncle. But in the 1970s they 

The passage in "Heart Earth" H<?~_Pif,$kt" ~d whose~.. ; had a falling out, a ·sad rift that never 
(Athe~~U?1· $19) is Doig at .~s ~t: , afiitri3_ }~¥~,two ot!~- · - _~.I -- ~~ quite h~- ed, over fuDeral ~nses 
fresh,_ VJ!ld l~guage energmng his : I~ :s., . ~ ~s ~~t- _Ii~~~ ~ .. ·, for ~ss1e. ~tee~ .~en D01g,~gan 
keen msight into ~-WOJ?an whose. ·bis eran.. . . . ,- twe~~ .\ ( to.write t'Jbi~ .!IoU§e o~Sky, be 
warmth be felt only bnefly ~ a cnsp , ~ie.~~- · -' -~~ ~ ~~~· ~ i1 canvassed family and friends for 

fth \... .::~k · fact. . '"·,If · · afaulhsawrtter, ~ l · 1 tt of . 
surnmarv o e uuu , m . ,_ . lj-.tf "~"~ --~h~~i~_ ~-:!'_""/- ._. , !Ilemon~s, e ers, any- scrap , 

\ 
.. _ -~~a ~ . ~ .. If." ."' Ji< . • 1 ,,.,;!;(~~_ (:..-~ . , information he could_atta.ch to ~e ·. 

• . ~~ - • , ... ~~ : ·"~ ~~"~-"i'. mother he lost at such an early age. 

.. ~Wm . ·. ,~··~~'~:~) ' W(%<>,~~f.ed ~tgp~e-) ... 



rateness" of chronic asthma set 
Berneta apart, consigning her to 
sudden, wrenching spasms of 
breathlessness - and bone-jarring 
drives down primitive mountain 
roads to the nearest hospital. 

The asthma didn't dissuade 
Charlie Doig, a wiry little whip of a 
rowboy who courted Bernet.a for six 

f}'e'NS before their marriage in 1934. · 
He was 33, a ranch veteran at the 

.. top of his trade; sh~ was 20, an .· 
~ yipung woman who refused to , 
·let her health slow her_ dQwn. One 1 
. the winning· qualities of '.'Heart . 
F.arth" is Doig~ s tender portrait of ·.: 
the relationship between his par- 1 

ents - theirs seems a rare union, . : 
ail the more gentle and giving for . 
~g amid'Mon~'s rough· · 
mu.s&iJarlty. · · · s ,. .. lj; -~<-

:. Yet this dogg~ self-sufficient 
; pair cOuld DQt W1y outpaee the .. 
illness coiled in h·er chest:Berneta' 

· Doig ~s just 31 when she died in. 
~ reihote sli~pherdei's shack . :\, 
~she, Chailie and Ivan were~ :: . 

. " _ _ '1mnherli\g a tihcher's flock. In the 
f: ~t~_ WiienM died, hqwevef. lie left · ; thin tnoun~ ait, her heart gave ·, 

. ~ Ietr-'~ for Doig, ''~me ~ ·. · ·001 fronHhe Jong strain of difficult 
-~~"heir to lhe,fost si4e'of my j)ast'r '. t; _:lnathing1 .;;-·. .. y ·1 .:~.: ,.: t . 

>1"7~~~~~~~~tyearofher; · .. J. ~ -~~~?tov~het~ .. h~·~n 
· 1 tife: tliei1etters werelmef family realizes. "Doig or Rµig'.J fhdse · · 
· .- ~·ctiio~tfe8 ~~~e ·1~· ~esh-ra~ · ~th~ ih illy growfuJ-tip \taye<i 
.. > w~._who ~s ~en~~ ·. - !ri4 pierced, hr my ~ther's death I 
· , .. -:. abciatd. the USS Ault, a destroyer ::-· ~ m the mountain' cabm." .-1 •· · -~ 
'/ .'~~gmg kamikaze a¥s in the ~. '. . ·'. } Ivan Doig can jOin thein fully -~~ l 
t~;tu:_ · : . : :~' l_&~~s~ l :=nr~::i~e:1th~!?;~ I 
.>ti~ommentari~ as a springboard into . he lost nearly \l3lf a cintuey ago; he : 

'. .the. life !'fa w~.l>orn ~e13: ~ .. i ·. has willingly ~forced ~ll H_e11 ,: 
, · Au~~~~ llliiger m 1913 !D . sufeJy sf:aY hi~ • 1:,-~: f:, · 't /1 

. · Wisco~ She was brought to .J.. ~ · - ~ ., -'' ~ . v>; jf- ' 
-~·Montana;ls an uwmt, when the iJI. . ~- · ·. 

:'-¥.math:. -~~~ ~~-andbo. Jorn dRfu~tleJ...i_ . ·. .;, ·~~ iciii ~u,;.,,..n11,. ,71~,, . 
• e)I'~ a ue-an -gns " UV~ ._ !""1'6'...,, 
d."..a...~..n,:·: .J_~:...:..i · ·· · Ji :.· ·, .~-'at3:3()Am. .. Wednesdayat 

