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#9356 Mount Olympus 
Mount Olympus, at an elevation of 7,965 feet, is the highest mountain · the Ol\lrpp~! nd 
provides some of the most spectacular views in Washington. T~e averag r1ual ~re · · 01 Ameri<anKesmt 

on Mount Olympus is over 220 inches, most of which falls in the form of snow. 1s contributE '"' 
to the massive glaciers that cover approximately ten square miles of the peak. 
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the sunset, didn't slowly blur [ ~ ~~ f} i=r ~ t\ 
themselves into puddles, or burst, ~ & ~ g ~ ~ gi i 

p:irop.s~::ia;s....S 
man and horse in one 'g. IB c:r ~ ~ u;· ~ 

ro~SPJ::i-&~\ fused, fell buck, one myth of ash 0. ro - · 'g. ro ~ 
gone to the sinking mound. s· ~ ~~- · ~ ~ ~ \"\ 
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gaseous fusion, in the direction of g: ;::-. ;. "' ~~ ~ 

~ o~@ ~ .:s~ the photosphere as shadows a ~ ~ ;ii. 3 

reached back like charred arms, thinly ~ ~- ~g~ 1 
touching the still, dusty feet ~ & N. §" ~ ;r 
pointing up at the edge of town. ~- j . ~ ~-~ ~ 

They rode away 
from the doors of saloons 
that opened onto a twisting dance 
of rock and sand. No music 
or feathers, no red grin 
rising from the comer. 

Or, some minor character 
like me, leaning against 
this here fir tree in the rain, 
this second-growth green, 
could put it like this, a side-mouth spit 
as the solar wind tears at my hat. 
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#9354 Marymere Falls 

~arymere Falls, located near Lake .crescent in Olympic National Park, tumbles a total of 90 feet 
in two separate .cascades. The trail leading to this magnificent waterfall winds through an old 
growth forest, with spectacular displays of seasonal flowering plants. 
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Derek Sheffield • 5 N. Franklin Wenatchee, WA 98801 • dsheffield@wvcmail.ctc.edu 

May 24, 2001 

Ivan, 

The good news is that Colleen took our interview as is. No cuts, no bruises. The bad is that 
we've been bumped to the spring issue. Apparently Marilyn Chin is visiting UW this winter, so 
Colleen moved the retrospective on her to correspond with her visit. I must admit I was a bit 
deflated when I heard the news, but what to do but think how more glorious will be spring 2002 for 
our interview? 

Meanwhile, thanks much for the standing invitation to give a call when I'm in ,Seattle. I now 
know for sure that I won't be teaching at Shoreline next year, but no matter. There are other forges, 
other irons. Just for kicks, I'm tossing in a newish poem that came out ~f the ornithology class I 
took this quarter from one of my colleagues here (one of the benefits of teaching). 

Best from the tropics, 



Living on James Wright 

Fact-eyed ornithologists show you 
charts of neotropical, passerine migrants, 
fifty years of songbirds 
descending. Opening their skinny arms 
as if to flap out of their own race, they show you 
Ohio-puckering widows 
and one dirty river become the yardstick 
for South America's annual clear-cut. 
Wright would catch the yellow warbler 
that clutched my hand today, its 
sweet-sweet-sweet-sue-
so-sweet. As he broke his lines 
for the warm tap of its heart, a hobo 
dribbling in a ditch would appear 
and a boy with rusty hair, a real deadeye, sighting 
for another ruddy-faced silhouette, a tanager 
singing as the tracks vanish in the heat. 
Even the blips of northbound vireos 
each spring along the branch between Americas 
would cast in his lyric 
a green wing. I heard him once, one Ohioan 
opening his throat against a sky 
three thousand miles 
from the flocking shadows of his state. 
And today, when that warbler lay in my palm, 
thinned from its long flight, 
a breath of dusty light 
trusting me with black eyes, 
I stood there as if I did not breathe, 
and only wind could move me. 



Derek Sheffield • 5 N. Franklin Wenatchee, WA 98801 • dsheffield@wvcmail.ctc.edu 

April 13, 2001 

Ivan, 

Well, here it is, fresh from the spin cycle. Your editing marks were very easy to read--the 
ghost of journalism, no doubt Your reordering of the two portions works well to keep things 
together and give us a swell note to end on. On page 7 you'll find a question about a word or two--1 
wasn't sure if that was what you wanted to say. On page 15 I changed my short response to fit the 
new information about your novel in progress--otherwise, it sounded as if I hadn't heard a word 
you'd said. 

I wince at a place or two where I feel like I cut you off, but overall I feel really good about 
the interview. I believe in it and its subject, and so I feel it makes a worthwhile contribution to the 
literary world--heck, to the world. I've enjoyed the process, the work involved, and have learned 
much from it and you. At the same time, I doubt I'll mn off and become Charlie Rose. I'm only 
interested in doing this work when it coincides with my own passions. Before your name came up, 
Colleen had tried to get me to interview three previous writers whose work I didn't know or didn't 
want to know. 

) 

Thanks for the kind comments on Mouthpiece. And for passing on Linda's words--its a nice 
boost to hear that kind of thing coming from one master wordwright through another. I'm doubtful 
of the Shoreline job by this time, but I'm not overly surprised. These things are so damned 
competitive. Again, thanks to Carol for her good advice. Craig Lesley has been trying, in his saint­
like way, to get me in at Clackamas. Something will come up somewhere. I'll let you know. 

I guess we're at the point of final revisions, so just mail me any changes you see and then I'll 
get it to Colleen. I'm going to tell her that we already slashed it up quite a bit I don't want her to 
cut anything. If that kind of thing looks like it's going to happen, rest assured I'll be in touch with 
you. They will mail a $200 check with your contributor's copies in the fall when the next issue 
comes out. 

All good cheer to you and Carol. 



20 April '01 

Dear Derek--

Okay, in considerable haste--company on the horizon, and the trip to the Oregon 
coast just after--but vaster gratitude, here's the final version as far as I'm concerned. Dabs 
of commas and rounding-out phrases were all, as hoped. It's a good job, thanks to your 
spine of organization and choice of questions; makes us both sound smarter than we maybe 
are--can't beat that. I'll much look forward to the printed product this fall. 

Meanwhile, if you pass through and we're around, feel free to give a call to see if 
we can get together for a meal; you know the life of a writing household, we can't always, 
but sometimes we're famished for a night out and reasonable conversation. Incidentally, 
Carol thought you may be overly pessimistic about the Shoreline outlook; she says they're 
always later than hell in hiring. That's good news about the look-in at Clackamas, though; 
Craig really is one in a million. In any case, good luck with both the classroom and the 
pomes, as Linda B. calls them. 

Best from both of us, 



Conversation with a Middle Class Cosmic Mechanic 

Born in White Sulphur Springs, Montana, Ivan Doig has been a ranch hand, 
newspaperman, and magazine editor and writer. His novels are The Sea Runners 
(1982), Bucking the Sun (1996), Mountain Time (199<J), and his Montana Trilogy: 
En&lish Creek (1984), Dan®& at the Rascal Fair (1987), and Ride with Me· 
Mariah Montana (1990). Doig has also written three works of nonfiction: two 
memoirs, This House of Sty (1978) and Heart fArth (1993), and WinW Brothers 
(1980), a book which fuses excerpts from the diaries of James Swan, an early 
settler of the Puget Sound region, with entries from Doig's own journal evoking the 
same coastline. 

Ivan Doig has received numerous writing awards, including a Christopher Award, 
the Pacific Northwest Booksellers Award for Literary Excellence, the Governor's 
Writers Day Award, and the David W. and Beatrice C. Evans Biography Award. 
This House of Sky was a finalist for the National Book Award in contemporary 
thought, and in 1989 the Western Literature Association honored Doig with its 
DistingUished Achievement Award for his body of work. 

A graduate of Northwestern University, where he received degrees in journalism, 
he holds a Ph.D. in history from the University of Washington and honorary 
doctorates from Montana State University and Lewis and Clark College. 

Annie Proulx has called him "one of the best we've gotn and Wallace Stegner 
writes, "Doig knows this country and this life from the oottoms of his feet upward, 
and bas known it, as he might say, ever since his legs were long enough to reach 
the ground. Here is the real Montana, and real West, through the eyes of a real 
writer." · 

Ivan Doig lives in north Seattle with his wife Carol. The interview took place on 
December 29, 2000 at their home where I found my gaze drawn occasionally to the 
sizable window of Doig's office, which looks, of course, west. Over a neatly 
gardened yard, past a steep bank, sailboats and freighters criss-crossed the Puget 
Sound. Beyond this slow and silent commotion, the Olympic Mountains stood 
sharply with such presence they managed to climb right into the dialogue. Around 
us, American history played along well-stocked book.shelves in the fonn of 
figurines: soldiers trudging, .cannons aiming, and horses rearing. And one floor 
above, Carol Doig sipped tea and went about her business. 

Though he has reached some impressive heights in his writing, Ivan Doig has 
remained grounded in the ground be loves. He is congenial and has a rich and 
resonant voice that would have filled the airways, had Doig gone that way. His 
laughter riddles the interview as frequendy as his Scotch wit. He loves language, 
spoken and written, and wades in it daily as his writing grows from considerable 
work habits. While thinking about how to describe Ivan Doig, I reCalled some lines 
from Richard Hugo's poem, "Letter to Levertov from Butte": 

... no matter what my salary is 
or tide, I remain a common laborer, stained by the perpetual 
dust from loading flour or coal. I stay humble ... 

I 



11 March '01 

Derek--

It's gonna be so good. Right now, of coure, the interview looks like it's been gone 
across by a mad doodler armed with a Ticonderoga #2. But under all the lead, and with my 
vocal wanderings excised, I think it'll clean up fine. Your questions, not incidentally, gave 
it a good structure and continuity; I saw only two portions we ought to move--one to keep a 
craft discussion together, and the other to give us a solid ending--and that's a record, given 
how interviews usually wander. Call me if you're baffled by any of my handwriting, OK/ 

After you run this version through the wash-and-spin cycle on your computer, 
we'd probably do well for me to take a quick look at the cleaned-up version, sheerly for 
accuracy. I could do this in proofs, if that's the way the Review works, or just ship me a 
printout when your fingers have done their magic. Will be away a bit in May and maybe 
after, so sooner is probably better, if possible. 

The title is of course terrific. 

Other things: We really thank you for the copy of Mouthpiece--what a beauty of a 
book. Just to further concentrate your mind, I can report that Linda Bierds spontaneously 
speaks well of you; something about you getting good, which is where we all keep trying 
to get. And on the job front, best of luck from this household on the Shoreline front. 
Keep us posted. 

Regards from Carol, too. 



February 27, 2001 

Ivan-

Wenatchee 
Valley 

...........,...College 
English Department 
1300 Fifth Street 
Wenatchee, WA 98801-1799 
(509) 662-1651 

Well, sir. Here 'tis, the unedited draft. I've a feeling Colleen will want to cut it a bit, so feel free to get your 
cuts in first. Anything is fair game for your red pen. I highlighted a couple spellings/words of which I'm 
uncertain. 

The title is a last minute decision of mine. What do you think? If you don't like it, I'm happy to drop or 
alter it. Also, if there's anything that doesn't suit you in the intro., run your red pen through it. It's a mix of 
broad and specific info. because it introduces the whole retrospective on you and your work as well as the 
interview. Any suggestions welcome. And please let me know if my facts are bent. 

