PNBA, Oct. 6, ‘13
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There S a dehcrou\s line in the play Boz about James
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Boswell the Boswell of Dr. Samuel J ohnson When he wasn’t

—

busy scrrbbhng down the great man’s utterances Boz hked to

party Tryrng to recover from another nrght of too much Wrnlng,
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d1n1ng, and Wenchlng, 1t occurs to him maybe he had better say
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hlS prayers ]llSt to be on the safe s1de Lookrng heavenward, he
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ducks his head a httle and begins //“Paradoxrcal as 1t may sound,

Lord—-”
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That classic expression of a contradlctory state of affairs came

to nund When Thorn Chambhss asked me to reﬂect on how and
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why I came o be n the good company of Jane and Barry as a
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“backllster in your bookstores We’ve each reached that status
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by 1nd1V1dual routes but in thrnkmg how to mentally map out to

>  PATH
you t e\braj-eete‘r# by Wthh at least some of my fifteen books are
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always s1tt1ng on your shelves in that blessed alphabet1cal

N AN N / BEERRE =2
company--D1ckens D01g, Dostoevsky-—"ln my experlence two
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‘qu1te d1fferent sets of d1rect1ons have gurded me to that holy 1and

o the baeklist.

First, the writing must speak for itself, lift its voice in that
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siren song as old as humanity, “I have a story to tell you.” But
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parad0x1cally, the writer also must speak for it, Just to be on the
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safe side.
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To take each of those for a few minutes apiece:

Ever since I emerged from the University of Washington at the
it
age of thrrty with a Ph D. in hrstory Eho S countrng, but that was
4a years agﬁ?rnto the somewhat paradoxical occupation of a

\

magazme freelance- ‘:one friend called me self—unemploﬁ—l

E

haw;e”&edlcated myself to berng a professronal wrrter N ot

3 —— ! .

someone who has a yen to write and sometimes does but someone
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Who wrrtes. Treats it like a JOb with regular hours, offlce
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letterheads. Never misses a deadline. Never suffers a tw1nge of
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writer’s block it you Te stumped descrrbe some character S nose

and eyes and ha1r Produces prrnted Words and therefore those old

settlers on the “D” shelf of your fiction sectlons on a regular
reliable, professionalr‘hasis.

Doing the‘cvhores ‘ofcreation this v&tay, every one of my books
has takenrhe two to three years. And here’s a key point, nvone of
them has taken any Ionger than that. Again, professionalism,
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ertrng as well as you can in a grven amount of time. If J oseph
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Conrad could handwrrte Lord Jlm, Heart of Darkness and
Typhoon all w1th1n about a year and a half that S proof enough

that a pro can turn out quahty along with quantlty



For me, a V1ta1 part of that profess1ona1 steadiness has been a

long devotron to the place and peo}ple of my 1mag1natron—-the Two
Medlcrne country, along the Rocky Mountarn Front of northern
M‘ont:’a’na, wﬁiéh‘has"'béén the Setting of seyeral of my no;els, and
the fictional popuiation of ranohers and forest rangers and
barténo‘ers and taxi dancers and many, many others Who livéon
those ‘pages T hat comes frorn a deorsrgn long ago but still
echomg in my Work about investment of my tlme (Eall 1t
confidence, boldness, stubbornness !the krnd of gamble knownw as

gorng for broke, but with two prrze w1nn1ng nonfiction books

behind me by the turn of 1980’s I determlned I would spend the
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rest of the decade dorng three linked novels Wthh Would follow
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the fretronal McCaskrll fannly through four generatrons and the

frrst century of Montana’ skStatehood o S ftadd /*x
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Second, paradof( once more, durlng that commrtment of a

i L.

AR

; : : SO WS— W $ S s
major chunk of my professional and personal life-—sentencing
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myself toa sohtude of research and writing for those years——the
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populat1on of my 1mag1natron dreW adorlng crowds of bookbuyers
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and, if I may say, booksellers Engllsh Creek and Dancmg at

the Rascal F air both brought me cherrshed PNBA awards and
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Ride With Me, Mariah Montana was serrahzed In a natronal
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newspaper-—and to thrs day, readers ask me if there will be more
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books about the McCaskills. I never say “Ne ever, to that
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The larger pornt agarn trnged with | paradox 1S that although
I’'m often seen by reviewers as a “hrstorrcal novehst or a
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“western Wrrter actual readers tell me over and over that when
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they pluck one of my noyelsowff | your sheﬁlves, they do so because
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of the characters and their stories. They never say, “Boy, that
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was great hrstory!” or “Good scenery '/ No, it’s the contents of
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imagination, not of hrstory books or maps that has made readers
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devotlon match my own and kept that backhst ahve and well.
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Il Just add that srmrlarly, the several years more recently,
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that I’ve chosen to spend Wrth my character Morrie Morgan, in
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The Whlstlmg Season, Work Song and now Sweet
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T hunder have brought a fresh reward to me, and I hope to your
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cash registers. My backlist caught a second wind partrcularly hw1th
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the natronal bestsellrng success of The Whlstllng Season and
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The Bartender S Tale I shall never forget the professronal
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assessment by my beloved editor--“There aren’t many Wr1ters
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your age whose sales frgures go up, Ivan.” e
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/l have a few more mlnutes of th‘ogughts on the other half of the
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backlister’s paradox speakmg up for the already expresswe ‘book,
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but mindful of my tlme allotment [ could come back to that
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later—-I don t want to have the long VaudeV1lle hook come out and
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drag me off the stage by my neck
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All right, onward to speaking up for one’s book—-or as the
letterhead of my prlzed agent’s notepad says, “Peddhng quahty
‘hterature --as all o} us in this room are trying to do rlght?