(•. iW4ll.. i;>.~ ~~~new vesm -;· .-, . r- . . . 
.<-~on~'s s~ lUver Valley. ~ . ~ s Bookstor,e and read from I 

~~~ , 
1 

'. fklii~ta .~-~ bef9re the firSt of ilpt 7:30 p.m.. ~rsday ~the EllWtl ·' 
;~1:_dii_. ee.~tli~_ · , ~ ~ borp; she r~:f · ·.~ BaJ ~k C.O. 'fJte /alter i! a bent/ii , 
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Author Ivan Doig outside at his north Seattle home. 

North 
aFlyin 

est author Ivan Doig: 
Wallenda of words 

By DIANE WAIGHT 
Herald Writer 

I f writing is a high~wire a_ct, then Ivan 
Doig is a literacy Flymg Walenda. 

Only he does it with an ol . Royal type
writer. Above it, in the writer' north Seattle 
home, are pinned pieces of pa ,r, typed quo
tations from many sources. 

"This one ls from the allendas, the 
high-wire peoJ?le," Doig sa~s. 'It. ~ays1, 'Life 
is the high wrre; all else 1s IVaitmg. In a 
sense, the writing is like that." 

Author of seven books sine 1978, finalist 
for the National Book Award, oig is like a 
playwright cr.afting me~ory ys, sagas of 
family, of antique seafanng q sts, of gener
ations of hardscrabble Scots a Montanans. 
He blends a historian's meth · ical detach
ment with a writer's soul-ba · , and love of 
words. 

Vivid images leap off the ges, descrip
tions like this one from his west, "Heart 
Earth" (Athaneum; $19). Lik "This House 
of Sky," his first book, it tells e story of his 
family in the high country o ontana. The 
family was tom apart in 1945 the .death of 
Doig's mother. He was 6, a te witness to 
the attacks of asthma that kill her. 

". . . the attack would ch her awake, 
simultaneously the blue nar 'c of carbon 
dioxide buildup bringing on tness, a suf
focating fatigue. At once she d to fight to 
sit up and wheeze, her eye~ ge w~th ~on
centration on the cost of azr unchmg mto 
herself to ride out the falteri lungwork. In 
and out, the raw battlesoun f debilitation 

and effort sawed away at her." 
For Doig, "Heart Earth" and all the other 

books are living proof that in a just society, 
sometimes the good guy wins. For nine 
years, he labored as a free-lance writer. 

His wife Carol, who teaches mass media 
and literature of the American West at 
Shoreline Community College, says, "He'd 
say that was too long, because you can't 
make a living at it. 

"About once a year he would mutter 
about the lack of income for all he was 
putting out," she says. "I always give credit 
to those poor-paying publications which 
finally drove him to say, 'I'm going to try 
writing a book that I want to write.' " 

The book was "This House of Sky." 
"And I knew if there was any meritocracy 

left in the world," Carol Doig says, "Ivan 
would succeed." 

She was right. 
"This House of Sky" sold 150,000 copies 

and set in motion a reading public, a Nation
al Book Award nomination, literary friend
ships with Wright Morris, Wallace Stegner 
and Norman McClean, and freedom to take 
more risks on the printed page. 

"That was the virtue of being self-unem
ployed," Doig quips. "You get the chance to 
try and do something different with each 
book." 

"Heart Earth" was inspired by a slim 
sheaf of letters written by Doig's mother to 
her brother. When he began to read them, 
his mother's voice sprang to life. 

"They're the best look back into the mind 
of someone long gone, like my mother," he 
says. "The day-by-day concerns and the 
habits of what ~he puts down, these all tell 

me a lot. The letters are a kind of imprint of 
the time." 

If there's a through line in Doig's books, 
ifs his use of language. He talks about the 
"dance" of language on the page, sometimes 
using nouns as verbs. 

"It never occurred to me not to. When 
something like 'pinballed' absolutely fit the 
situation of having us coming down the map 
town by town all through the West, you 
think, hey, here's the gift from the language, 
here's one.of the possibilities." 

Scholars have come around. "There'll be 
the occasional stiff-backed book reviewer. 
But it turns out the readers actually seem to 
like that." 

Pushing the language is part of the risk-
taking. ' 

"I've tried to whetstone myself against the 
major problem of reorganization or format," 
he says. "Back to 'This House of Sky,' there 
are those italics between chapters which are 
memory speaking. 'Winter Brothers' became 
the diai:y of a diary. 'The Sea Runners' was 
this quick, relentless novel coming down the 
coast with four Swedes. Taking the decade 
of the 1980s to do the McCaskill trilogy 
("English Creek," "Ride With Me, Maria 
Montana" and "Dancing at the Rascal 
Fair"), then a short intense form for 'Heart 
Earth.' 

"All these, when you look at them clini
cally, are all unlikely forms for a book. In 
each case, I've known that making the form 
work is part of what I'm up to." 

"Dancing at the Rascal Fair" was written 
with a Scottish lilt, like the cadences of 

See DOIG, Page 3D 
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Ivan Doig 

Ivan Doig was born in White Sulphur Springs, Montana, in 1939 and grew up along 

the Rocky Mountain Front where much of his writing takes place. His first book, the highly 

acclaimed memoir, This House of Sky (1978), was nominated for the National Book Award 

in Contemporary Thought and received a Christopher Award, the Pacific Northwest 

Booksellers Award and the Governor's Writers Day Award. HEART EARTH, to be 

published by Atheneum on September 8, 1993 ($19.00), has been named the recipient of the 

1993 David W. and Beatrice C. Evans Biography Award for the best biography in the Rocky 

Mountain West. Kirkus Reviews has hailed it as "another profoundly original and lustrous 

re-creation" and Publishers Weekly has written, "In poetic and precise prose, Doig has 

crafted a worthy complement to his acclaimed memoir, This House of Sky." 

Ivan Doig's other books include Winter Brothers (1980); his first novel, The Sea 

Runners (1982), which was named one of the notable books of the year by The New York 

Times Book Review; and his Montana trilogy of novels, English Creek (1984), Dancing at the 

Rascal Fair (1987), and Ride With Me.Mariah Montana (1990). "A writer whose work 

makes readers recall why they love to read, and reminds writers why they ever wanted to 

write in the first place," raved the Washington Post Book World. 

A former ranch hand and newspaperman, Ivan Doig is a graduate of Northwestern 

University where he received a B.S. and M.S. in journalism, and he holds a Ph.D. in history 

from the University of Washington. In 1989 the Western Literature Association honored him 

with its Distinguished Achievement Award for his body of work. He lives in Seattle with his 

wife, Carol, who teaches the Literature of the American West. 
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AW ARD WINNING AUTHOR IV AN DOIG 

OFFERS A COMPANION TO HIS CLASSIC MEMOIR, 

THIS HOUSE OF SKY, IN 

HEART EARTH 

"In the last winter of the war, she knew to use pointblank ink. Nothing is ever 
crossed out, never a p.s., the heanquick lines still as distinct as the day of the 
postmark, her founiain pen instinctively refusing the fade of time. Among the 
little I have had of her is that pen . ... I had given up ever trying to uncunain my 
mother. Now her pages begin here: 'I have to spill over' ... Upward from her 
held pen, at last she is back again. " 

--Ivan Doig 

Since the publication fifteen years ago of his first book, This House of Sky, Ivan Doig has 

been celebrated as an American original. That memoir was nominated for the National Book 

Award and received extraordinary critical acclaim. "This eloquent memoir heralds a powerful 

new American writer. ... As the land has haunted and shaped him, so his movingly beautiful prose 

haunts us," said the The Christian Science Monitor. The Los Angeles Times wrote, "The 

