
remembrance of Norman ~la.clean I did at Elliott Bay Book Store, 1 Dec. '92 

Now, for somebcrly else 1.s words, although they're still my 

vocal cords: 





Those of course are tre opening lines of A River ·:.Runs through 
nw 

It, .and~ remembering of Norman Maclean begins 1 as a lot of literary 

goings-on in the West do, with Bill Kittredge. 

iiQ:ll If±b'ftre~ In early ;J.979, Bill began saying to his fellow faculty 
coNPE'l( NcE 

members at tlB University of Montana that they ought to hold a big 

invite every Montana.-conrected writer they could get, ·do a lot of' rea~ 
. . . I 

lot of talking. Naturally a committet:i ~ up--Kittredge a member--

and in high academic fashion the connnittee began txying to come up with 

a. foous and a name for tl:B conference. After an hour or so of the otter 

committee members proposing names like Trans-~ssissippi Modes of Thought 

Kittredge, who haan·•t sa:id a word yet, looked up at the :rest of them and 
~rU!!ll?_le~: _ 11 WHO __ _ OWN_ -- ·~ (;/ W ST~ ~, · 



The 0 Who Owns the West 11 confer.en.ca was held in Missoula in early 

May of 1979, anl sure enough, everybody who was thought to be anybcxly 
· ANo7HE 

was there. Richard Hugo and Madeline DeFrees did a poetry reading; . .QMlll~ 

set of readings paired Jim Welch and Norman l1aclean; Ir ead f'rom my 

manuscript 0£ Winter Brothers; Dorothy Johnson and A.B. Guthrie read 

togetoor. It was a giddy four days an:i nights, and while there -were 

a lot of serious sessions abrut the economic colonial status of l~ntana 

a:rrl other parts of the West, there were a pair of wonderful one-liners 

that stick in my manory. 
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The first was Dorothy Johnson 1s---the author of The H~ging Tree, 

The Man "Who Shot Liberty Va.lance, A Man Called Horse---a longtime Montana. 

writing figure. As she ani. Bud Guthrie got together to do their evening 
wiliti.ng 

of readings, tooy represented aboub a century of. :ian~dngmmrt books and 

th=Jy both looked it, and Dorothy hai a shaldng affliction besidese She 

saids omething about her shaking making it hard to handle her pages to 

read from, and bar old frien:l Guthrie said, "Oh hell, Dorothy, you 1re 

just shaking because I slept with you last night•" Dorothy got in the 

spirit and said, 11 0h no you didn't, Bud. Guthrie." Guthrie says, uYou 

mean you don't even remember?" And Dorothy says, 11 Even if you bad, it 
I 

wouldn t be worth .remembering." -
"" 



The other great line, considerably more elevated, was Norman's• 

As with much else in lii'e, Norman had his oon notion of how to participate 

in the conference«.. Bill Kittredge had explained to Norman tba t by the 

rules of funding from the National Enia4'ment for the Humanities, partiai.pants 

could be paid a certain amount if they both gave a reading and. were on 

discussion panels. Fine, fine, said. Norman in agreeing to come, arx:l 

then whe·n the time came for Kittredge to put 
1>J /-/ELL 

actual 
together the c~edule 1 

Norman anno\Ulced that no way as he going to be on any panel• (He was 

pretty smart a oout that, actually--! rem.ember firrling myael.f on panels 

about topics I Id barely even heard of • ) 

(. 



I• 

s 

Anyway, the conference went its wey- while Norman went his. He 

was at every session--every panel---in too audience, dressed in a brown 

suit coat and old-fashioned wide-legged pants of a different bra'ln, the 

only one of us always wearing a tie. After a ccnple of deys of this, 

Norman and Kittredge crossed paths and Norm.an said, 11 Bill1 I was woniering, 

is there something else I could. do since I 
1
m here anyway, talk to some 

group in town or something?11 Kittredge looked at him an:l said. 1 
11 You 

could be on a panel.11 Norman said,"NO, no, .. no----no panels for me! 11 a.rd 

conference lire went on as it had been. But then came the night for 

Norman to do his ,reading. 