At the risk of inflicting my poetry upon you, I've enclosed my little book as partly a "thanks" for the chance 
to chat. No response expected. 

We've plenty of time on this. Colleen told me last week that it will run in the Fall 2001 issue. 

All good cheer, 

Derek 



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

How did your family take your decision to leave ranch work for writing? 

My dad always would say~ "For God's sake, get yourself an education." Not 
unlike a lot of fathers who were working people. They wanted better things for 
their kids than they had had. Within him too, I now realize, was the Scotch respect 
for education, and his own limited education had been enough to show him that a 
little schooling could do quite a bit for you. He only went through the eighth grade, 



·the family, and it's almost as difficult even if there is. So, as a viable fiscal way of 
life, there's still not that much to be missed there. Being under the Rocky Mountain 
Front on a good day on a tractor is a pretty damn fine thing, I know. One of the 
lessons of life in northern Montana is that you aren•t gonna have that many good 
days sitting on tractors or trailing sheep. The ones that you do are going to be 
everlasting pageants in your head But the incessant wind, the prospect of drought 
or enonnous winters, just really kicks a lot of the romance out of the outdoor life. 
There are people, some of whom are my high school friends, who do seem to be 
cut out for that kind of life. Riley, the smart-mouthed newspaper writer I invented 
for Ride with Me. Mariah Montan•, said something about guys not realizing they're 
working themselves to death became they're doing it out of doors. I've seen quite 
a lot of that So I find it a lot more attractive and beneficial to my work to be able to 
go into the outdoors carrying a notebook and a pen and putting in dawn-to-dark 
days out there, looking at the country, listening to people, thinking it over. . 

That reminds me o/Van Gogh taking his canvas out into the fie~ .. 

It's a pretty good idea to get out and feel the elements you're writing about. Some 
of them I've been able to bring into my work from mem01y. I saw enough 
blizzards in the time I was growing up out there that I don't feel compelled to rush 
out into a blizzard anymore. But the Montana droughts, I have gone there to 
experience because ~ey weren't around as viciously when I was growing up. 
Apparently the warming of the earth is now wheeling them around. 

Well, I've read in Elizabeth Simpson•s book about your thorough research habits, 
how you really talu! the time to know your material. 

Right. I've always tried to go take a look at the geography I'm writing about 
Indeed, went to Scotland to see where the young men of Dancing at the Rascal Fair 
take off from the old life there. 

Did the story of the draft horse come from Scotland? 

It did, it did. The opening one. Now, this is the danger of bein$ an interviewer, 
because notions about how carefully things are structured sometimes get 
disappointed by the time I'm done with them. I did come across, in a Scottish 
newspaper, an incident not far from the one that opens Dancing at the Rascal Fair, a 
horse being dragged into the Greenock harbor by a cart that flipped off the dock~ 
But it must have taken me a year and a half, Derek, before I thought of having 
something similar toward the climax of the book. And even at that point when Rob 
goes into the reservoir on a horse, it wasn't because of that Scottish horse. It was a 
horse I had ridden across a similar reservoir. I made it safely, of course, but some 
years later on that same ranch a husky young ex-Marine did not He drowned in an 
accident similar to what I have happen to Rob. Someone in an audience surprised 
me once by asking, "Now how did you carefully plan to have those two horse 
drownings'r · · 

That image of Rob and the "horse drowning in that reservoir is as haunting to me, as 
a reader, as the elk in Craig Lesley's Winterkill and the horses in Li71da Bierds' IM. 
Stillness. The Dancin1. 



immediate attractions, including theater life.. The university was a handsome 
campus to set foot on. The first time we walked in the quadrangle there we thought 
it looked like it had been there since Dink Stover came west from Yale. It was 
promptly a comfortable place. And I think your question does have a lot of 
carrying power because when it came time to look at leaving, once I had my Ph.D. 
and was in the job market, I couldn't bring myself to do it. 

William Blake wrote. "We become what we behold." Does this explain how 
landscape shapes identity? 

I think it does, to a kind of intriguing extent 

And how landscape, identity and memory work their way into most of your work? 

Yeah, although when I'm sitting around here, what I think I'm worldng on is 
usually the language. But I'm generally pounding away on one of those three 
themes. 

The way that the landscape of the West has fixed a lot of people into place 
and kept them there maybe even against their better interest, perhaps leading 
hopeless ways of life, as the larger world would look at it-yeah, there certainly has 
to be a lot of unarticulated love that keeps people there. And it's been one of the 
tugs that I've seen in a lot of friends. My own solution to it was that there are a lot 
of good places to live in the West, and I've chosen one which has its own appeal. 
It's not the Rocky Mountain Front out there, but pretty damn good mountains even 
so. 

Was it easier to love this landscape after first loving the Rocky Mountains? 

I think so. That's been on my mind lately too because I'm fairly recently back from 
a book tour in the upper Midwest. Saw many old friends there, one of my oldest 
friends from college, various people who have spent their whole lives on a flat disc 
of earth maybe a hundred miles across. And it apparently doesn't bother them that 
this geography is out here waiting for them because I've tried to coax them out, to 
shame them [laughter]. But indeed if I had been brought up in~ maybe I would 
prize the banks of the Mississippi River, or the Fox River Valley of Wisconsin, as 
deeply I d<> these places of the West. So, yes, I think where you land into life does 
put some kind of a parenthesis of vision around you. I know when I worked in 
Evanston on The Rotarian magazine as a young assistant editor, anything that came 
from the West was just handed to me, and my habit at ltlnch, one of the guys 
pointed out to me once, was that I would go off by myself down to Lake Michigan 
rather than going to the cafeteria. I certainly wasn't trying to mark myself off as 
"the lone westerner" but these guys I worked with knew I was. 

Do you have a greater allegiance to one landscape over another, Montana over the 
Sound? Or is it a tie? 

Well, its pretty close to a tie. There are a few enlightened countries in the world--1 
think Ireland is one-that give you dual citizenship. And I've had something like 
that in my writing and the reception to it I've been exceedingly fortunate being 
able to go back to Montana and have readers there ask me, "Why don't you live in 
Montana?• When I point out to them 1hat~economically starved ou my 

1 

as a 



wife's job is in Seattle, and I'm in Montana as much as I can be, there doesn't seem 
any kind of rancor. 

In fact~ they've been giving you honorary degrees. 

Right. I've felt very fortunate in that reception, and I haven't felt any rancor for 
living out here and writing the majority of my fiction about the Rocky Mountain 
Front area. The trellis of history and landscape that the McCaskills grow on 
certainly goes up along the Rockies there, Derek, but part of that is something I 
once heard Wallace Stegner talk about Fortunately it was long after I started doing 
it myself, so it only confirmed me. He was speaking in Portland and someone in 
the audience asked him why he had stopped writing short stories, and Jte said, 
"Well, you use up your capital all the time." And he meant in terms of 
characterization. That certainly was one thing Faulkner did not do. Faulkner just 
kept the genealogy pasted on the wall and thought, "Okay, if X burns down Y's 
barn, how does that trigger what's going to happen in another generation here." 
And so I keep creating this long family line which serves as a kind of a trellis that 
my characters grow their lives on. That tends to be Rocky Mountain. It wouldn't 
have to be. When I was researching Heart Earth in Arizona, asking questions 
about that winter my family spent there, the Tucson newspaper's book editor 
grinned and said, "Well, if you hadn't left you might be writing about the Grand 
Canyon country, might you?" Yeah. Could be worse. 

Well, Keats wrote about Negative Capability. and I think part of what he meant by 
that term was distance from the subject, a bit of a cool remove. William Stafford 
wrote his best Kansas poems when he was living in Oregon. 

And the one I always cite. Joyce didn't write Ulysses about Paris. We don't~ 
as good a book about Paris. In my case, I've always known that the writing is 
easier to get done here than it is back in Montana or somewhere else in the West. 
Part of that unfortunately means the shirking of perfectly good citizenship, which, 
if I lived in Montana I would feel quite compelled to pitch in on. Here, with the 
larger population in the state and with greater resources to the society, I've felt a lot 
more free to hole up in a suburb and work, and do not muc~ything else. 

Are you talking about s~devoting some of your time to protecting the 
environment? $ _) 
No, less that than p~cipating in Montana's educational community or something 
else. Jim Welch seived on the parole board in Montana something like ten years. 
Kittredge is kind of a circuit riding preacher, all the things he does. I think I would 
have to do, at the very least, writing conferences and poets-in-the-schools and so 
on. 

Seattle frees y0u up. 

It frees me up a lot. I'm able to try to pick my spots, and a lot of it does entail 
going back to Montana or to rural Utah through one of the state humanities councils 
or some kind of Nature Conservancy event. But I'm able to schedule those things 
outside of a writing stint. So in terms of sitting down and doing what I think I'm 
meant to do, a Puget Sound suburb is the most efficient place to do it. 



You mentioned earlier that your aim in the writing is to get the words right, not 
necessarily to evoke a theme, to get to what Maclean calls the ''poetry under the 
prose." I mentioned to a poet friend a few weeks ago that I was going to interview 
you and she knew your name but unlike most of the folks around here hadn't read 
your books. So I read her a passage from This House of Sky. one of the memory 
sections and she said, "Oh my God, that's beautiful. How did it ever get 
published?" I know she was responding to the poetry under the prose. Can you 
talk about that? 

Sure. I did keep a journal part-time when I was writing This House of SkY. It 
wasn't full-time because the work on This House of Sty was strewn across half a 
dozen years. But every so often I would put down what I was trying to do, and 
there is an entry somewhere back there-~videntJy after what I thought was a p~tty 
decent day's work ...... that it would be wondeiful to write it all as highly charged as 
poetry if I could just do it. And I think the clearest answer, about trying to get the 
poetly in, is that I simply worked on it and worked on it as if the book were an epic 
poem. 

Did you read it aloud as you worked on it? 

I would read aloud some. This goes back to broadcast journalism. 1•ve always 
been aware of the power of spoken words and the power of rhythm, in particular. 
It maybe also goes back to a great stroke of luck in college, where the ungodly old 
scholarship dorm I landed in was also full of theater people and so you couldn't 
walk through the front door of that place without Richard Benjamin imitating 
Wrigley Field, or Ron Hogate singing as he later would on Broadway. And my 
best friend was a theater major, so I went to many of the rehearsals in what was a 
marvelous theater department, and I read a lot of Shakespeare, read a lot of 
dramatists, and was aware of the wonderful trickeri~s of the lang~. Allied with 
that was my own mercifully brief stint in trying to write poetry when I was in 
graduate school in histoty at the UW. All of these combine into the passion for the 
sentence and working within the sentence which meant going back over the words 
countless times-I don't know if I consciously did it on This House of Sky or not, 
Derek, but it's the same process. On some books I have taken a colored marker 
and either done it myself or hired somebody to mark every verb. Look at every 
Goddamned verb. Look at bow every paragraph begins and ends. Look at every 
adjective, whether to take it out or leave it in. Try to be a cosmic mechanic on the 
language. 

In my ear, the poetry under the prose is still alive. It is less overt than in IlJil. 
House qf SkJ. but nevertheless present in the more recent books. 