language begins in western territory and experience but in the hands of an artist it touches all 

landscapes and all life. Doig is such an artist. " 

Now, Ivan Doig returns with HEART EARTH (Atheneum; September 8, 1993; $19.00), 

a companion volume to This House of Sky that is destined to win a place as an American classic. 

Set in 1945, the book draws on a cache of letters written by Doig's mother, Berneta Ringer 

Doig, to her brother stationed in the Pacific. It offers a vivid evocation of an America long since 

gone--Montana and Arizona during the last months of World War II. "In poetic and precise 

prose, Doig has crafted a worthy complement to his acclaimed memoir," raves Publishers 

Weekly, and Kirkus Reviews hails the book as "another profoundly original and lustrous 

recreation." It has just been awarded the David W. and Beatrice C. Evans Biography Award for 

the best biography in the Rocky Mountain West. 

--over--



In HEART EARTH, Ivan Doig invites readers to join him, his mother, and his father 

Charlie in the "snappy sky blue 1940 coupe, fat-fendered Ford" as they struggle to make a life 

together in wartime America. The book begins with a touching and humorous account of how 

Charlie, "promisingly full of bad intentions," braves the huge open spaces of Montana to court 

Berneta. Defying "the Depressions's laws of gravity," they get married and five years later Ivan 

is born. To ease Berneta's asthma, the Doigs move to the vast, dry terrain of Arizona, where 

Charlie describes his way of life as "sheepkeepers no more, now we be bombermakers." 

Inhabiting a defense housing project in Arizona, where neighbors "consisted of lizards and 

scorpions" and "desert cattle that look like they'd eat the eyebrows off you," there was always a 

fear of an attack from the nearby German prisoners-of-war camp. 

Just before summer, they come back to the high country of Montana where, because of 

the war, "young men and no few women, have been gone for years." They return to 

sheepherding, together enduring the hardships and isolation of the northwest farm country where 

even Berneta seems to be feeling better. Eventually, Berneta decides that it is time to settle 

down, for soon Ivan will start school. "Going to be a handful for the first-grade teacher, he is. 

Try to start him out on c-a-t and first thing he'll show her he can read catalog and everything in 
.. .,. -

it. II 

HEART EARTH is filled with vivid moments from their early life: eating Spam 

sandwiches and lime Kool-Aid for lunch, scrubbing the Ford hubcaps while Berneta keeps her 

dress up with a clothes-pin, taking a long trip into town where Charlie and Ivan buy boots and a 

hat for Berneta, and searching the drinkeries for their irresponsible herder, Prince Al. The book 

closes with the death of Berneta Ringer Doig on June 27, 1945, on Ivan's sixth birthday. 

"Nobody got over her," he writes, "Doig or Ringer, those around me in my growing-up stayed 

hit, pierced, by my mother's death in the mountain cabin." 

About The Author 

Ivan Doig's This House of Sky was a finalist for the National Book Award in 

Contemporary Thought in 1978. His other books include Winter Brothers, The Sea Runners, 

English Creek, Dancing at the Rascal Fair and Ride with Me. Mariah Montana. Born in the 

Montana mountain country he writes of in HEART EAR1Ji, Doig has worked as a ranch hand, 

newspaperman, magazine editor and writer. In 1989 the Western Literature Association honored 

him with its Distinguished Achievement A ward for his body of work. He lives in Seattle with 

his wife, Carol, who teaches the Literature of the American West. 
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When is it time to leave 
the last best place'? 

RIDE WITH ME. MARIAH MONT ANA 
By Ivan Doig 
Athefleum . 384 pp ., $18 .95 

I A love of the land 

J

I !~La~~si~~ig is one writer w~~~~~~~::~~~::!.::~: 
-------------------- such a big role. · 

I V AN Doig's writing ~out of Montana like a squall "He's honest. He's a real Westerner writing reai boob 
By Judit!i Freeman 

W HEN does a farmer or rancner finally give up 
· on making a living from his :and and sell out to 

some diStant corporation or resign himseli to 
foreclosure? When does the small-town grocer, undercut by 
malls. do the same? And what about the young people in ru
ral Amenca. whose best prospects lie in the big cities? 
What napperu; to our t'Oilective spirit wiien we pull up roc-:.S 
and dissolve communities. when families find themselves 
separated'.' 

··How a::G when ::.hould we leave our own roots~ " the 
main characters in Iv:u Doig's nc>': novel ~- I.'": do!..'1g so, 
they voice an issue on !.he minds of many Americans. 

"Ride With Me. Mari.ah Montana" is the last volwne of 
Dclig's Montana tr'Jogy, which covers 100 years of Montana 
histcr:; as '.'lewed :t>.rough the eyes of the fictional McCas
blls. a Scot!ish unrnigrant ranching fam ily. The first vol
ur:ie, " Engl.i!:~ Creek" (1984 ), took place during the Dep:-es
sion years. ··oancing at the Rascal Fair" (1 987) opens in the 
1880s when the first McCaskills arrived in Montana. Last 
year. Montana celebrated its centennial, an event that pro
vided the ;xrfect setting for this novel. in which a '1cCas
kill father and daughter set out in a Winnebago tc "'get L'Je 
true storv" of the state. 

Jick McCaskill , a recently widnwed rancher. is talked 
ir.to making this journey by his daughter Mariah. a newspa
pt:r photographer assigned to do a series on the centennial. 
Joining tilcm IS Mariah's ex-husband. Riley Wright, a wise

cracking r<>porter who is to provide the text for Mariah's 
pictuicS. 

'T"\.. .... _ ........... 1 ~ ... ,.. ... 1:~ ..... ! . . ..... _,... ... -~ ... ... . . : .. .. i. _ "' .....,... r"" . ,... ~ ... "'" ... 
..,, ..... •rv ...... _. ............... , --·- -·- ._ ,-~ · .. ,,_ ........ . --·o ·- -

perfect ear for colloqwal speech. and he is both eloquent (in 

passages where he sunulates Riley's joumalism1 and funny 
(when ~c sets the mo to verbal Sparring). The reconstituted 
family \·i.s1ts hl.stvncal monwnents. ro~tlefield.' and preser>es 
~~here they gaze wLSLfuily at the remauung buffalo - once so 
ttuck "the country was one robe.·· Inevitabiy their own perron
ai tu.stones unfold. The tnp .iars mt.none;, of Rlley and Mar
iah 's acrimonious divorce. or Jick 's O\.\'Tl unhappy fi!"St mar
riage and his deeply satisf:-ing second one. 

Not a perfect land 
Doig uncowrs both the beauwul and the tattered s1dei of 

:.fontana: the dump heaps and earth poison-; left hv <;trip min
ing: the mobile missiles - "hlue taxis to Armageddon." But 
he also celebrates the beauty of the I.and and the tenacity of 
spir.t found iJ, :'llont.J.nans "who"ve bet:11 perpetually game ID 
outwork Lfie leveis of pay here because they ca'1 love a moun
t.a.in wiLfi their eyes whiie doing iL" 

The rpest:on of how anci when to leav<> •' r.<:>'s r00ts be-
NJmes m"'"!:' press1::g 1s th" journey prog:-e::>:,..: ·:. ! id:. who 
has left lus sheep ranch in the hanc!s of caretakers. must de
cide what to do with an operation he can no longer manage 
alone. Rilev and ~nah. who have effected a tumultuous 
reconciliation. begrn planning to move to California once 
che centennial is ove:- Will tre .\1cCaskllls leu·;e the land or 
find a wa v to r~ma in rooted in what h:!S oecome !er.own as 
··the last best place·· ; 

Montana has come to embody what's left of the "West" 
as it once was known. But the historv of the American West 
was Written as a romance. and the romar.ce has run its 
course. A more shameful picture has emerged. a story of 
despoliation and exploitation , corruption and gr~. As the 
United States enters the 21st century , the West looks more 