Maybe he didn 1 t do panels, but he knew how to do pcxlium.s ~ Arter 

the mike was adjusted for him, he looked down throo.gh his 1lfped renarks 

for a moment, then he looked out at us in ·the audience arrl in one quick 

complete motion of one bani put his glasses on--the lifetime-learned .. 

gesture of a professor. He read what he regarded as his blueprint for 

A River Runs through It--that the story ifa built atop a manual of fly 

fishing, from the basic 4-count rhythm early on, to the climax: of his 

brother Paul fishing superbly as Norman and their father watch. 

b 



Then be read a couple of sections of "A River u , saying that they 

illustrated such things as the use of incident, ani the interplay 

of beauty, darkness arrl everyday reality. And th en the lire, the 

m~orable moment of all the readings at that conference. Norman was 

concluding with a summary of in nA River Runs through 

almost at the end of the 

book, Norman a:rrl his family were left knowing, for certain, only that 

Paul "was beautiful, and dead, and we l:ad not helped.n 

7 



, pitrigua cL 
That, then, was Norman ·from the audience--at least, the:t'udience 

I was. Now, to try speak of Norman as someone I kraw·, I have to begin 
a part~cular:cy 

by saying he was not an easy friend--but those can ~,I• r.....-1nteresting 

ldnd. 

I met Norman there in Mis sou.la as he 11as traipsing across campus 

to ·one of those panels he wouldn 1t deign to be ono Went over to hi.m-­

he was 76 tl"en but his health was still good, he looked more like (>5; 

looted like an elongated version of the In:lian on the nickel, with that _____ ._.........,_ _ ___,._..,.~.-- .. ·~----·---- --- - - -· .... ---·-... ·-·-----··- .-.-~·---. .-----~--- ~-·-------· ~_.. ...... __ ..,,........-" --.....~-·- - -

long, lined face--and introduced myself and brought greetings from Archie 

Satterfield, who was then the book review editor at the P-I and bad written 

one af the first praising reviews of A River Runs throo.gh It. I mentiomd 



to Norman that Archie and I had just had a "to hell with tte East 

Coast anyway" lunch together, after we'd both been turned dam for - - ~ -- -·-- ··-·--·- . ..~-·-- . . ·. ------~--····· . ------. n ·--·- -· --. -- ~ ... --· -...... . .. ·- ·- - - --- -- --------~ . --
Guggenheim writing fellowships. Instantaneously, Norman was madder 

at the Guggenheim selection committee than even Archie and I were~t:~ 

There in the middle of the University of Montana campus, Norman cussed 

a blue streak aboU't them not giving "you young fellavs" any support 
Easte . 

for our writing; all the resentnent he felt---at Knopf arrl other ublishers 

for turning da1n his l:ook because 11 it had trees in it," and at a ferA 

persnickety revievrers back there ... -all that resentment abruptly was flowing 

east, on our behalf. 

• ~& • •• • ••• .. ·~, ·~·~ · • - • -~·"" • ..; - l: ~ -..•; .· . . 4· ,;_ ·t.. . . . .. . . .. . . . • • ' .. 
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Carol 1s introiuction to Norman was classier, more classic, that 

evening. There was a big party at the h~usa of Jim and Lois Welch, 

arrl at one point of the festivities Carol angled into the kitchen for 

a scotch a.nd water---she 1s alw'ays chimed she was fetching it for me. 