One of the things I'm embarked on now is, in ficti~ to see how niuch I can drop it 
back a notch and still have lively language there, and maybe do something else 
within the story. Perhaps make a story move more quickly. Maybe extend the 
characterization or the interior. Maybe put the spotlight on something else within 
the story rather than on every showy verb. So I've been consciously tinkering. 

Much of the poetry in your prose, it seems to me, comes from the way people talk. 
In this respect, your work compares with William Stafford's. And I'm certain that 
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you've nailed it, that you've leashed the colloquial with your language. Recently I 
was about to go skiing with some folks and one said, . "Okay, everybody read-aye?" 
This was in La Grande, Oregon. And I realized that I had just read that "read-aye" 
the night before in Mountain Time. I don't know if I had heard it before, but this 
was the first time I hwal it. It reminds me of another time, also in Oregon, in the 
Willamette Valley, when I saw these two deer leap away from the road and I 
immediately remembered the phrase Mary Oliver uses in one of her poems to 
describe a startled deer, "silky agitation." She had recreated the deer in the 
langua.ge, just as you have recreated western speech in "read-aye." What's the 
value of these real voices in your writing? 

It seems to me there's an intrinsic rightness. To anybody who knows anything 
about the society or part of the country you're writing about. it punches that 
"validity" ticket Perhaps it's the familiarity. Perhaps it entertains them in a certain 
way. But to have the characters sound right and sound memorable is one of the 
best fundamentals you can have for a story. You see these file cards back here. A 
lot of these are dialogue, and they're around here in various incarnations. There's 
one box which is largely Scotcbisms~ many of them picked up from trips to 
Scotland, various turns of phrases which the characters in Dancing At the Rascal 
f.&k use. There's Montana lingo picked up in bars and cafes. The novel I'm 
working on now will have an African-American western guy who grew up there in 
the Two Medicine country. It's been interesting to find that lingo. I've given him a 
Sergeant in the black cavalry as a father, and so all these neighborhoods of 
colloquialisms are there to be visited and it's an aspect of language that constantly 
tickles at people's minds. You notice that computer geeks, who in many other 
aspects of life are just as dry and emotionless as they can manage to be, have 
produced almost instantly their own colloquial language as rich as cowboys'. And 
teenagers who don't seem to know the time of day are as busy at it as Shakespeare. 

And we still have "cool." 

And "cool" comes back and back and back. I think this is its third time around in 
my lifetime. I got a card today from the Nature Conservancy inviting us up to the 
Skagit River on their boat trip to see the eagles and the guy says, "It's going to be 
cold but it'll be cool." Lingo like that is one of the most fertile fields for a novelist 
to work in. What I say on love of lingo should be hedged in by something I should 
have mentioned earlier, that I'm a more natural editor than a first drafter, and I come 
at a lot of these things from the editing experience I picked up in journalism and 
probably from an inclination to tinker. rm not particularly interested in immaculate 
conceptions. It maybe goes back to being used to doing chores. You have to get 
the firewood, you have to carry the water, you have to do thus and such. So I see 
my tinkering with the way my characters talk as a real part of the writing routine. 
But I've been thinking a lot lately too about how much to do it Where do you 
draw the line? I feel fine in my own work, but 1•ve been trying to put together a 
talk sometime for a speech request, about how other writers have done it, and how 
sometimes it's been overdone. .Flannery O'Connor was pretty vocal on how much 
you do. Not very much, according to her. In fiction writing, it seems to me, you 
want people to sound like perhaps clever bits of vaudeville, in the Shakespearean 
sense with the wonderful clowns. You don't want them to sound like burlesque. 
So, it is a line to walk. 

/ /1 



You mentioned some work habits, like the early mornings. And I know Hugo had 
his sharpened, number two pencils. 

Steinbeck did the same thing, I've read. It had to be a certain kind of pencil. And I 
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always respected that, but thought it was a bit much. Now rve discovered I ~ ~ 
to have these Goddamn Ticonderogas. I blame it on the pe~ci1 ~dustry3~ejt'S-~· -t) · 
getting harder and harder these days to pick up any pencil ~ a good 
dark lead. These small things. There's a famous Hugo story--l'm not sure this is 
craft or what it is-but he'd be working away with the coffee pot about at his elbow, 
and he'd say, "Ripley, could you get me a cup of coffee?" [imitates Hugo's voice] 
He couldn't be disturbed that far. 

In terms of habit for me, so ltlany words a day is a good part of it The 
output is pretty precisely measured-400 words a day--when I'm rough-drafting. 

Some of it is just the tiny touches I try to put into dialogue. As an example, 
in Dancin& at the Ra.sg)I Fair-again, I'm aware of this because I consciously 
thought it up--Ninian Duff uses the Scottish "Ay" at the start of sentences, and 
Lucas Barclay uses it at the ad of sentences. I've heard it both ways iJl Montana 
Scotch. I deliberately did that so that these cbaracters--one's a Bi.bk banger and 
one's a bartender--make a kind of dialogue parenthesis, to show that they have a 
commonality of language and expression, even though they may be opposed to 
each other. And that's a conscious touch. Another example come8 from my 
current manuscript. My African-American ranch hand and singer is very raw, in 
tenns of his talent, and he's never sung with the piano. At one point Susan Duff, 
in giving him lessons, says all right, it's time to go to the piano. And I think he's 
gonna say--instead of what I have had him say for the past six months-"l've never 
sang with a piano"--1 think. he's gonna have to say, "I've never sang with a piana." 
It's dawned on me that it needs an "A," the way I heard the bunkhouse guys on my 
dad's crews say it 

How planned is your writing? Do you write from an outline? 

No, I've tried it a time or two. In fact I tried it with Dancius at the Rascal fair. It 
had dawned on me that most of my books were turning out to have six or seven 
chapters or sections, and I thought, "Well, maybe I oughtta take a look at this." 
And so I took the yellow pad and tried to do an outline of where I thought Rascal 
Fair would go, and it didn't. lt ended up with seven chapters. 

What I actually start with is an are of time, which I know: what the time 
span of the book is going to be. That ~s an armature to build a lot of the plot 
on because so much of my fiction relies upon people caught in the historical laws of 
gravity. World War One comes along and if you're a young male in Montana, 
why, you're swept away into it pretty surely. And if the 1919 flu epidemic comes 
along, it changes entire communities .. 

So, the timescape and the "landscape work together in your work. 

So the timescape is usually the plotting framework, and within that, various kinds 
of patchwork is done. How a character is going to talk will sometimes shape her 
personality. In English Creek, Jick fairly early says of his mother that when you 
start to hear her capital letters, you're in trouble. I simply knew I wanted some 
character who had that ttait, and I didn't necessarily know it was going to be her. 



And Jick even gets his name from talk, from one of Stanley's quips. 

Yes. And in The Sa Runners, the blacksmith, probably the least likely candidate 
to have knowledge of the Bible, gets to be a ftible spouter because by the time it 
occurred to me that I needed one for 19th Century flavor the other characters were 
already shaped and I just thought, "Well, by God, let's make it interesting. Let's 
give it to the least likely guy." And so those kinds of decisions shape personalities 
and thereby the plots. Some turns in plots, skirmishes in them, will come about 
because you want to try something or see how far you can go out on the edge. I'm 
thinking of Bucking the Sun, the little sheriff there shoots a thief in the legs with a 
shotgun because he's also a shrimp, as the sheriff is, and he's kind of snickering at 
the sheriff companionably. "We're both runts aren't we?" is what his laugh is 
saying. I have no idea where that came from. 

Sticks and stones. 

Sticks and stones. I had come across an old newspaper account of someone 
robbing jewelry stores across the Highline in Montana. It's a funny serial robbery 
to do because all the towns ~ about fifty miles apart And you wonder: how 
smart is this? So I wanted this sequence of dumb robberies just to see what would 
happen. And indeed my sheriff is patiently waiting for the guy when he hits 
Glasgow. 

Facts, history, really seem to stir your imagination, which makes a lot of sense 
considering your background in journalism and your doctorate in history. 

It's pretty hard to make things up as sttange as things happen. If I bad written a 
thriller about the election that has just finished it would be preposterous to have Jeb 
Bush in that plot. The guy's brother is governor of the state? Come on. But that 
sort of thing seems to happen a lot simply because there's so many of us and the 
pinball clicks of us against each other produce all this strangeness. 

When I was reading Dan.;ina at the Ra§cal Fair. I was sure that people on long 
voyages would suck on limes. I was sure that that was some bit of history you'd 
come across in your research. 

I don't remember where I got that I do remember something similar, coming 
across a bit of detail and saying, "Oh yeah, that's going in." Throwing the straw 
mattresses overboard when they're off Sandy Hook. I bad not known that, 
although I had read quite a bit about immigration, but I came across that one in a 
letter in the Scottish archives. Details like that are often the little watch spring parts 
that I imagine from. 

Your books are a living record of the West, particularly Montana. q I knew 
someone who was interested in the history of Montana, I could just point him to a 
stack of your books. 

When I'm in Montana doing book signings, people do come up and say, "Oh I read 
your book and moved here.,. And this is a little more responsibility than I or my 
books want. But one of the wonderful, totally unforeseen bonuses of my books 
has been the friendship of W~m historians that they've engendered. Bill 



Robbins down at Oregon State has used Eglish Creek in history courses about the 
West. Carol and I were down at Stanford last summer to do a talk in a summer 
seminar they do for their alumni and I was introduced by Richard White. Richard 
is a friend of ours, but he's also one of the hottest Western historians, the most 
encyclopedic, and to my astonishment he introduced me as being more interested in 
history than historians are. At that moment I thought, "That's a funny way to put 
it" But I've spent part of this week sitting around here going back through a book 
called Lost Country Life, which is about Medieval agriculture, and how things were 
done, and what tools looked like, and how turns of phrase like "spitting image" 
came out of "splitting image"--cutting trees exactly in half so you would have 
matching beams in ships or house building. And I got to thinking that maybe 
Richard saw me in the right light . 

It vitalizes you and then you vitalize it in your writing. 

Yeah, it's kind of a shaped accident. I gave up dissipating it into magazine work. 
Now I am able to sit in one spot for two or three years at a time and shape it into a 
book. I don•t drink it away, I don't talk it away, it is able to incubate its way into 
print. I see that as kind of a stroke of luck of personality, since I haven\ utterly 
forged myself. 

Success can be a difficult experience among writers, an inhibitor. Since you have 
staked out a lasting homestead in the hearts and thoughts of so many readers, has it 
been difficult to keep going? 

I can say "no" pretty fluently. That has helped a lot 

Well, I'm glad you didn't say "no" to this interview. 