and more like a big theme park. 

But despite the ·'sad behavior" of man during the past 
hundred years. much ends well for the McCaskills. After 
all, Ivan Doig is the most hopeful of writers - not blindly 
optimistic but deeply humanistic. "He who owns the soil, " 
be has written. "owns up to the sky." 

In Montana. tha t's a big piece of heaven, something 
worth hanging on to. • 

fr('c>rn 11 ri 1s tl1 i' u 1. thur o.r '" Tiw C11mci1illu F'a m 1·· ;rv. , ·"F·1mily 
Ar:racrwrL~ ." · Slie u'TUU> this rf't'te' .. V f m· !he Los Angeles Times. 

out of the mountains. He constructs misty sheets of pra;e about real people - not some hoked-up Hollywood ver-
that alter or.e's sig,"lt lines - you're looking at the same sion." 

I 

place. the Wesi, but under the manipulauon of his gauzy and Stegner took note of Doig with the l.:;.lLer·s first booK, an 
refracted light you see it entirely differently. evocative, deeply felt memoir called "This House of Sky: 

The view is refle- jve, too. Expa!ed to Doig's meticulously Landscapes of a Western Mind." Althuubh tile two ii.ave 
researched detail of the land and its inhabitants, and especial- met only once, they've corresponded over the yea.rs: and 
ly of the Language they use - '·the Wt of Westemism.5," it's Doig dedicated "Mariah" to Stegner. 

I C3.lled in his latest book - his reader.3. whether inhabltants of Doig, and of course the elder McC:ls:..ill. carry a deep aud 
I fae West oc the w~ wurld. find ttemselve5. reviewing searching affiriity for the land Jick treasures his ::..-na.J 

I
' bow they fit into his v~ setting. ranch in the Two Medicine country, and resents the cc:i-
~ visited the Bay Area recently tc plug "Ride With Me. stant pressures be feels to sell out to th€ voracious ou~der 

1 l'vtariah Mmtana, ' the third novel of a trilogy concerning the conglomerates that eat up places like '.1i...: i -:: r tax write-c;fs. 
i ioves and iC8SeS of a clan ill northern Moot.an.a.. The title re- Ce:ruuo to.;.'il.S of the screw, sue~ as 2 ;:; ~ 1;: to ~e J 5ectic:1 ·~ : 
I fers to Maria!". ~c<'..-asb?.l. daughter of r.arrator Jick McCas- the desolate eastern plams for a gurmt?ry tar~et ~ge, or 

I 
kill, rtnd a tour of the stat.2 in tr.e center.ni.a.l of its statehood the ~'Uli.ariy yuppie advent of Jy fishi.1g. drive hi..-n nuts. 

A Winnebago is what drives the narrative _ Mari.ah trav- As the land stirs Doig, so does the sound of the language. 
els as photographer for a Missoula papEr: her ex-hl15hand, Ri.J- The trilogy's second novel, "Dancing at the Rascal Fair," 

I 

ey, goes as columnist; and Jick goes as driver and concerned traces tr.rough dialogue? its cha:-.'.!cter:; ' progress from 
curmudgeon. iv. they travel, their knowledge of themselves speaking as Scots to establl;;hed Mon~nans. who !l:ivc a di-
and the people they meet widens into thematic terrain. which, alect of their own. "Language, and the music :.; nd dance or 
coming 'J'Jt of this st.retched and diverse land_ soaring in it. are why I am a writer," Doig says. "This tri1og:; repre

sents a deliberate gamble that it's worth it to spend most of 
a decade writing three books in what I hope is a representa
tive voice of the region." ' 

Ivan Doig exhaustively researched his tale of the 
loves and losses of a northern Montana clan. 

pride ~nd beauty, weighted by ha:-\i<ihip and impending 
dlange -- is wide country mdeed. 

Doig ~ a master at ~ up bum.an vicissitudes and 
their unetlmes suttle ~ which be takes painful 
length.5 to portray exactly. From the up-cla;e view of a bisoo 
("To kxit at up elate, the bide oo a buffalo is like a matted 
mud rug that basl't been shaken fer many seascm''). to Mar
Lah's photographic techniques. to the cmJplexioo of the tiny 
towns his characters dive into, Doig tries bard to make it 
rigbL 

Of his reearch, which for a section of the trilogy took 
him to Scotland . he ~ys: "I Mpe it's exhaustive - it's cer
tainly considerable. It seems to me it lends a power, an au
thority .. . . Accuracy in the srtl4ll things, you hope, is going 
to tincr.ire all through the bigger things, the entire piece of 
writing. Nothing turns a reader off quicker than to be read
ing along and find sometiung and say, 'Jesm, I know that's 
not rigbl ' 

''Also, my imagination. whatever sparks it does cieate, 
comes off the flint of actuality ." 

This IS a quality thafs endeared the affable. soft-spoken 
writer both to readers and wrir.ers. ··He knows that coun
try," says Wallare Stegner ·-rhe difference with someone 
wbo knows and someone who doesn't is pan.U:ularl;· im~- . 

Beyond Montana 
Doig says he feels no compuh;1on to 1 einvent form, and 

"there's not that many plots . So it's in the language that we 
find the runni r.g room. " 

But he wants the running to carry h. im beyond Montana. 
That is where Jick and Doiiz differ. Jick at 65 rerr>.ains de
terrnin€(j to make a go out 1t w Montana. But Dc1g, j l, lef t 
the state after high school, pushed out by an eagerness to 
see and learn new things, and pushed over the edge by a vi
c:ous July storm, which literally killed off the profi ts or a 
long swnrner's worth of r~g sheep. 

He went off to study journalism at Northwestern Univer
sity in llilnolS. He returned to Montan.:i to do ranch work in 
ltie summers. After he got his master's degree. t;e returned 
to operate the binder. a machine t!1at bundles grain. ''I'd get 
occasionally roasted by the other ranch hands. T!Jey'd say, 
'You got yer master's, you can run the binder. Go get yer 
Ph.D., you can come back and run the tract...:ir. ' " 

Doig la~ when be tells it be also adds. "When I got the 
Ph.D .. I did not go back and r.m the .. . tractor." 

Instead he 's ended up in the Seattle area, where he lives 
with his wife, Carol, a jcurnalism teacher. He wrote a cou
ple of books set in the Pacific Northw€St, but he seem;; 
drawn continually back to the setting uf Montana. He de
fends bis e!Iligration. "l don't particularly con.sider that I'm 
writing about Montana. I ~ider rm writing about the 
larger country,J.ife. Great wnters have g;ven us the exam
ple that j'CU can be grounded L"1.; s~::lic i.:-.nd and lingo. 
like F3ulkner, and yet be writing colossal stuff .tt 

Deep feeling, clear seeing 
Hk writing JS not nearly so mannered and onerous as 

Faulkner's, but his fiction hasn't yet approached Faulkner's 
consistent beighL "Mariah," for instance. sometimes gives 
the palpable feel of a writer trying too bard. Every slice of 
c!;.alcgue, it seems. is curliciled ·..yith an "eluc1da.ted' or ··i n
toned" or some sore-thumb modifying clause. The charac
ters never lack color, l:>ut they sometimes do lack dimen
sion; ooe thinks of the wudly d.isp.arate but emphatically 
flat targets that pop up in a shooting gallery. 

But the few shortcomings shouldn't put off any lover of 
writing from reading Doig, wbo consistently achieves the 
tricky combination of feeling deeply and seeing clearly. 
And relevant as be is to the diminishing rural West, his 
stuff touches jmt as surely urban Californians, living at the 
very edge or maybe even off the edge of the Western ~ 
rience. The exuberant love be bears for the land, the people, 
and their eternal rebirth is an inspiratioo and a comfort. • 

SJi:maker. u:hv vrew utJ m Gre..-L f'uU.s. .~f,mL, L'.j u Mercury 
. blews. co&wnnisi .and .reparteT. 



"A summer on a mountain that shouted its name in grass": Berneta 
and Charlie Doig in one of their summers of herding sheep in the 
mountains of Montana. 



Ivan Doig, author of HEART EARTH, published 
by Atheneum. Photo credit: Carol Doig. 
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Truth Emerges in Writer's Love of Lingo 
• Booa~ ~?a:Doig, . ; , down to It , he admits, "a lot of style 

author of a trilogy about a 