In any c:tse,. she reacted for the scotch jug at the sans instant as 

Norman Maclean. Apparently Norman thought well of her instincts, and. 
1 

they got to talking, an:i Carol said how much she and I had liked Norman s 
instructive n 

presentation, particularly emarks about how~ he structured the 

stocyline of A River Runs through It. Norman said he didn't think any-

reader would realize all of what he was trying to do in that story, so, 



I/ 

he said, 111 write notes to my wife." He paused and then said: 11 She 's 

been dead for many years, but I write her the notes because only she 

would urrlerstand them.n (For any of you who are devotees of the book, 

I think that chimes pooerfully with my own favorite paragraph of A River 

· Runs through It, where Norman and his wife are making up after a fight 

and say to each other at the same time, "Let's never get out of tomh 

with each other11 --tbe next line, "And we, never have, altho~h lB r <lea.th 

has come between us." 



I~ 

Two other ._remarks whie1:£'Bei!Meen tte1 Carel awl I . :PifStillt' •• from 
M~~ ~ 

that first
11 

meeting with Normanl'lbear repeating, because they are Norman 

about Norman. He said that even though he w·a:s long since retired from 

the University of Chicago, he figured ·he was a lifelong, incurable teacher; 

t~at even in the instant when another fisherman fishes past him in a stream, 

he thinks to himself: C minus• And the other self- description was maybe 

the best definition of Norma.n I've ever come across. He told us that his 
. . 

father had wanted to bring him up as a tough guy, while his mother wanted 
he said, 

to bring him up as a flower girl--the result was, A he grew up to be a 

tough flower girlo 
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. gathering, 
After that Missoul~ti&ii.~ Norman and I wrote to each other 

every so of ten, and we kept telling each other we ought to get together 

in Montana again sonetime. A ritual ran through this--eve:ry :year when 

Norn13.n was starting to think about leaving Chicago for his summer in 

Montana, he 1d say Carol am I ought to come up and see him at his cabin 

on Seeley Lake, that this was probably the last sunnner that he was going 

to be able to come out to the c·abin~ This is from Norman 1s letter at 

Christmastime, 1982: 



111'iy children are dema.r.ding that I cease driving out there and back 

alone, but I don 1t tell them that 1s almost the lea.st of my worries. 

I am a chronic heart patient am. I will be 80 next week am Montana 

is getting just too big arrl cold am lonely for me. After Labor Day 

woon everybody clears out, I could die any day arrl not be found until 

it thaws next spring. But I 1ll die too if I leave Montana, and no 

longer be cold and lonely. That's the way I have always liked it, 

cold and lonely, but I can't take it aey more." .. -
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Other letters from Norman, in the early 180s, were never dull. 

I wrote him from Alaska, woon I was writing The Sea Runners, and he 

said it was okay that I was writing soniething not al:xlu t Montana, that 

it was a. good idea to be a writer bigger than Montana, but not to get 

too far from Montana in my writing, either. Noman 1s fiml word: 

0 God gave you great gifts, ani you properly have taken them seriously--
1 

but don · t go spraying them all over the landsca:pe •" 
n 



16 
The tine a wanna-be moviemaker was after me al:out This Howe of Sky, 

and for the fun of it I asked Norman hov: he dealt with those typ:lS: 

(early 1984) ±van, I don't have any advice about movies • or movie 

people. I don't get along with them. Their basic problem is that they 

can 1t believe there are people who mean what they say. 11 
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And the tine when this came steaming out of a letter from NQt'man: 
....... ........ --""'- --- ---....- _ ...... - ··- .. - ---· .. -~......--- ..... -~4'"'-----~------~.......__-~--. __ . .,, ...... ____ ..-__ .,,---;..- .. ~..,...,,,,_ - . - ---... ·----------

"Today I mailed under separate cover the two nru.vers" you sent m3 

to inscribe. The one for you was a great pleasure, but I must admit 

that too one I inscribed for your fri.en:l is too first took of mine 
> 

.I have ever inscribed for a resident of Great Fails ani probably the 

last. My brother--in--law had a ranch in Wolf Creek ••• and the Great 

Falls sports who infest the country several hundred miles on each 

side of Great Falls used to leave his gates open and his cattle were 

always getting out--so he put locks on' his gates and a sign saying 

fishermen would be welcome to a key if ttey would only cOIJB to his 

house and sign up. But the bastards never did--



they just brought wire ... snips with them.•• If I didn ~t think you 

were such a great writer I would never have inscr:ibed om of my books 

for an 11 oubdoor edi tor0 
from Great Falls. 