[laughter] 
I havenci gone on some of the circuits of success, particularly the summer writing 
workshops that I think can take a lot of time, energy and attention. I'm pleased that 
others are able to, and there are so many good writers that I'm not really needed 
there. I do go out and give occasional talks and so on, but my level of success has 
been a comfortable one. rm a fairly rare bird: a middle class novelist, in that my 
books don't sell like Stephen King or John Grisham levels, but they sell healthily 
and consistently. So I've been able-largely on the basis of my writing and, always 
with the underpinning of Carol's teaching career, in terms of medical coverage and 
some kind of pension to look foiward to-to come from a three-room railroad shack 
in Ringling to this place. That's been a reasonably comfortable arc of success to 
work within, Derek. One thing I was aware of at the time, when This House of 
SC. did not win the National Book Award, when The Snow ~d carried the 
day, it dawned on me pretty promptly, "Well, this is going tO e my life easier." 
And indeed it probably h~. With that goes the realization that you probably only 
get one crack at the National Book Award or Pulitzer or other prizes. But life 
doesnti end if you don't get it on that one crack. As long as you've got other books 
to write, your health and a decent life and a good spouse and so forth. Hugo had, 
in a lot growlier way, that same attitude, because we were around him when he lost 
on the Pulitzer to Donald Justice and others year after year. 
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Yes, Im -abOut two-fifths of the way along. I'm able to put that kind of a fraction 
on it because I sent the first chunk of the manuscript to my editor just before the 
holidays. The one useful thing the computer can do for us is count every 
Goddamned word now. Beyond that, writing on a computer is a mixed bag. But 
you do always know how many words you have anymore. [laughter] So that's the 
course of this book. There are some flashbacks in it It's a novel where time 
tunnels backwards into what has happened to shape the motives of these characters 
and how they respond to it 

Doig Time. While reading your most recent book, Mountain Xime. 1 was thinking 
there is such a thing as Doig Time. Your prolific USI! of the flashback and the 
historical perspective with which you and your characters see the West. I'm 
thinking of Lexa hiking down that mountain in the steps of Bob Marshall. What a 
gift to see the landscape like that, to hear those old steps. And that gift is being 
passed on in your books. 

I feel lucky in being tuned in that way. I also see it as going with the storytelling 
impulse that a lot of my characters have., that I grew up around, and that I have, 
too. These historical flashbacks are technically analogous to the characters lilting to 



tell stories. I've had reinforcement from readers, out on the bookstore trail, who 
tell me they like the flashbacks. They don't see them as intrusive or something to 
be fast-fonvarded over with the eye. Anybody who's going to read my books soon 
knows they're going to have to spend some time with them. And so if you take 
readers back to tell them more about a character, they probably will like that. I 
don't know if I would ever try to write a book in the flat, contemporaneous straight 
chronology. I mean, there's a certain appeal if you just sit down and tell a story 
from finger snap to thunderclap. I admire that stuff, but I'm not sure it's in me. 
I've been reading John Fowles' book of essays called WonnboJes, where his mind 
goes off in every direction. You can kind of see bow we got .the.FrencJl 
Lieutenant's WolD!QJ out of that guy, that those great flashbacfS are there if writers 
can just find the shutter to click. . 

It seems that even though you are surrounded by teachers and teachers populate. 
your books and have been prominent in your life, that it's been best for you to 
avoid the teaching life, against the stream of so many writers today, and make your 
living as a writer. · 

This goes to the saying, "Life is choices." 

Your father used to say that. 

Yes, that's right It comes straight out of the family. Very early on, probably in 
graduate school, I realized I do not have the energy or metabolism, whatever you 
want to call it, to teach and write both. I liked teaching a lot as a teaching assistant 
at the UW. I found it a vitalizing way of life. But it took me over, too. So it's a 
question of what are you going to be taken over by. And a lot of people can 
balance them, but I simply have a head that mulls only in one direction. 

And rather than shortchange one ... 

And I felt I'd be shortchanging both, actually, by trying to do botlL So if they 
advance from Dolly and clone all of us, why yeah, I'll be a teacher. But until then, 
I gotta be a writer. 

I~ 
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Conversation with a Middle Class Cosmic Mechanic 

Born in White Sulphur Springs, Montana, Ivan Doig has been a ranch hand, 

newspaperman, and magazine editor and writer. His novels are The Sea Runners 

(1982), Bucking the Sun (1996), Mountain Time (1999), and his Montana Trilog: 

English Creek (1984), Dancing at the Rascal Fair (1987), and Ride with Me. 

Mariah Montana (1990). Doig has also written three works of nonfiction: two 

memoirs, This House of Sky (1978) and Heart Earth (1993), and Winter Brothers 

(1980), a book which fuses excerpts from the diaries of James Swan, an early 

settler of the Puget Sound region, with entries from Doig's own journal evoking the 

same coastline. 

Ivan Doig has received numerous writing awards, including a Christopher Award, 

the Pacific Northwest Booksellers Award for Literary Excellence, the Governor's 
0 

Writers Day Award, and the D~v·d W. and Beatrice C. Evans Biography Award. 
~~ 

This House of Sky was · for the National Book Award in contemporary 

thought, and in 1989 the Western Literature Association honored Doig with its 

Distinguished Achievement Award for his body of work. 

A graduate of Northwestern University, where he received degrees in journalism, 

he holds a Ph.D. in history from the University of Washington and honorary 

doctorates from Montana State University and Lewis and Oark College. 

Annie Proulx has called him "one of the best we've got" and Wallace Stegner 

writes, "Doig knows this country and this life from the bottoms of his feet upward, 

and has known it, as he might say, ever since his legs were long enough to reach 

the ground. Here is the real Montana, and real West, through the eyes of a real 

writer." 

Ivan Doig lives in north Seattle with his wife Car~I. The interview took place on 

December 29, 2000 at their home. During our talk, I found my gaze drawn 

occasionally to the sizable window of Doig's office, which looks west, of course. 

Over a neatly gardened yard, past a steep bank, sailboats and freighters criss­

crossed the Puget Sound. Beyond this slow and silent commotion, the Olympic 



Mountains stood sharply with such presence they managed to climb right into the 

dialogue. Around us, American histoxy played along well-stocked bookshelves in 

the form of figurines: soldiers trudging, cannons aiming, and horses rearing. And 

one floor above, Carol Doig sipped tea and went about her business. 

Though he has reached some impressive heights in his writing, Ivan Doig has 

remained grounded in the ground he loves. He is congenial and has a rich and 

resonant voice that would have filled the aiiways, had Doig gone that way. His 

laughter riddles the interview as freqently as his Scotch wit He loves language, 

spoken and written, and wades in it daily as his writing grows from considerable 

work habits. While thinking about how to describe Ivan Doig, I recalled some lines 

from Richard Hugo's poem, "Letter to Levertov from Butte": 

... no matter what my salary is 

or title, I remain a common laborer, stained by ~e perpetual 

dust from loading flour or coal. I stay humble ... 

Ive read that you we~ 7 6 hen you decided ranch work wasn't in your future. 

When did you know that w · ·ng would be? That you would become the 

Well that turning point at ag sixtee as in the midst of a~e Ji &11fi~ummer 
whe! we were running sheep up above the Two Medicine rive5'.and a freezing rain.Y 
just after the sheep had been sh~t a lot of them over aif. old buffalo jump 

and made many others simply lie down and give up their ghos$~knew by 

the time I went back to high school that autumn that I was going to do something 

else wi&ll myaeJf ia ~besides ranch wo~+lle lleeisien - M 1eR11QiQUdy Al~ 
J tlt11e ht thafi dropped out of Future Farmers of America and took typing and ~ . 
. ~- That moved me a lot closer in my mind to the high schOQ! teacher who 

,...--" became vecy ~ in my becoming a writer itf 881Bt1 ~Her name was 

Francis Tid~he's described at some length in Ibis House of Sk:t. illc 1~11s j) 
~ne of these impossible prairie tornadoes who sometimes show up in small . 

schools. She taught all the high school English and then she would teach Latin 



~ . · ~ ~ . tlJA-. -
some years, Spa~ yeajr and/an the h~school pape,\ f'6 annual~ and so 
on. Rlfr be !__..'Within her reach this way::[he had me oJt the school paper 

"[ A - :;. I took most of heJ 
pretty promptly, and to a lesser extent, the school ~. f!Y own classes. 
inclination for ~ng towards trying to become a journali~nd so by the time I t:JJJ. 
was seriously applying for scholarships my senior year, ~at's where it ha~ 

. I~. I ~o notion then that it was going to leafro;ard books. It's not very . 

well knoW~ was a broadcastjoumalism major in college. My intention, if 't. -
anything, was to become Edward R Murrow [laughter~se&Mt8&1 ~f dtat sett: The 

radio had played an enonnous role in our lives in Montana. It brought in whatever 

wafts of dream we ha<llike major Jeague baseball, or drama, or co~edy and it also 

~brought in 1'e new~ which caught my attention. I think that kind of 

magnet has proven a historically sound one. The great newsmen, particularly the ~~ / ~ _!./' 
. CBS news crew which Murrow set up,fh.e last of the~ few weeks ago) e'----~--·· 
~ QMR +f@ttt, •_:• tfte8e gu,.s did prove to be so supef1> that they were worthy • 

~ modCJ:Wi, self 6'1t wasn't until I got my master's degree at -tJ..A, ~ _) 
Northwestern that~!?~· the break between rollege and career-fat so miiny 
guys my age had to e nu 1tary was there waiting for me. I was in the Air Force 