W estem family and other 
books, creates scenes that 
'come right up off the page 
and get you.' 

By BRAD KNICKERBOCKER 
TIH:: CHRISTI A N SCIENCE MONITOR ,, 
Toward the end of "Ride With 

Me. Mariah Montana," the 
third in Ivan Doig's 100-year 

tri logy about the McCaskill family , 
there's a 30-second scene in which 
a character jumps .out of a Winne
bago fueling up at a gas station. 
runs over to the sign for "Air & 
Water" and grease-pencils the 
other two ancient Greek elements, 
"Earth & Fire." 

It's a w9nderful bit of whimsy, 
an example of what novelist Doig 
calls the "crocodile factor" de
signed to "come right up off the 
page and get you." And it's just one 
of the things that makes him one of 
the most readable and productive 
authors from that vast expanse of 
real estate west of . the lOOth me
ridian today generating some of the 
very best American writers. 

To read Doig's fiction; to hear 
him speak wisdom and wit to a 
gathering of historians in Sparks, 
Nev .. and to discuss his craft over a 
meal or two is to learn of a man 
with a passion for language. for the' 
minutiae of life and historical accu
racy and especially for "the lingo" 
of his characters-"the tongues 
that express their lives." 

Doig's career as a writer took off 
a dozen years ago with "This 
House of Sky," reminiscences 
about his early life in Montana. 
Since then he has produced five 
more highly acclaimed books. in ~ 
eluding the Two Medicine trilogy 
{barned for the river near where 
much of it takes place). 

On Ivan . Doig's sixth birthday, 
When he was living with his par
epts in a sheep-herding camp on 
Ute front range of the Rocky 
:&tountains. where his grandfather 
!fad moved from Scotland. his fa
ther woke him to say the boy:'s 
mother had died in the nighL For 
the next few years, father and son 
bbunced around Western towns 
cqid raDches before settling down 
with Doig's maternal grandmother 
a!i homemaker. 
~ By the time he was 16 and 

spending most of his summers on a 
horse tending sheep in the high 
ct>untry, Doig knew that he wanted 
ta be a writer and that he had to 
~tout of Montana-beautifUI as it · 
was-to succeed. He won a full 
~ho1arsrup to Northwestern Uni
~rsity, worked on a newspaper in 
11ownstate Illinois, then did maga
zme editing in Chicago, where he 
3'Bc> picked up a master's degree 
btfore heading back out West. 
•At th~ University of Washington 

i4 SeatUe, he earned a doctorate in 
~ (be says graduate school 
cjred him of any desire to teach), 
t.kn spent an enjoyable but lean 
c!cade as a free-lance magazine 
*iter while his wife, Carol, earned 
~ of the family income teaching 
al a community college. 
:Like the fictional character who 

clmpleted the gas station list of 
al?nlents in "Mariah Montana," 
~ig found joumalistic writing too 
lllliting. But his training as a 

and technique 1s best guess." Then, 
too. "the alchemy of language 
carries with it the high probability 
of fizzle." 

Of the growing recognition of 
contemporary li teratur e coming 
out of the American West. he says: 
"I think there are enough classy 
writers west of St. Paul that schol
ars will eventually have to wnte 
about them as a group. as they did 
about the Southern fugi tives." 

The thing that connects many of 
these writers, he acknowledges, is 
love of the spectacular landscape. 
"But I don't agree that that's our 
strongest muscle." he says. 

"The language. the style. the 
craft is of such a skill that I don't 
see why this kind of travelogue tag 
is at all just ified. I mean. Louise 
Erdrich is a world- class writer
the equivalent of Robert Penn 
Warren. Jim Welch in 'Fools Crow' 
has produced a truly great book. 
Bill Kittredge has been a unique 
writer. I mean, this is increasingly 
fine stuff and. even if it appeared 
on a barren planet; it would be 
unique writing." 

Yet Doig and many of his con 
temporaries do connect with the 
land and worry about what's be
come of it over the past century or 
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The sound of the language-· 'the shimmer behind the plot'' feeding 
the " delicious hunger of the ear" - fascinates author Ivan Doig. 

historian and newspaperman left 
him with the strong need to fill his 
fiction with accurate details frOm 
real life , including the spoken 
word-the earth of daily human 
affairs and the fire of speech. 

I n researching the 1889- trana- · · 
Atlantic trip of 19-year-olds 

Angus McCaskill and Rob Barclay 
for "Dancing at the Rascal Fair" 
(the first book. chronologically, in 
the trilogy} , I van and Carol went 
to Glasgow ( to the very pier from 
which his grandfather, Peter Doig, 
had departed) , pored over emi
grant letters at the University of 
SL Andrews and looked up steam
ship blueprints and investigative 
reports on the conditions poor 
travelers endured in steerage. 

Later. he dug back into Depres
sion-era Works Progress Adminis
tration writers' files in Montana to 
learn how Anaconda Copper smel 
termen, cattle ranchers and sheep 
ranchers talked in the early part of 
the century. The sound of the 
spoken word is very .important to 
him-"the shimmer behind the 
plot" feeding the "delicious hunger 
of the ear. " He was careful to have 
the two Scotsmen gradually lose 
their burr over the 30 years of 
"Rascal Fair." 

When he wanted to include 
scenes about fighting fires. he had 
four forest rangers check his man
uscript for details. He photocopied 
old Forest Service cookbooks so he 
would know what it was like to -
cook for 75 men in the woods. 

'Tm always looking for details." · 
he says. "The details are what the 
skeins of life germinate out of." He 
loves to repeat Vladimir Nabokov's 
instruction to students at Cornell 
University that they must write 
:'with the passion of the scientist 
and the precision of the artist." 

In· a spare · bedroom office he 
shares with his wife at home in 
Seattle, Doig works at an old gray 
Royal typewriter. The remem-

brances of Scots ancestors are in 
'his sandy hair and beard. Just back 
from 50 book readings and signings 
in San Francisco. Boston, Wash
ington, Chicago and Minnesota. he 
relaxes in jeans, a red-striped shirt 
and Birkenstocks. 
· Shelved around him are his fa
vorite writers, including Wallace 
Stegner, Nadine Gordimer, John 
Steinbeck, Isak Dinesen. Edward · 
Hoagland. Robinson Jeffers. Loren 
Eisley, Beryl Markham. Eudora 
Welty, Frank O'Connor, Joseph 
Conrad. Barbara Tuchman, Gretel 
Ehrlich and William Faulkner. 
Contemporary Western historians 
Patricia Nelson Limerick and Don
ald Worster are there. So is "The 
Songwriter's Rhyming Dictionary" 
by Sammy Kahn. 

"I like people who dance on the 
page, .. he says. leaning back in his 
chair. "Anybody hip-deep in love 
with the language." One of his 
characters in "Mariah Montana" 
says, "Language is the light that 
comes out of. us." 

But "with nine-tenths of the ink 
of this century now expended," he 
told the Western historians in Ne
vada, "modern American fiction in 
terms of originality and staying 
power still adds up to 'Faulkner 
and the rest of us."' 

On another shelf. just next to 
where he writes, are his notebooks: 
" Comparison and Deseriptjon," 
" Ideas," "Lingo," " Anecdotes.' ' 
"Phrasing" and "Technique." Bits 
and pieces waiting to be worked 
into future projects. 

H is next book. which will focus 
on his mother (based on let

ters to an uncle during World War 
II. interviews with family members 
and his dim recollections as a small 
boy ), will feature " deliberate 
dreams."· 

"It's the only way I can think of 
to get at what might have gone on 
beyond what I can hear and see." 
he explaiils.. When it comes right 

"It is saddening that a lot of what 
we tried in the West-with reason
ably good intentions-has not 