I won’t speak for my youthful companions on the panel but I
am pre- -social media, so qulte a 151 of wha‘l‘:wI have to say on th1s
tOplC is hands on, as in handselhng, hand31gn1ng ] j»w.)ﬁa:) Q
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Harcourt Brace J ovan0V1ch took the manuscrlpt of
of Sky n 1978 my wife Carol and I reahzed that selling the
book to the pubhsher was only half the battle N ow for selling it

to the reading pubhc Both of us were Journahsts by educatlon

and newspaper and magazine JObS, SO we operated by erter S



Rule Number One No one is gettln'g pa1d to read your stuff To

the eontrary——as we all too well know they somehow have to be
persuaded to make a f1nan01a1 transactron for those black marks “
on ﬂwhlte naner _,

We headed for Montana armed with blue galleys of Thls
House of Sky about as big as the lid of a shoebox to eall on
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bookstores. Back then department stores stlll were often the

brggest bookstore in town o, and in B1111ngs we went in to the
=\

Venerable Hart Albin store, explained ourselves and were

immediately told by the tough old sister, a'sa'myo;fd-sehool

Montanan dad would have called her, running_the book
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department that she no longer did signings because the last author

had been so drunk he fell out of his chair. T assured her I wouldn’t
do that Neyertheless', she said. Nobe‘cﬁ)hsignings, ever ag;ain.
We got her grudgingly to take the galley any\aay, and off we went
to Bozeman and Great halls and Helena and Missoula to see if our
luck would be any better

L

Carol and I got home to Seattle strll not havrng much of a feel
for how a booktour would do until the phone practrcally turned
het from ringing, from Montana booksellers. Th.remn{/ery first call

was from the Hart Albin department stbre, the tougheld sister,
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sayrng she d read that galley and demandlng that I get myself
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back to Brlhngs as Soon as ‘t‘l'ﬂ:b@d(earh‘é out to do a s1gn1ng
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For me, the baokhst lrfe be baek there on the road Feet
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on the ground elbow on the table pen n hand Since then as
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probably most of you know I have done several hundred
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bookstore events as rnany as forty to frfty per booktour for the
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majorrty of my books--and I d strll be do1ng thern for you at that

-
same paee except parts of my body s1mply say huh uh, to that
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much travel any more. The I 5 corr1dor to here and a plane r1de
St ~A i ~ WITH SWEET THYVNDER, |
or two we can rnanage and have done SO }’for the sake of the

usual suspects “peddlrng quahty lrterature” PNBA style

el
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/ Much has changed in the book business since Carol and I

T

Walked into that Brll1ngs department store Not many years later,
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a guy named R1ck Srmonson tells me he wants to try out

I
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something called a readrng at Ell1ott Bay, am 1 up for that‘?
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Yeah Thave been hundreds deep by now.
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Up 1n Bellingham, Chuck Roblnson thedrbnoﬂyﬂer and shaker at
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Vrllage Al300ks has put me on the store’s rad1o show and in a
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downtown theater, and a hrgh school audrtorrum and even outs1de
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in that winsome Fairhaven park behrnd the store Chuck and I
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have also stuck to the tried and true as we did a few weeks ago--
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let | people pour into the store until there S stand1ng room only, and
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we have a Jampacked sweaty, funky gathering where people get
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in the mood and buy books hand over Tist.
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Chuck has not yet proposed that 1 do what he once let Tom

Nk Ry
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Robbins do--have backup smgers But I don’t wrrte off the

oot
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possibility of | havmg a group behind me llke Ray Charles SET ofF
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darlings, going “So fine, so fine.”
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Also along the booktour path of the last th1rty plus years

sp01lmg my reputatron as pre e-social média, I became one of the
—— ivandoig.com ——
early writers to have a Websrte 3up -to-date to thlS very mmute--

and a couple of Weeks ago Idid my f1rst Skype book dvent. And

AR,

some of you may have seen the Shelf Awareness p1ece about what

mrght be called-—the words of my beloved editor agam——an old
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Do1g learning new tr1cks The ¢ centerp1ece of that story was my
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demsron to launch Sweet Thunder at the small but endurmg

2

1ndependent store in Edmonds t1m1ng it to the Saturday farnfrs
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market there and workmg W1th the owner, Mary Kay, to run an ad
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on- screen in the local Vlntage but flrst _run movie house. See Cate
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Blanchet in the new Woody Allen ﬂlck--and have Doig sign up

your book
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That’s at least some of my backhst story—-paradoxrcally trymg
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out new ways to speak up for my books, whenever not keeprng my
S e iy ——— e,

head over the keyboard--professional eavesdropper-—to hsten to

R

the Whispers between my fingers and the words on the'ii""\age.
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