, Reserve during the Cuban Missile Crisis. When I came back out, 

~~~turned out to be a wtitiagj11\lo~spaper job, so that carried me on ir- . 
wnting. 

So it was the job that derailed you from broadcast journalism? 

. e(tl.Alf·~ -y.Cj. J.jOJ\~ ~~ 
~Jt was. It's what was there. I came ou~at an awkward time of they~~ 

' ~ielt I emnc eat in ~e w::£ particularly hiring. Northwestern was 
_..-/ well networked in placing its studcn~t happened to be the best-looking thing 

"' at the momen~ a job as an editorial writer for a chain of newspapers in down-state 

lllinoi~promptly took it and ~yed with print media from then on. 

How did your family take your decision to leave ranch work/or writing? 

~~y dad always would say, "For God's sake, get yourself an education." Not 

unlike a lot of fathers who were working people. They wanted better things for 



their kids than they had bad. Within him too, I now realize, was the Scotch respect 

for educatio~and his own limited education had been enough to show him that a 

little school~g could do quite a bit for y9u. He only went through the eighth grade, 
___ !..Y ~'t 

but he was~ good at arithmeti'?\ l'ltey tlt:dn't have M&tll, aut ' .went through 

~life running crews of men where he had to keep track of wa~ so 

forth. . 

And he could count sheep. 

~Q.un. ,~/ . 
__5twe ~ouldjOunt sheep;fl'!_could measure haystack~ which is a fairly complicated 

formula [laughter]. ~so he could write petfeclly well. His ~mmas 
are in the right place, wo~ds are spelled right as se fe~He h~ellish 
handwriting [laughter~/pparendy the Spenserian method did r;_t ~down to the 

end of his fingertips ~t in terms of handling the languag~eally quite 

good. So that's a long way of saying that)f"was always all for me gefting an Lmy fathe:_,_ 

J).'1~ation, although his original notion of how far I could goiti-the pinnacle of 

J ~ becoming s-••s lii:t;;;harmadst, a druggist. One of his ne~ 
had attained that and that's kind of what he could see. And I've~ 

--;.'r.W that was not too bad an idea from his viewpoint ~All those little 

- - ~ • Mf" 
towns had drugstores in those days. There weren't malls or wha~ver. If indeed 

you wanteda~portable career in the smal~town West. as a pretty 
good one. 

My grandmother ... (sigh) .. ~saw my going away as taking a piece of her __,.,,,,, 

heart with her. She was always all fo~tever I wanted to d~Wtlll ei.?' and 
she would always end up telling me that But she bad so much r6ore of an embrace 

of family and by the time I was leaving~he had lost one of h~dren--my 
mother-through an ~death. Anoth~r one_~ ~badly crippled with Multiple 

Sclerosis. A third)l il1r MG; eWl•• wes livprin Australia. So she had already 

seen a lot of people she cherished go from her, and~ going out of state 

weighed pldy 111 ... ~ heli> Hlltil I - Blf Ml .W&g ilc SL 

In English Creek you write, "Those firstborn always, always will live in a straddle 

between the ancestral path of life and the route of the new land." Jn the conteXI of 

the book, you're speaking of Scotland versus America, but I want to apply it to 



ranch work versus word work. The physical, immediate, daily interaction with the 

world you had growing up was certainly hard work, but do you evermiss aspects 

of it? Or have you achieved a balance between time spent in the world and time 

spent re-creating the world? 

Those two very different looking kinds of work actually have a lot of similarities in 

the cho~es involved, the habit of doing the chore~en keep pretty much the 

same working hours that I grew up with on a ranch. I'm up very earl~ f'M P ~ 

always ~fore ~w~, down here starting to milk the ~s abo~{ the time. I · 

would have been milking cows on a Montana ranch. ~s something I've tried 

to do some serious thinking about There is a kind of physicali.ty to the habit of r:Jh..J.. ;,t·';. 
writing too, of ..2';ords :iii""" ea&:t°'~g out the ends of my fingefJ.F 

always clear to me that they've lingered ~een in my brain before they sitow up 

there on the ieyboard. l've~d ·with some artist friends about this, the sculptor 

(9 Tony Ange1'is one of then_:~ m~ and ~tercolor artist I've 

talked with them separate~e al4-~what the sculptor has put a name on--
1 ~ ~-

"Getting it in the finger~ tl8 ur1 eill .iu Often &---°urprised how the physicality 

of sitting and caressing the language ia M3f eMe~uces, phy~~roduces, 
the work rm after. So there's that sort o~stical link~ it. 

The parts of ranch work I miss would be oriented to the land, I think~rek. 

The way of life still is as tough as I figured out it was going to ~at siM:ll•~ keep 

in touch around the West as best I can and,... M MUQb 'S r can ~ still pretty 
q_. - -

preposterous fo~ixteeiwear"old kid today to think he's going to be a farmer or 

rancher if there's no land in the famil;an~ it's almost as difficult even if there i~ 

____:) 88&\e laa4 ia tile f'mil!'- s9' as a viabl5. re way of lif5' there's still not that much 

to be missed there a& r. 111 l eu. e~~ing r ti:e ~ocky Mountain .front 
on a good day on a tractor is a pretty damn fine thin~ of the lessons of life in 

northern Montana is that you aren't gonna have that,any good days sitting on 

tractors or trailing sheep~r 'Nliawv=r--The ones that you ~ '°e going to be 

everlastin·¥=£!ztt your. hea%>whe11 yett;NMelMet ttteAil But the incessant 
wind, the · of drought~ll ~•••• efCnormous winte~~ 
kicks a lot of the romance out of the outdoor life. There are ~ple, maa~· ef 'Wh8lll >'~-

.;:? I lil'te\'I\ some of whom are my high school friends ~ho do seem to be cutY 
out for that kind of life. ~le" I pat in ~ of tfte i,e~e smart·mouthed 



, I invented for fil.~e With l'.te, Mariah Montana~ 
newspaper write~said something about guys not· reiilizing theytre working 

themselves to death because they're doing it out of doors. I've seen quite a lot of 

that So I find it a lot more attractive and beneficial to my work to be able to go into 

the outdoors carrying a notebook and a pen and putting in~wn:~ .,fark 
days out there, looking at the country, listening to people, thinking it over. 

That reminds me of Van Gogh ta.king his canvas. out into the fields . . 

~ .jf 's a pretty good idea to get out and feel the elements you're writing about. 

Some of them I've been able to bring into my work from memory. I saw enough 

blizzards in the time I was growing up 9Ut there that I don't feel compelled to rush 

out into a blizzardf18fti~ymore. But th~ Montana droughts{ ba~.?~!... ~ .&., ~ 
~experience because they weren't around as viciousl~!)'parenily the ... ~..j 4/b 

warming of the earth is now wheeling them around. : u 

Well I've read in Elizabeth Simpson's book about your thorough research habits, 
" ho~you really take the time to know your material. 

-;?;~(!) ~~~ 
~I've always tried to go take a look a~1iil'm writing about. Indeed, went 

to Scotland to see where the young men of Dancing al the Rascal Fair take off from 

the old life there. 4 a4 taat pre o et! to he w e1y asefv' 

Did the story of the draft horse come from Scotland? 

It did. it did. The opening one. Now this is the danger of being an interviewe} 

because it:M!appoitlts a htt ~onf about how carefully things are structured stnnet 1.me s get 

i..~ L ~ • ..a Idid . S . h disappointed arrut a8l\e eat'Plea s..; come across, tn a cottis newspaper, an by the t1me 

incident not far from the one that opens Dancing at the Rascal Fair. a horse I'm done wt th 

being dragged into the Greenock ~by a cart that;• the doc~, them. 
~ut it m~ me a year and a half, Derek, before I '"t.1-i • • ot} IKv~ 
somethiD~ward the climax of the book. And even at that int when Rob oes because of that 

into the reservoir on a horse, it wasn' Scottish horse. It was a horse I had 

ridden across a similar reservoi~ I made it safely, of course, bu a husky young ~::h!:a~!m;' ter 

_} 8'IY wllo llad 11t.itlllly e&me &tit el ~Man;4 did~ RMI i~ ht th1 •M =<2.-_ _r_an_c_h __ _ 



7 

fl .... ~ 
~ea 8' &av.11 8~ ranch, &bat sa1u MHI 1 oit, a gd)~rowned in a 

__..,.-~imilar}iccidentfto what~ppe:~ ~ Qea't lhinlt I evllf liitl eMi16" · $1. 
_;;) mmble untilJomeone in;; audience me oncef!Now how did you carefully ~asking, 

plan ~ have l ;tmm those two horse drownings?" Aetl it tlaNRetl 8R me at that point ~at I wa~--9.-..~ 

" siMplJ ming the iesemdrcd eKperience in OOth im;tenccs. ~.H 

That image of Rob and the horse drowning in that reservoir is as haunting to me, as 

a readerJ as the elk in Craig Lesley's Winterkill and the horses in Linda Bierds' The 

Stillness. The Dancing. 

Well, good. I'm glad to be in that company because those are images that are 

pennanently on the cave walls in the back ~f m: headro. I re'.11e:~: ::st_.; 
Jong and hard on that scene of the horse gomg mto tile reservoir. 

1 
.· .,·· ~o, 

ti;y w lUil enr,...R@ ;Y:9Y ltavc_rffy to bring to a book everything ymi"~ave··aniftne 
thing I have is ~xperience of nearly drownin~as told in This House; of Sty. _ • . 

~ h\~ 
Consequently, I don't know how many drownings there have been in my~--

Tli1.e's one in The R n ?tns it ittm; lQ me &bera'i QIHi ~o A..~ 
somewhere else. I've been a~le to draw on~t llS PJ?~bly the closest risk I've ..9 
ever been through and bring it into the fiction. .J!~eti1netthough!lfMt el!.1'9ld ~-­
:ba1.,. tat1skt mo &QMethitta. (i should have gone out and taken swimming lessons 

..l..LLiiiU.J:I 
after that. But I've ,e118At since, "No, no, this is a very useful fear for me to have , 

as a writer." It's like boatin'fuOf'oWflaterJ.-:wntt of ,.il{get seasick very promptly(\ r 
Wliieh helpa\ wasjust a great help when I was writing The Sea Runners, to ,) 

• ~ ~6'\M.~,""' - -
gtVv~•·· · 

Misery. 

Wennbe~/ ,,.- · · 

Yes ... to give misery t~111~•18"8-•e !r n aloe 'dti8 lflpY lwaltll3r Flspeet sleslt 

Nllf 8f waw ie a 'er, oaf aahle thi11g fer Me. 9 -

Richard Hugo writes, "Poets turn liabilities into aisets." 

[laughter] 



Hugo was so great He would sum up in one sentence what we•re trying in the 

whole damn interview to get at. I knew Hugo, incidentally. 

""' .. 
Yes, I read that yo~cquainted with him in Montana, and that whole group of 

Montana writers .. .Hugo, Kittredge, Welch and others. 

Yeah. It's kind of an odd loop in our case to Hugo. Carol, in her first job out of 

college, worked at the same college as Mildred Walker, a writerwho ultimately 

becam,e Hugo's mother-in-law. 

Oh, Ripley's mother. 

And this was many years ago, before Ripley and Hugo ever made eyes at each 

other in his class. When I first went into a Missoula bookstore with This H9use of 

, it been reviewed . y somebody I'd never heard of-Ripley Schemm. Carol 

knew instantly what was going on. So, out of that came some unusually wonderful 

kidding opportunities on Hugo. We could always threaten to sicf his mother-in-

law on him. [laughter] ~ 

Well, the connection does seem to run deep. Primarily two landscapes inhabit your 

work, the coastal one of the Puget Sound, and Montana. In this respect, you are 

· like Richard Hugo, but in reverse as he went a bit east and you west. In fact, you 

two even have Scotland in common. He spent some time there in Skye on a 

Guggenheim to produce his book The Rig.ht Magness on Skye. Of Skye, he said 