worked out," he says. "Plowing up 
the prairies was not a good idea. 
Pulling up the ore and running it 
poisonously through smelter stacks 
turns out not to have been a good 
idea. Damming up every Mver of 
any consequence except the Yel
lowstone hasn't been a good idea. 
either. 

"So the stance many of us write 
from out here is 'Wait a minute, 
we'd better try something else .... 
In "Mariah Montana," Jick McCas 
kill arranges to protect his land 
when he retires from sheep ranch
ing without selling out to develop 
ers or a big agribusiness spread. 

The result of Ivan D01g's passion 
for detail and " the lingo" 1s more 
than the sum of the parts. Much 
more, and it comes through most 
obviously in the clear personality 
and especially the sound character 
of the people we meet. 

He has been descnbed by one 
reviewer as "the most hopeful of 
wri\ers-not blindly opt1m1stic but 
deeply humanistic." A fnend of 
mine wrote recently: ··o ver the 
past year I read most of his books 
and just fell in love with his 
characters and their goodness. and 
of course his descriptions of the 
West. " 

Another says she slowll down 
when she gets near the end of a 
Doig novel because she doesn 't 
want it to end. Not to worry He 's 

I 
I 

I 
got many productive yean ahead J 

of him and plenty of his tory to { 
mine-with passlon and prttis1on. 





THE BLOOMSBURY REVIEW-Jvl,/Augusr l99l 

C Stories of C 

THE AMERICAN WEST 
W 

hen Ride W ith Me. Mariah Monuina was 
published last fall, [van Doig no doubt breathed 
a deep sigh of relief. His much acclaimed 
Montana trilogy was complete. Ten vears of 
research and wnnng about the McC.skt lls . a 

ficnonal family who had imrrugrated from Scotland to the 
Two Medicine Country of Montana late m the nineteenth 
century, had finally come to an end. His father had been 
a Montana homesteader, and his father 's f1 mdv had 
immigrated from Scotland to Montana. Doig l a~=l long 
and hard to make his novels as realistic and true to the 
times as possible. He and his wife C.rol traveled to Scotland. 
and spent months interviewing Montana homesteading 
families and researching homestead records m the national 
archives to make the novels ring true . Not comc1dentallv. 
the completion of the trilogy coincided wuh Montana 's 
Centenrual. 

Doig has been writing about Montana for manv ci the 
twenty-one years since he left the Big Sky count ry, nrst 
for college, and later to pursue a career m wordsm1th1ng, 
a livelihood not easily managed m his home countr y. Doig 
now lives in Seattle with his wife Carol, who teaches western 
literature at a local college. Montana and the Pac1t1C 
Northwest are deeply ingrained in his work , though his 
novels concern much more than geography. 

After graduating from Northwestern u nivemry with a B.S. 
and M.S. in Journalism. and later a Ph.D. in Historv from 
the u niversity of Washington. he set his sights on newspaper 
and magazine work, which he did for ten years. wrmng 
free lance pieces for a variety or publications and working 
for the Rotarian magazine. 

Doig 's trilogy may be his best known works: Engh.sit Creek 
(Atheneum, 1984), Dancing at the Ra.seal Fair (Atheneum. 
1987), and Ride W ith Me. Mariah Mon.cana (Atheneum. 
1990) have all been well received by cntics and readers . 
But his other works have also garnered some acclaim . H1s 
first book. Thi.s House of Skr Land.scapes of rhe We.seem M1nJ 
(Peter Smith. 1978) was nominated for a National Book 
Award and received a Christopher Award; Wmrer Brothen : 
A Season at the Edge of America (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 
1982) received a Pacific Northwest Bookseller 's Award and 
a Governor's Award; his first novel, The Sea Runners 
(Penguin, 1983), was hailed by The Neu; Ya<k T imes Book 
Review as one of the notable books of th.at year. 

The late Los Angde Tim.es critic Romt Kirsh , wrote ai 
Thi.s Howe of Sk1: "The language begins in wesiern termory 
and experience but in the hands of an artist it touches all 
landscape and all life. Doig is such an artist." 

Doig stopped by the TBR office last September, when 
this interview took pl.ace. 

The Bloorrubury Review: Let's scan at the beginning and 
calk abouc growing wp in Montana and what made ,cN decide 
co <LTlte books? You majored in elearonic ~ m college, 
didJ\ t -,au! 

Ivan Doitr. I was a radio and TV major-never used 
it. And seeing the way television has gone, how thanlcful 
I am th.at I got lu=l off into newspaper and m.agazinc work. 
and now books. 

~t's see, growing up in Montana. My people were ranch 
hands, my dad was sometimes cowboy, sometimes sheep
herder. My mother often worked with him as a ranch coolc:. 
And my grandmother, who ended up sharing in the raising 
of me after my mother died, she too wu a ranch coolc:. 
And we sometimes did the western equivalrnt of sharecrop
ping. My folks would run sheep "on sh.arcs," as we called 
it. which means we'd run them year-round, do the lambing, 
do the herding, what~. for a certain share of wlutteveT 
profu there was. Surprising the number of times it turned 
out there wasn't any. It's a pretty tough life. 

My dad always preached education to me-d finding a 
way of life so that I wouldn't have to go through somr 
of the things he had to, and trying to muscle out a life 
of ranches, always WO!"king for ~body else, usually 
somebody big who lived in Seattle or Minneapolis or 
somewhere. 

But I can't remember when I couldn't read. My reading 
goes back farther than my memory. I was reading before 
I ever went to grade school. And so my interest in worth, 
combined with mv dad's propulsion and my own propulsion 
out of th.at ranch, sent me off into making a living with 
words, one way or another. 

TBR: Hiswry i.s a big part of 'JOl'T writing. Is it a life-long 
inteTC.lt! 

ID: I suppo&e it is. I wasn't all th.at aware of it until 
I got to college. I went to joumali.mi school at Northwestern 
and one of the thrusts of that journalism school was a lot 
of liberal ans. They really lilc.e to have their students take 
political science or history. So I ended up with enough 
history credits to have been a history major, actually. There 
were somr excellent people on the faculty at Northwestern 
at that time. Ironically, I didn't take his counc, but the 
great panjandrum of the West, Ray Billington, was still 
teaching his cowboys and Indians course at Northwestern, 
the guy who wrote the stllndard text that ?my Limerick 
·nd others are pulling to the ground now. He was on the 

-,pus all the while. I actually sat in on somr of his lecturcs, 
:ig, seeing how things looked in other classrooms. 

. 'TftR: 'fom ~ is the publisher of 
·~ 

r:hri~ ~nnion ~ l OQI 

The Wri~ . Issues , H1scory, .'\rts, & The Environmenc of respectable length, maybe a third or a fourth of what 
I hoped the boolc: would be, and really try it as a book 

l A JUd.AU writer. 

Montana Memories 

Ivan Doig 
An Interview by Tom Auer 

Probably the original impulse behind the writing, I would 
thinlc, would be family storytelling. My dad was a good 
storyteller, and we had somewhat of a self-contained history. 
He was born on the homestead in 1901, and his parents 
had come over from Scotland no more than ten years before. 
And so the entire compar~nt at American history of the 
Do1gs was readily avail.able, either in his memory or what 
he had heard from his parents. So there was kind of an 
immediate feel back through three generations, the full scope 
of us being in America and in the West. 

TBR: Seems naLMntl 'JOU ....,..jd want co write abouc tt. 

ID: It seemed like the thing to do. Then I made a U
turn back to history from journalism. I thought I was going 
to be a journalism professor, but I wanted to try and bring 