··in June of 

degree from Montana 

arrl the Doi 
_/ 

about to go to ceive an honorary 

their beginnings 

came tm letter from Nornan 

the mountains where the l~acleans 

Montana: "You will look 



It was the sunnner of 1985 before Carol a.rd I managed to visit 

Norllla-n at his Seeley Lake cabin. Norman was still vigorous enough 

at 82--he 1d just been up doing something on ·his roof, as we pulled in. 

I 1ve never been a summer cabin person myself, but the place showed 

a lot of care and era.ft put into it since Norman and his father built 
· We Doigs 

it tlemselves, 63 years before. )\'did think it was a little fancy 

that the outhouse had handcrafted seat covers that slid sideways~ 

It was close to noon when we got there--close enough for Norman to 

pretty promptly of.fer us his noontime ritual drink, a :Bloody l1ary. 



We negotiated vcxika and tonics out of him ins tead--Norma.n in great 

good. spirits said he figured thgy drink something like that in Seattle---­

and. off he W'ent into the kitchen to fix the drinks• Here I can let you 

in on the dark unm.entio:r:ed secret of Norman Maclean. Norman hummed• 

We co.uld hear him there in the other room, a contented hmn ;coming from 
. ,' 

where the glasses w·ere, than another register of hum from where the ice 

was--a lot of hu:mming, all of it lotrl. and tuneless• A mischievous 

suspicion roo e in me, and I later asked Nornan 1s old fishing buidy, 

George Croonenbergs, about it: did Norman hum wtan he fished? Yeah, -----
George said---it got pretty monotonous• 



:;_ I 

Of that day with Nor.man, trsre in the cabin and at lunch in t0t1n, 

some moments stick out·, ib manory. Norman 1s outrage at the logging 

he oould see in the mountains across Seeley ·Lake. Some. pointed kid.ding 

between the two of us---Norman had obviously keeping count and knew that 

I was already working on my fifth book, and ribbed me that I had to watch 

out or I 1d. be prolific• I told him back that I supposed you could settle 

for a book or two if you had a professor's pension to live· on, but lb.hose 
J>(J_ 

orYwho were professiona1 writers had to keep at it to earn our living. 
4 



At some point of that day, Norman remarked to us~-doubtless in 

the context of movie negotiations for A River Runs through It, which 

he was getting more interested in having haf>pen--that be lmew he was 

regarded as difficult in such dealings, but he did it daliberately: 

he figured it was tts one power he had. left, in old age• 



Norman l\.clean died two years ago, an:1. in the k1n:l of irony 
'-.a good. Calvinist ,JI' • · 

that Ac•111@!il•lii01'9'1*•@f:il )·· Illl.ght expect of the wor:W.1 he 1s having 

his enormous season of success posthumously. The Robert Redford movie 

is a hit, A River Runs through It has been on the paperback bestseller 

list in two different editions--$9.95 and $4.99---C his secorrl l:x>ok, 

··Young Men and Fire, is on the hardback bestseller list, and down at the 

smaller potatoes errl.1 even the recording I did of 11A Riveru is on the 

audio cassette bestseller list ~ nationally. 



Quite a legacy of popular sm cess, for a guy who thought he liked 

it 11 cold and lonely." But there was ~s se~description as 11 a tough 

flower g:irlu too, wasn't there. Where I think all of Norma.n comes 

together is where it real)¥ counts for a vvriter, in the leavetaking he 

_·gave us in the last words of A River Runs through It: 
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