the weather and vegetation reminded him of the Puget Sound while the starkness 

was all Montana. He claimed that he was a landscape poet. Are you a landscape 

writer? And what does that mean? 
' 

You can get away with wearing the landscape sandwich~;-~~ a 

poet than you can if you are a fiction write~ because reviewers and critics will 

qmcldy slAJS 7tJn on the back of the sandwi~h board and leave the piece of paper that 

says regional. So I tend to balk a little bit at the notion that we're writers with a 

sense of place out here_, when it's simply put that baldlyAbecause I think there's so 

much more going on in the writing in and about the ~rican West by my .SJ 
_,"' 



~­
~ -t>-~ 

r :.;;--- gaMalion amt tel lldnly that ii ouht inclmit: OW 0De t'iiliC oklest lronoimy illtlilbet, 

"'> ~rr" Norman Maclean, down through the younger generatio~e~ ml, say, Deidre 
..___, 1 . " ~ 

· McNamer,i !Jllf'p88i(and somebody like Melan~o,. (sp?J I'm 

mo~miliar with writers more or less my own a~~ Clearman 

Blew~raig Lesle~us ef iQVfil •IsRHa :hfftele~ou rea~ books and 

~ there's a lot of landscape in them but God~there's pretty damn wonderful 

~ dialogue and I think a level of characteri~ott in Western fiction which, if we 

hadn't put landscape in, the critics would say, "Well, it's a sense of.J?Cf§OP that 

these westerners grew up with." !'e're not just writing 

tra.ve~~~e~e cfnsej>!:PI~ce~ can ~oo easily su~est4 , fiY to make~ landsca~1s m, e 11n Yll!W. ef "lwtl 111 S? 

.....a'¥tl· l@oil8"'filttt. I did it~oonsciously i~ _11® ~~:!f.:~:-~'illi 
I~anaged to keep a Journal of the wnting of mi.:, 8-~ -1-elul~ /(~d 
so I've got the old file cards and entries ~show quite consciously after one of 

the trips to Alaska that ... by God"' the way to ~e this Northwest coast is to put it in 

there~ if it's the :i~c~llf this 8e~Put it ~ost nonfiction e_. 
Just wnte a descnption of the coast and the tides and so on ~be the~ are 

in the scene and maybe they're not. AM s11 I llHwlc~the~robably 
show~ it to a lesser exten!,TJlilB it teftd8 ts at backdt~Ut the landscape, for me, 

is probably in the ~e creative temtory as it is for Hugo. l'~are that it 

triggers analogies in me. It sets me to thinking of ways to handle it and it keeps 

showing up when it didn't particularly have to in my books. How the mountains 

look to one of the characters :f '~ the book I'm writing now, ........,.... is 

going back to the abandoned homestead in Scotch 1!eaven Md it!Fusan ~who 
(f!s a prized schoolgirl in Angus McCas~'s ~~e-~~ ~hoolho~ 

Ninian 's daughter. 

Yes, she's going back in 1924~and the place has been abandoned since '18 or 'l ~ 

and cows have gotten in the bduse as they tended to do in old homestead cabi~~o 
she's there scrubbing up after the~ cows but the mountains are out too. -

~ )' 1 
The landscape is a character in your work. ls it a character in your life as well? 

&
--~ . 

. 



Oh_J'eah. It has let me down on the long rope of life to the Puget Sound here. 

aJoJ and I were married in Evanston, Illinois, a suburb north of Chicago. That's 

where we'd had our education and .¥where we'd had pretty good magazine 

jobs, and iQ i'~d we found ourselves driving into northern Wisconsin on 

weekends to see scnibby little pine tree-~hat began to tell us something. Within 

not much over a year, it had led us out here. The combination of mountains and 

water have always lured us. I'm not any kind of a mountain climber, or rock 

climber, but it still means something to us that we've been on top of Mt Townsend 

across here [pointing across the Sound toward the Olympic Mountains] an~___.. 

Peak and Deer Par~" 8QAIC gf &lle things we cap SM ftpm h~ We've~ 

.>--much of the shoreline that we can see from here. ~ 

When you came. to Seattle did you have the feeling a familiarity that Angus does in 

Dancing at the Rascal, Fair when he's picking out a homestead site? 

Let me try to describe as best as I can recreate ~~ing into Seattle on an August 

day in 1966. Carol and I left Chicago with the temperature and humidity ~ 
in the 90's, and we pulled across the floating bridge on a day when Mt Rainier was 

out Within a week or two ~'d found a house up behind University 

Village to rent and our neighbors, who were lifelong Seattleites-the guy had been 

· born and raised across the alley there_.., •AM&.&M._.tlle8"'~~~w...-. ...... ..,...,, 

--were hiding out in their basement because the temperature was almost 80. I very 
i\ 

much have the memoiy of us looking at each other and saying, "This feels about 

f fJ 

right" Paughter] 'f.llis elitma. ft1&e JJ\ e11:tl~d Seattle had a lot of immediate 

attractio~~· theater life. The univemty was a handsome_ campus to _ ~ ~tf1 
~ set fobt on. The r.rp time we walked in the quadrangle tberWfiooked like it 

had been there since DiRk Stover came west from Yale. It was ~mptly a 

comfortable place. And I think your question does have a lot of carrying power 

because when it came time to look at leaving, once I had my Ph.D. and was in the 
job market, I couldn't bring myself to do it. 

William Blake wrote, "We become what we behold." Does this explain how 

landscape shapes identity? 



-,, 
~I think it dj to ~nd of intriguing extent. 

And how landscape, identity, and memory work their way into most of your work? 

Yeah, although when l'n;itting around here, what I think I'm working on is 

usually the language. Bu~enerally pounding away on one of those three 

themes -I 1'ttppe8e. A 

The way that the landscape of the ~est has fixed a lot of people into place 

and kept them there maybe even against their better interest itt Ii~ I n as taHtiftg 0 

~ ten md tmli.i, perhaps. leading hopeless ways of life, as the larger world would 

look at i~eah, there certainly has to be a lot of unarticulated love that keeps~ 
~people there. And it's been one of the tugs that I've seen in a Jot of friends. My 

~. own solution to it was that there are a lot of good placft'o live in the Wes~l-nd I've 

· chosen one which has~its own appeal. It's not the Rocky Mountait? _!ront out 
~ ..AV~AO -there._ but pretty damn good mountain~ -

)' ~ 

Was it easier to love this landscape after first loving the Rocky Mountains? 

~ I think so. That's been on my mind lately too because I'm fairly recently 

back from a book tour in the upper Midwest Saw many old friends there, one of 

· my oldest ~riends from col~ous people who have spent their whole lives on 

a flat disc of earth maybe a~ miles across. And it apparently doesn't bother them 

~"'1s°futtere waiting for lhem because I've tried to illli.ti:se •8eJ. to coax 
~ iheilj to shame lhem (laughter~~ if I had been brought up in that, maybe I 

would prize the banks of the Mississippi River, or the Fox River Valley of 

WisconsinR deeply I do these places of the West. So, yes, I think where you~ 
land into lfre does put some kind of a parenthesis of visio~ ~J3~R! a. 

.

- . ~ Mperllapi, ia &UIBCIJ, in what Jl'Jl'l 'Wllllt te -ll ymmelf witlt. R1w I 

-~ know when I worked~ Evanston on~ Rotarian magazine as a young 

assistant edito~ything ~~~.,gie rst =just~ to me, and __.J2-
my babi)t at lunch, ooe ~jet.rme once~ would go off by myself 

down to Lake Michigan •Iii ha;~ l~r than going to the cafetcriac9' Q -

If 



~ ce~n~ wasn't trying to mark myself off as "the lone westerner" but 

. th~guys~ worked wl.th knew I was. 

Do you have a greater allegiance to one landscape over another, Montana over the 

Sound? Or is it a tie? 

Wel~t's pretty dose to a tie. There are a few enlightened countries in the world--1 

thin( Ireland is ~ne--that give you dual::Jizenship. And I've had something 

like that in~riting anda;· the reception t~tiB@. I've been exceedingly 
~ . v~ 

fortunate being able to go bac to Montana an<tfCa.ders there ask m~"Why don't -

you live in Montana?" ~!_hen I poin~u~~~t ~ono'mically starved 

out, my wifets job is in Seattle, and I'm out1-:e"as much as I can be afMi 88 0 . 
/\ 9 :/\. 

~there doesn't seem any kind of rancor thew. 

In fact, they've been giving you honorary degrees. 

~~ght ~e felt veiy fortunate in that receptiolj,\~ I haven't felt any 

rancorfor living out here and writing the majority of mf fictio~ut the 

Rocky Mountain {ront area The trellis of history and landscape that the McCaskills 

grow on certainly goes up along the Rockies there, Derek, but part of that 

i~ething I ~ Wallace Stegner talk abou~~01tunately it was long after 

I started doing it , so it only confirmed ~ . · _ 

_JUIMfl!IS"1lmlrse~. He was speaking in Portland and someone in the audience ~ 
_ .... ----

asked him a1J811t ~by he had stopped writing short stories. and he said, "Wel~ 

you use up your capital an the time." And he meant in tenns of characteriutioil- e 

~ Thal certainly~ooe thing-I'•• wt~ulkner did not do. Faulkner 
just kept the genealogy pasted on the wall and thought, ''Okay, if X bums down 

Y's barn, how does that trigger what's going to happen in another generation here." 

~r~:i~ so;pus long family line whicS'-l~l'&: ~ n/a kind of a trellis that my 

.. characters grow their lives op. That tend~ to be Rocky Mountain. It wouldn't have 
~QI\~... ~~~ A..~ 

. to be. When I was'1Mi•t:!:':"' FrnrtJ4t*tl ~ti AS oitt ud' asJC9Crquestions 

~a00utt11at!=myfamilyspen~itctawaat1111mc Ilhillkit 9 

J ']/ 



-tu !NIW'~v ~ 
../" was 1YM1: 91!ggestcd to me tlyt Tucso1*00 editor ~grinned and said, "Wel¥f 

you hadn't left you might be writing about the Grand Canyon country, might you?" 

Y~beworse. 

Well, Keats talked about Negative Capability, and I think part of what he meant by 

that term was distance from the subject, a bit of a cool remove. William Stafford 

wrote his best Kansas poems when he was living in Oregon. 

~ And the one I always ci~ce didn't write Ulysses about Paris . 

. ../ We don't have as good a book about Paris. In my case, I've always known that the · .--. 
writing is easier to get done here than it is back in Montana or som(!where else in 

the west. li~if that unfortunately means the shirking of petfectly good citizenshi~ 

which if I~n Montana~· w uld feel quite compelled to pitch in on. Here rthe' 'f A . ~-''"' 
large( population in the state ith greater resources to the society, I've felt {lot 

more free to hole up in a suburb and work al w~wlt I :r:.d da ~ 
~else. :- . 

Are you talking about say devoting some of your time to protecting the 

environment? 

M~~~-"' 
No, less that ~~pating in'Y,:~unity or something else. 
Jim Welch serv~ the parole~ something like ten years. Kittredge 

is kind of a circuit riding preacher, all die things e does. I think I would have to 

do at the very least writing conferences and poetS in-the :SCbools and so on. 
A ~ ~Ar• 

) Q_ J 

Seat!f frees you up. 

It frees me up a lot I'm able to try to pick my spo~d a lot of it does entail going 

back to Montana or to rural U~~ one of thl state humanities councils or 

some kind of ~~ure pnservanc~Jtiag of drat s::f> ~ rm able to schedule 

those things outside of a writing stint. So in tenns of sitting down and doing what 

I think I'm meant to do,~ a Puget Sound suburb f•• longiCiftis the most 

efficient place to do it ~ ~ 