some historical perspective to teaching journalism. As I 
loolced around at the graduate degrees in journalism • th.at 
time, they were either business oriented or communications 
theory oriented. I thought of playing on both of th05C houaes, 
and 1 thought neither had anything to interest me at all. 
So it became kind of an excuse to spend three years getting 
the Ph.D. in history. 

TBR: What made 'JOU decide ro suritc:h co books! Woe 'JOU 
tired of }Cl'lnT>ali.sm! 

ID: I magazine freelanced for almost ten years after I 
finished the Ph.D. Even during the Ph.D., I lc:epr on writing, 
one way or another, freelancing li~ Sunday supplement 
pieces. And I began writing poetry. The mind finds its own 
self-<iefenses against seminars. and so I wrote some poetry. 
Turned out. I did not take a journalism job, which evenrually 
came open in Indiana. [ stayed on, because my wife had 
her community college professorship by that point. We 
decided to stay on in the Northwest. And I said, "OK, I'll 
keep on with magazine work. and start tinkering with boolc.s 
at the same time." in whatever spare time 1 could find. 

I really was infatuated or in love with m.agazinc worlc:. 
I'd wanted co do that ever since a freshman in college, I 
suppose, and [ sold my first piece when I was a sophomore. 
At the time. [ liked the fomm very much, 1,500..2,000 
words. and doing something new ~y week or two. And 
so I did that for nearly ten years, a couple of hund=l 
magazine pieces . from region.al magazines in the Seartle area. 
to short pieces for McCal!s and a number of travel pieces 
for The New Ya<k Tim.es, but it got more and more financially 
preposterous. Inflation set in. Even writing for The NevJ 
Yori< Ti~. a pl.ace where I got marvelous editing. I don't 
!mow how they managed to do it, but by telephone, they 
could look down their nose at you, and say, "It's a nia: 
piece, it just needs a few fixes." And their few fiRS would 
be three days ' to a week "s worth of worlc:, and by god, they 
would improve the piece by 30 to 50 percent. They really 
knew what they were doing. But, they were paying a flat 
fee of 250 bucks with no travel expenses, either. That's not 
very much money. but all the prestige you can imagine, 
I guess. What would have been my best marlc:et, so to speak, 
was an utter financial dead end. 

And I had been gathering the material for ThU '"*-e of 
Sk,, and working on it, trying things out for it. and decided 
i n 1.,t-.. lO'il- • • .., l,. .. ~ 4

\.. , . ... l- ...,; .. ; mp -in.., f"l11n •1 c;;.rrt r'" "af'Tlrle 

A friend of ffiW in Seartle who'd been acting as my literarv 
agent for the magazine stuff had Del/Cf ~ any book stuff. 
but she undertook ThU Howe of Sic, sample. And so tn 

the s~ of '77, Carol and I went to Montana and did 
the final research, went to all the places [ had lived. and 
talked with a bunch of people and came home and Wt"ote . 
finished up about the first 125 pages of manuscript m that 
sample. And in lare '77, the agent sent them out half-a
dozen at a time to New Yorlc. We picked n.a.mes out of Lirerory 
Mmkaplaa, to senior editors, so it sounded like we knew 
wbat we were doing, and back began coming these 

9 remorseful, prestigious tum-downs. I've saved those letters: 
"This is really quite beautiful but we don 't see anv 
commercial prospect for it. " 

But the thirteenth editor was Carol Hale at Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, and she wrote back, " I like this, I have to get 
clearance one echelon above me, but I'll let you know within 
a week." And within a week, she sent us a cont ract for 
Thi.! Howe of Sk,. So it only took about three months of 
acru.ally sending out manuscript samples. 

TBR: The book was qsuce a remaTkable success , wa.m ·c ir' 
ID: It was nominared for a National Book Award . won 

a Christopher Award and various regional awards , veah. 
And its total sale is 110,000, most of it in paperback. lt 
continues to sell about 10.000 copies a year. It 's in. I think. 
its twelfth printing. It sells quite a lot in college courses 
now-western lit courses, and northwest lit courses. and 
some biography and autobiographv courses. So Thi.s House 
of Sk1 really wrote my ticket for me. and it became evident 
even to me, even to a stubborn Scotsman, that magazmes 
no longer were anywhere in the ballpark . 

TBR: Having completed the trilogy, how does chat feel' ls 
it relief a< i.s there another book in there somewhere """ wuh 
'JOU . d written! -

ID: I don 't feel any gap. I'm glad to have that amo unt 
of work behind me, a ten-year mountain of research is what 
it amounted to. A lot of it was fairly difficult research . [ 
knew Dancing at the Ra.seal FaiT was going to be tough , 
simply because the homestead period in Montana was so 
broad and sudden th.at historians really haven"t managed 
to swim their way through the real sense of the homestead 
boom in Montana, which was by and large a rwentteth
cenrury phenomenon, from World War I on. Most of the 
real sense of th.at exists in the homestead papers back m 
the National Archives, literally hund=ls of thousands of 
homestead entries, or in the homesteaders ' rcmm1scences. 

TBR: How did 'JOU go abouc that re.seaTCh! 
ID: Once you have the description of the land, and the 

name involved, all of a sudden here it comes. My own 
grandfather's homestead claim is about sixty-five pages of 
stuff going across ten or twelve years of offici.ai w1shv
washiness. A lot of other people's arc somewhat similar. 
I started interviewing people in '83-84 for Rascal Fair, people 
who'd been kids on the homesteads around World War [ 
or even a little before. Those people are still alive. fairly 
old people. And I found a surprising number of them to 
talk to and gathered material from them, and from a good 
oral history project by the Montan.a Historical Society, and 
quite a number of letter collections or people writing 
reminiscences for their children, particularly people who 
had emigrated to this country, Danes for tnStance. [ have 
a Danish character, Dick, who has a Danish grandfather. 
And so I was able to draw on~ of that for the tnlogy. 

TBR: Idiomatic lanpage i.s a OJerJ important elemeru m JOUT 
books. 

ID: Actually, I see it as the element. The history and 
the characterization and so forth. those are all fine and 
obviously important to me, but I thinlc the language IS the 
coostant orbit or magnetic force that has me domg all this . 
Thal's what really interests me constantly in the writing. 
Hiatory and ch.aracrers, sure they're interestmg, but what 
I enjoy more are the interesting turns of language as you 
deal with the history and characters. 

·TBR: What made 'JOU decide co lea..e Mon.cana! \fonJ of 
'JOll-1 books are baJed there. You obviowl1 io..e rhe land. But 
'JOU ha..en't liwd there for ~ ,.,ars. 

ID: By the ~ I left, when I got on the tram to go 
to college, I didn't know it was going to be for good. but 
in a sense, it wu. I was bade the next five summers working 
ranch jobs and so forth, but once I lit into that school 
of journalism in Evanston, pretty promptly, inoculated with 
ambition and sense of craft and wanting to get out and 

"work with words, Montan.a faded pretty promptly for me 
then. The jobs weren't there, jobs still aren 't there unless 
you're really willing to be professionally underemployed, 
if you're going to worlc: in journalism. Some people who 
are doing it are pretty happy, some who are doing it are 
only semi-happy, I've discovered in talking with them. 

In esaence, I went to college as an economic refugee from 
Montan.a. I had an aging and ill father and grandmother, 
and I was an only kid. It didn't take too many smarts to 
see that somrbody had better get an income m this family. 