You meMoned earlier that your aim in the writing is to get the words~ 
necessarily to evoke a theme, to get to what Maclean cal.ls the "poetry under the 

prose." I mentioned to a poet friend a few weeks ago that I was going to interview 

you and she knew your name but unlike most of the folks around here hadn't read 

your books. So I read her a passage from This House of Sky. one of the memory 

sections arul she said, "Oh my Godt that's beautiful. How did it ever get 

published?" I know she was responding to the poetry under the prose. Can you 

talk about that? 
~ ' . 
..;,~ti) ~~" 
~I did keep a journal part-time when I was ~-6,.This House of Siu. · It 

wasn't full-time because the work on This House of Sky was stre~n across half a 

dozen years. ButlI_ woul1every so ot'tenfut down what I was trying to d9.{llld 

there is an entry somewhere back there--evidently after what I thou~ \al a pretty 

decent day's work--that it would be wonderful to write it all as highly charged as 

poetry if I could just do it And I think the clearest answer, about trying to get the ~ ~ 

poeti::' in, is that I simply W£,,. baek ~worked on it and worked on it as if~ 
an epic poem. ~ 

Did you read it aloud as you worked on it? 

Yeah, I would read aloud some . ..i8~ f is goes back to broadcast journalism. 

I've always been aware of the power of spoken words and the power of rhythm, in 

particular. It maybe also goes back to a great stroke of luck in colleg~where the 

ungodly old scholarship dorm I landed in was also full of theater people and so you 

couldn't walk through the front door of that place without Richard Benjamin 

imitating Wrigley Fieldq~ Ron H_ojgate si::i~ be later would on 

Broadwa-~d my best friend was a theaJ major1' o I went to many of the 

rehearsals in what was a marvelous theater department, and I read a lot of 

Shakespeare, read a lot of dramatists, and...fWaS ~~are of the wonderful 

trickeries of the language. Allied with that was my own Iy 

brief stint in trying to write poetry when I was in graduate school in history at the 

UW. All of these combine~into the passion for the sentence and workiY---. 
· "'---~ · ' · -· - over the words 

within the sentence which meant going bac~I don't know if I consciously did it on countless times 

This Hwse of Sky or not Derek, but it's the same process. On some books I have 
) 



ta.ken a colored marker and either done it myself or hired somebody to mark every 

verb. Look at every Goddamned verb. Look at how every paragraph begins and 

en~~ tBe 11~ thiags ~ook ~adjecti~?~ 11~ ~~be a 
cosnuc mechamc on the langua e. J -
In my ear, the poetry under the prose is still alive. It is less overt than in This 

House qf Sky. but nevertheless present in the more recent books. 

whether to 
take i.t out 
or leave it 
1.n. 

~ ~ne of the thing~ semi eBRs11ie~barked on now is, in :-ti~-4 ~~_... 
fiction, to see how much I can drop it back a notch and still have ~ere, and 

maybe do something else within the story. Perhaps make a story 1p.ove more 

quickly. Maybe extend the characterization or the interior. Maybe put the spotlight 

on something else within the story rather than on every showy verb. Stnnething of 

. ..::::::» that eeR So I've been ~sciously tinkering~11il!I: dtM 

Much of the poetry in your prose, it seems to me, comes from the way people talk. 

In. this respect, your work compares with William Stafford's. And I'm certain that 

you've nailed it, that you\'e leashed the colloquial with your language. Recently I 

was about to go skiing with some folks and one said, ''Okay, everybody read-aye?" 

This was in La Grande, Oregon. And I rea/.ized th.at I had just read that 11read-aye" 

the night before in Mountain Time,.,/ IJtJlit e.J1t'r:lon 't know if I had heard it before, 

but this was the first time I~ it. It reminds me of another time, also in Oregon, 

in the Willamette Valley, when I saw the$e two deer leap away from the road and I 

immediately remembered the phrase Mary Oliver uses in one of her poems to 

describe a startled deer, "silky agitation." She had recreated the deer in the 

language, just as you have recreated western speech in "read-ayl!." What's the 

value of these real voices in your writing? 

9 ,, 

It seems to me there's an intrinsic rightnes~a ndidity wtted ydd ga drose voices ;;-,.. . 

. ~ To anybody who knows anything about the society or part of the country · 

you•re writing abou~ it punches that "validity" ticket. Perhaps it's the familiarity. 

Perhaps it entertains them in a certain way. But to have the· characters sound right 

and sound memorable is one of the best fundamentals you can have for a story. ~ 

. ..;:::::" rpeml 1118' ef lime l:_ou see these file~ back ~ ~t of these are indeed 5"' 



? 
diaJogue, and they're around here in various incarnations. There's one box 

seme A hePe ti8" n thePe which is largely Scotchisms, many of them picked up from 

trips to Scotland, ~ous turns of phrases which the characters in Dancing at 

the Rascal Fair use. There's Montan~ lingo picked up in bars and cafes. The novel 

.I'm working on now will have an A~erican westem~·who.grew up there 

in the Two Medicine country. ~ ~s been interesting to find that lingo. I've given 

him a Sergeant in the black ca.;;fry as a father and so all these neighborhoods of 
A 

colloquialisms are there to be visited and it's '1i aspect of language that constantly 

tickles at peopl#Unds. YOU notice that computer geeks, who in many other 

aspec'iof life are just as dry and emotionless as they can manage to be, have · 
A 

produced alm~~y their own colloquial language as rich as ~wboys~And 
teenagers who don~w the time of day, app•entty, tu-leek at th':lare as busy 
at it as Shakespeare. ·· ., 

And we still have "cool." 

And "cool .. comes bac~d back and back. CGtJI I th~ta' e te trace this eet a 

liKl.1, IMlt I think this i~ird time around in my lif~ got a card today from the 

Nature Conservancy inviting us up to the Skagit River on their boat trip to see the 

eagles and the guy says, "It's going to be cold but it'll be 9001." +iow I ttiiak I've 9 
~--lWBfl-tmlt1J:ad~~tM-~s-tt.~~~eest:-.~HM~'1.ai.r.i·~· one o the most e e Lingo like that 

/For a novelist to work in. .Qte tlting lhM rw always lle1a --~t I 18 

ooy ~, Qf "1is should be hedged in by something I should have mentioned 

earlier, that I'm a more natural editor than a Wti'er, ~ti~ drafter, and 88 I t11i~ I 
come at a lot of these things from the editing experience ~ed up in -... 

journalism and probably from an inclination pie that l\n httt:1estccl13_ tinke~ 
I'm not particularly interested in immaculate conceptions. It maybe g'OOSback to 

being used to doing chores. You have to get the firewood, you have to~ ~.GA.t 
water, you have to do thus and such. So I see ):'nnkering with the way~ 

;;t...a, ~~ as a re o . ut rve been thinking a lot lately too about how mucl~ "'ID 

("I. ~ ~'t.a_Where do you draw the line? I feel fine in my own wort,,..j!Ve bCCn ~ 
trying to put together a talk sometime for a speech request about ho~ other writers 

have done it, hew tho,1ve ~how sometimes it.f been o~one. 
Aanneiy O'Connor was pretty vocal on how much you do.~ lklla'& ~eiy 



it seems to me- .........___ / 
much, according to her: In fiction writing~ peeple 88\l&tl~B tft~ you 

----- ._ __ w,...an--!"""!t ~to sound like perhaps clever bits of Vaudevills.{n the Shakespearean 

sense with the wonded'ul clowns. You don't want ~em.Jto sound like Burlesque. 

---------..So, it is a line to walk. 
move pp. 2.5-26"'-_....

9 
"work habits" 

iuestion & How planned is your writing? Do you write from an outline? 
inswer to 

No, I've tried it a time or two. In fact I tried it with Dancing at the .Rasgl Eaiio ~ 
~ It had dawned on 
~ (.\~ . A'~ d\.--

_.) iORWthiRg like 1:h&t ost of books were turning out to ha¥en chapters or ? se1
- sections ar wl11tte-. -:l!.. thought, "Well, maybe I oughtta take a look at 

this." And so<f took the yellow pad and tried to do an outline of where 1!hought ~,.. 
~"""'•.cl ~ ~ 

Rascal Fair would go, aiid it didn'L6a& ap &B)tmftg lilte ttra It\Wii;1 eMyJMiir 
c:l1.1'L 4 ~ .tLa.t Ci) ~ • 

seven chapters.1rvvuat IA.start wtth is an arc of tim~ which I kno~hat the time span 

of the book is going to ~~at becomes an ~ture to bui_ld a lot of the plot on 

because so much of ;~~~~tn-ielies 'upon people caught in the historical laws of 
gravity. World War1 . _ comes along and if you're a young male in Montana, 

why, you're swept away into it pretty surely. And if the 1919 flu epidemic comes 

along, it changes entire communities. 

So, the timescape and the landscape wor~ther in your work. 

So the timescape is usually the plotting framework and within tha~us kinds 

of patchwoik is done. How a character is going .Jta1k JVill somJmes shape j:fr 
personality. In English Creek;, Jick fairly early~is mothe~hen 
you start to hear her capital letters, you're in trouble. I simply knew I wanted some 

character who bad that trai~and I didn't necessarily know it was going to be her. 
,,J 

(1 



Sticks and stones . 

. ~ ..... :..., N\ J4 ~c.e~ r 

Sticks and stones. ~ p111"1~had come across ~spaper)ielr~ 
gflen happc1~ of someone robbing jewelry store:Jfoss the Highline m 

Montana. It's a funny serial robbery to do becaus~e towns are about fifty miles 

apart. And you wondef fiow !mart is thi~~ lli11 ~~111' is watti11g f9F S-. 
· · ·--·rso I wanted this sequence ~bberi~e what would , 

(~ 

/~~, ;.:"' 

~ 

.. . . ~ 

happen.' Hill& ii&[ Callro 63 I ~d indeed lllY s heri.f.f Ls patiently waiting 
for the guy when he hits Glasgow. 

Facts, history, real.ly seem to stir your imagination, which makes a lot of sense 

considering your background in journalism and your doctorate in history. 

~..sti1UIMM....,~1m~~~111tj.t's pretty hard to make things up as strange as things 
happen. If I bad written a thriller about the election that has just finished it would 

be preposterous to ha~b Bush in that plot The guy's brother is governor 

of the state? Come on. ~th--;t sort of thing seems to happen a lot simply because 

" there's so many of us and the pinball clicks of us against each other produce all this 
strangeness. 

Dan~ at the Rascal Fa tr 
When I was readin~ €1 ttlt'l was sure that people on long voyages would 

suck on limes. I was sure tha.t that was some bit of history you'd come across in 

your research. 



~ I don't re~mb~here I got that. I do remember something similar, 

. coming acros'i-~~ag ~ saying, "Oh yeah, that's going in." Throwing the 

straw ma"I~Ut;!..~lerboard when they're off Sandy Hoo1&,cw 111gmattl8~ had not 

known that,;H.4Tiiad read.ldt11~uite a bit about immigration, but I came 

across that o~e~ - coltish archives. And )'ell SilR a111 IAM.ift SJ.. 
~-~ getail o en the little watch spring parts that I imagine 

from. · ·~ -

~ i.,w11r Qqqlcs 00#1 ~ /a; a/scape UJl1i ltrli tflWuttl!f'S grow t1J1, Ulld, °" we Mwj«at 

.J-he11NI, g> ow batk · :1"tt nmilitMeti FaalbU:f eafuer::~fitTProgress witlt-tt~tal.P. 

9 C9*M"' bnllt. ~our books are a living (ill lite lft•t« MM iilireA1u :ri li•$ecord . 
,.,/' of the West, particularly Montana. 'Ml tiMlJ y1211 ~Q J!JtMtl~l'e tt"f iteru elves t'hlieed,,.,9-­