A point that's often miued, and I'm going to have to 
lcick some historians in the shins or somerlung, 1s th.at 
agricultural peoplr didn't used to be cOYered by social 
security. It wun't until, I think, the sixties tha nnch workers 
and farmhanda were brought ~ social 5«UnIV· Thev 
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I van Doig (Continued from pagr 9 ) 

were deliberately excluded in the original social aecurity act. 
So in CMenee, a lot c:i people, such as my family, had no 
pension in sight. You either had what you could saYe or 
what wc used to call the poor farm, or you'd hope to have 
a bi with enough bra.ins to go out and get some sort c:i 
living. That was still a factor in our lives when I went c:if 
to college in '57, that as far as we lcnew, no one wu &Cini 
to have any social security income. And that'1 Rally been 
overlooked, but it affected a lot c:i people, certainly c:i my 
parent's generation, and it affected a lot c:i people in my 
genenrion. One c:i the reasons wc have these scars on our 
finga-s ii from scrambling to And job. outside c:i Montana. 

So I wasn't aware c:i all that much choice. Once I could 
i;ee tba I was going to malce it somehow in joumaliam, 
I staved with the jobs in newspapering and mapziDr worlc 
for a while. By the time we got to Semle, my wife's job 
was in the picture. She's a community college pn:ftaor. 
She's been at the same place now for more than twenty 
years. 

TBR: YOll dediaRed '°"" ,_, book to W~ Scqner. h 
he a friend or ca in/luotce or boch! 

ID: He's more influence than friend. We'ye only met face 
to face once. We correspond a bit. We have an odd loop 
c:i commonality. My primary prc:ieaaor in history, Vernon 
Cantcnaen, wu Stegner's roommate back• Iowa Scae, I 
guess it was, in graduae school back there, and ao Dancing 
at rite Ra.seal faiT WU dedicated to Cantenaen. But it WU 

primarily a matter c:i Stegner aa being, by god,"~ · 
c:i ua all" out here. He's writtal in IO many fields, written 
acrou such a spectrum c:i the West, fiction and nonbction, 
and baa aid ao many c:i the dUnp tba we wilh we could 
say, tba l<llDebociy needed to say. And, by god, he baa aid 
them wonderfully. And I thougm it lcind c:i behooved me
as one c:i the rue watem writers who wu nae a Supa 
student-to stick in a dcdicarion. It's been the most popular 
part c:i the book. A loc: c:i people have commenlr:d on it. 
It's a bestsdlinc dcdicaian. · 

TBll: W1'o GR - of rite .urirerJ of rite AlftCl"iam Wat 
..in- '°" ,_ JaUl\g fetiings abowi! 

ID: Let me name a kw and then say tba l don't c:onc:emre 
all tba much on ~ writers c:i the America.a. Wat. 
l ICC myaelf in a lcind c:i lineage, not l.mnrily, but juat 
pencaally, I gueu, with Stegner, Mari Sa.ndm, and all the 
way 1:-=k to Hamlin Garland-all c:i ua brring FOWD up 
in outb.ck placa, aottm out and become people who ID.de 
a living • writing. A5 you lcnow, it wu homesc:ada in 

Garland 's and Sandoz' and Stegner 's cases . I 'm one 
generation away from the homestead-my dad was born on 
one-so in terms of kinship, I go back to that. Old Jules 
(University c:i Nebraska ) of Sandoz, I think. is a mar~lous 
book, one that I read and reread. Stegner's Wolf Willow 
(University c:iNcbraslca, 1980) is probably my favorite boolc 
c:i his. And A Son of the Middle &t-~ ( 1917. University 
of Nebraska, 1979), I think, is a ~ry fine, neglected boolc 
by Garland. 

I have a poet friend in Seattle, Madeline DeFrccs, who 
taught with Richard Hugo at Missoula. Madeline writes 
poems about "imaginary ancestors" [s~ review, page 7]. 
So if I would choose imaginary ancestors, it would be that 
trio, I thinlc, purely from a prc:iessional point c:i view, rather 
from a literary theory point c:i view. 

But the writers l think l read and look at are more writers 
out in, say, the old British empire. I've been reading Nadine 
Gordimer, for instance, and Thomas Kineally, and some 
c:i the other Austtalians, just to sec how wild imaginations 
sometimes can get with the Austtalians. And the incredible 
sense c:i moral character that comes up off Nadine Gordimer 's 
pages, c:i course. I've been reading Ismael Kadare, an 
Albanian writer whose worlc is starting to be published 
here. I was just lcnoclced out by Chronicle in Stone (New 
Amsterdam, 1987), his first book. And'!'m halfway through 
Broken April (New Amsterdam, 1990) right now. It's really 
good stuff. language is what I'm after. Language, I think, 
is really the territory I read more and about. I go baclc 
and read Conrad and Faullcner. 

TBR: What abow laN:Ucapt and the elem.enu of nat1at, 

which att also a big pan of'°"" writing? An, in{l.Menas thett? 
ID: Scholars and theorists may sec more in it than I do, 

but I sec landscape as a motherlodc c:i metaphor for a writer. 
I found that in my two books set out on the Pacific Coast, 
that the ocean and the coast served somewhat the same 
way as the Rocky Mounuin front in the trilogy and This 
Howse of Sic,. There arc these monumental facts c:i nature, 
weather pouring in over and around them and so forth, 
and it just seems to me marvelous chances to vrorlc with 
mecaphor in deacribing the landscape. 

I tend to preach a little bit against the notion c:i western 
writers u mainly presenting a sense c:i place. I thinlc, by 
god, we're presenting some pretty good characters. It's true 
that landscape is in the vrorlc c:i a lot c:i very prominent 
western writers, but you get characters lilce Paul Maclean 
in Norman Made.n's A Ri...er Runs ThTOMgh lt (University 
c:i Chicago, 1976), characters such as Jim Welch's nameless 
narnbX in w~ in the Blood (Penguin, 1986), and the 
c.hancun in Fool's CYOUI (Vilcing, 1986). Louise Erdrich 
has comnumities full c:i ~ c:i the li~liest characters in 
American litenrure. It just seems to me that we're not writing 
~ out here, and the sense c:i place kind c:i obscures 
tha a l.iaie bit. 

TBR: W1Mx czre '°" u.oricing on nett? What do we ha.ie 
r:olook~r:o! 

ID: Well, an unexpected boolc back towards family 
territory. A book tba is going to fit in ahead c:i the time 
frame c:i This fDue of Sic,. looking at my mother's Ii~. 
She died when I WU six; she WU thirty-two. I inquired 
around to whll wu left c:i the family It the time I was 
worbnc on TIUJ HoKse of Sk,, did anyone have any letters 
or whlttYcr? Nobody came up with anything. But four years 
qo, one c:i my uncles died. md I got a b.rch c:i letten 
from the last six months c:i her life, and the last six months 
c:i ~ld War n. u well. 

So here's my uncle Wally out on a de&troyer in the South 
Pacific, and he gets these letters from my mother. There's 
a geographic shift down the spine c:i the Rockies. The letters 
start in Arizooa, where my folks had gone in the winter 
c:i '4+-45, for the sake c:i her asthma, and for my dad to 
talce a job in a defeme plant, an aircraft factory down there. 
~letters 1CC1D to me to show a family not really lcnowing 
whir it's going to do, but malting the Jecision somewhere 
in there accmur the sunbdt life. a.cit WC go to Montana, 
bade we go to her dellh u well. 

Wha she's talking about in these letters brings up in 
me IQllllC balf-manoriea, family stories and so forth that 
l think can make a abort, intmae, maybe edgy kind c:i boolc 
about a woman powinc up in ~ West in the twenties 
and thirtim, wbo bappem to have been my mother. 

TBB.: It nwst ho..e bml ~ an aperienc.e co come acTOS.J 

dime lemrs. 
ID: Yea. ir was pm:ry pocmt. Aloog with them arc lem:B 

c:i my clad and my grandmocher, after her death, as they 
bepn f1cbcina OYel' me. So the par sorrow c:i seeing what 
these people were going through a tba time, that was pretty 
potent, yeah. But dmt's the kind c:i propellant that a writer 
wants. 0 
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