~~~~~·NU' M. ~.. If I knew someone who was interested in the history of 

Montana, I could just point him to a stack of your books. 

___:>3 Wellrtt lot Of dial ~~1111:cd to a-. When I'm in Montana doing book signings 

~peop1~ome up and say, "Oh I read your book and1oved here." 

And this is a little more responsibility than I or my books w.e of the~ 
wonderful, totally unforeseen bonuses of my books has been the friendship of 

Western historians that they've engendered. Bill Robbins down at Oregon State 

(1 

has used ~nglish Creek in history courses about the West Carol ~were down . 

· aisJro~kina~~-~~~~~-~o_!°.~~!1~~ . wJ. 
../ · MMl te my &st!oniskm'll\ <f was introduced by Richard Whi~ 'J:"8 is a fnend of I~ 1 ~ • 

·- ours, but he's also one of the hottest Western historians, the most encyclo~i£il . 

}3 •II die JllQ8t ¥1iR011S Mljeeti uw in tM We~~ ~J.ltroduced me as bemg ~ astohlshm:t 

more interested in history than historians are..:.:JtM !t tJffiioment I thought, ''That's · ...-

a funny way to put it." But I've spent part of this ~~c&tlGn sitting around here ~ 
going back through a book 8'/lf ~led LostCountiy ~J:J!1ich is about 

Medieval agriculture, and how things were done, and what~ooked lik::_and 

how turns of phrase like~itting image" came out of "splitting image~ 
cutting trees exactly in half so you would have matching be~ in ships,fRil se ~r house bu Ud tng • 

~ fuidto. And I got to thinking that maybe Richard saw me in the right lighk>~ 

.~ :flta& that llw - kl be Wlmt oeeupies ffi'g lieadt . ' .,J_ 



It vitalizes you and then you vitalize it in your writing. 

Yeah, it's kind ~aped accide~ 'M ~hate• ~I gave up dissipating it into . 

magazine work:ri am able to sit in one spot for two or three years at a time and 

shape it into a book. I don't drink it away,. I don't talk it away"" If is able to 

incubate .its :~ into prin&• ith ~ see tk~ as kind of a stroke of luck of 

personal1~" ~ .. :!iiw Li"5_ I haven t utterly forge!l myself. 

) ·-
Success can be a difficult experience among writers, an inhibitor. Since you Jwve 

staked out a lasting homestead in the hearts and thoughts of so many readers, has it 

been difficult to keep going? 

~ I can say "no" pretty fluently. That has helped a lot 

Well, I'm glad you didn't say "no" to this interview. 

[laughter] 

I haven't gone on some of the circuits of success, particularly the summer writing 

worksho~that I think can take a lot ~e,;::~ttention. I'm 

pleased that others are able to, and there are so man~er p18f'~that I'm not really 

needed there. I do go out and giv~casional talks and so on, but my level of 

success has been~! ~~ortable one. I'm a fairly rare b~ ~ 
middle class novelist.~ that my books don't sell~Stephen King or 

John Grisham levels, but they-;il healthily and 90nsistently. ~~I've been 

abJ~gely on the basis of my writing and, aJways with the underpinning of 

Carol's teaching career, in terms of medical coverage and some kind of pension to - -look forward toAyee lifw"' ~ ~rom a threeAroom railroad shack in 

Ringling to this place. That's been Ji~ a ~~nably comfortable arc of 

success to work within, Derek. One thing I was aware of at the time, when Ibis 
House gf_ SkY did not win the National Book Award, whe~QW J.,eQpard canied 

the day, it dawned on me pretty r~mptly, "Well, this is going to make my life 

easier." And indeed it probably~. ~ 'Pth that goes th_e._~7.a~~n _that you . . 

probably only get one crack at~ 1<;;&& iiiat But life doesn't end if you don't" he National 

get it on that one crack. As long as you've got'it1l>ther books to write, your health Book Award or 
the Pulitzer 
or other prizes. 



and a decent life and a good spouse and so forth. Hugo bad tltftt sm5 in a lot 

gro~lier way, that ~e attitud$. ~ause~und him whell'hetost on the 

Pulitzer to p1111ple ~Donald lusnce anu r-1"'"" year after year. 

Then there's Robert Lowell who said something like, "A few years ago I couldn't 

get anything published and now I can't stop from getting everything published, and 

that scares me more." 

benefitted from_> _/ . 
Well, ~<a kind of internal stroke of Juel~~ When I was a 

magazine freelancer for ten years, I wrote incessantly. I wrote a couple dozen 

pieces a year. It turns out that working on the books ~aned me off that 

entirely. I don't feel a compulsion now to do~ any of the shorter pieces that 

are asked of me. ~ 

Financially speaking, you don'i have to. 

\..~· 
Financially, I dontt have to, and even though~ mpic may interest me, I don't fee] 

I have to find out what I have to say on that topic. So I'm currently not even 

writing book reviews. I have reviewed more books than I will personally ever 

writ.e"' ,0 fve contributed my bit to those great scales of reviewing justic~ 
r; l!»p ~·' .. S .!!J1f:"eiiliit1tH:mt ;;:apJ;~~:/jath8ti-wooJd · R._ 
4o~ very hai on theM, and ~ad the habit--1 got it in agazine days- L 

1
_J 

-of including~ whiclijiiil=beCUt for reasons ~'f .:l:i.~ -.-·~, 
that paragraph-i8 always ~ut so that the illus~tion~ goosed up. And I 
got to thinking, "Uh-uh. I'm not going to spe~the weekend thinking ~ a good 

sentence or paragraph and then the graphic de'iigJl~, it out of there fer tlit Q 

11 f tJ ·u · t. <1> 881. lV1e: I Uiira&IC• I 

It seems that even though you are surrounded by teachers and teachers populate 

your books and haw~ been prominent in your life, tha.t it's been best for you to 

avoid the teaching life, against the stream of so ma,ny writer! today, and make your 

living as a writer. 

This goes to the saying, "Life is choices." 

it 



Your father used tf! say that. 

Yes, that's right. It comes straight out of the family. Very early on, probably in 

graduate school, I realized I do not have the energy or metabolism, whatever you 

want to call it, to teach and write both. I liked teaching a lot as a teaching assistant 

at the UW. I~ it a vitalizing way of life. But it took me ove~too. So 

it's a question of what are you going to be taken over by. And a lot of people can 

balance them, but I simply have a hea~ulls only in one direction. 

And rather than shori'dzange one ... 
\..,..... 

And I felt I'd be short changing both, actually, by trying to do both. So if they 

advance from Dolly and clone all of us, why yeah, I'll be a teacher. But until then, 

~otta be a writer. {jf)_ . 
You referred to some early Doig poems. How much money would the Seattle 

Review have to come u~ be able to reprint {hose? 

-~ [laughter] 

· Eight or nine figures. Well, they probably already show up in dabs in the novels. 

I'm not sure there's an~g that hasn't been cannibalized and the bones licked 

clean by now. They~ u~ l~e bit in Mariah Montana. Riley does a column 
about homesteads ~d he alludes to Thomas Jefferson and "the red school 

house of his h~ 91" &emetltittg lilw ~_) __ 

"The red schoolhouse of his head." That's plundered from a poem. 

Yes. And I've written all of the songs in my fiction-:--to the detriment of my fiction I 
. '-" 

must add~-but I have written all the sons of bitches. ...) 

I wondered about that. Particularly in Dancinc at the Rascal Fair because the song 

is so integral to the book. 



however. I wrote that song bec~use I wau.ted to I 
to use tre phrase as the book title:,_..,/ 

~ sone of that..J tlon't ~was early poe!1!J nd I'm writing now, Lord- - ... ~-

.~ · help ~e. spirituals for the current book. ~swiped a few Iinekns I h~ left ove4n 
a notebook the other day for something the"7iDoes the hawk ow its shadow,.." 

So we have managed to get some Doig poetry in here. 

~~or free, no less, you clever devil. 
[laughter] 

~~~'.:.L 
~~r'Wl'r'/fPM!ll~fM~Mt Can you say more about the new book~working on and 

"" maybe what's coming after that? What are Doig 's readers going to see on the 

shelves 5 to 10 years from now? 

-~ ~ithi~@ears, I hope they11 be seeing this ~el.._ . ....,.~--
9 beeksteN21, h'MeR i8a1te;rel bout motive~and how much they can be read by .(_rt has 

,/ other peopl~and even by ourselves, and what's mixed in with them. ~three 
principal chlracte'\,~usan Duff, grown from school girlhood in Dancing at..!;_ . 

~s bee~ l<iiSCa1 ~heing a singing teacher in Helena. She's been~ the Suffrage 'lt_ .figure 1n 

Movemen~and that was a vital piece of histoty in the West The 

sut.frndmag~~- ~estem sii2recededth-;canstitutional amendment by a number of years. ame e .u" s ,ui1..v~ 
.. _ . ,., ' And iQ the West was a battleground on tbii before itwas a nari00al eattlegnmmt.M .. 

So Susan's been through those political wars. In the course of them she met and 
. """'" 

had an affair with a.--all~~nd of £.ull w.oose progressiv~VCd<iy Roosevelt sort 

of politician. But he's one of the Wiffi8mSons of the hatelV/w Rancl\jB aH 1ny 0 

~ He's a World War One hero,~ he's bten thfeesa ~ J'ut so far I'm 

running him against the grain. He doesn't come out of it disilJusioned in the same 

way as the Lost Generation of the® I want him to have different scars on him 

than the absolute kind of mandatory, stamped-out scars that have been attributed to 
hA~A 

that so Called Lost Generation. He's not lost. He's rich an!h!flot of other things. " ·-" ~ 
he running• 1. But he J!1! lost the govem°-~hip ~~-~~~~-a because _he and Susan~ ~~caught 

--> m this iff air and he got blackmailed out of k- H<S!i8w8 JIP in her ffre fotir years-· 
1 
bthook opens 

~ ~-- ....... ~ _4-L w.1. him showi~ 
late1'in 19'24. He surprises her, walks into ~e house,~ say~he has a prize ( · 

stuitent for het.:@ld it's his black chauffeun: fi'twho's grown up on the WW, Monty Rathbun, 
_ '"A a ranch hand - . ... 



. .1£.a~ on the pla e. · 
the son of the Af~American laun ress ut o this comes the plot: What is 

': .it~ th1.sh '\..:veryone up to her?.\ So it's a pretty interesting book to write. It's given me an 
nngtng sc ~ ~ y..· ~~ br 

I I • excuse to write so~ I didn't know were in me. The ~8 AIRIRiM su~onty characte~ 

!!2 
5 ~as it turn~u I ~!.?_~~!'.>-~.~·~background as a rodeo clown. ~IJtonty 

at's been his petf~rming record so far~~So th~ fi~~time you ~er:. he's in that -

;he fir,.,.. 
chunk 

writing on· 
a computer 
is 

barrel that they hop m when ~e B~)ii'ki~r them. ~ jiere are •iiilii t bul]... 
~-8et,_ .. There's probably going to be one back m Scotland between Susan and the 

politician;r.i.1.rting tooth and nail outside the Castle tn Edinburgh • 
.) 

So you 're still writing this. 

Yes, I'm about two-fifths of the way along. I'm able to put that kind of a fraction 

on it because I sen~f the manuscript to ~di tor just before the holidays. The one . 

useful thing the computer can do for us is count every Goddamned wo~ ':::....W.:../ _ 
eyond that · a mixed bag. But you dofilow how many words you have i....:1ways 

anymo1! iltughter] So that's the course of ~k. TherFe flashback& i;--......, ... ,,,_, _..,_ 
it. It's a~ where time ~nnels backwards into what has happened to 

shape the motives of these characters and how they respond to it. 

Doig Time. While reading your most recent book, Mountain Time, I was thinking 

there is such a thing as Doig Time. Your prolific use of the flashback and the 

historical perspective with which you and your characters see the West. I'm 

thinking of Lexa hiking down that mountain in the steps of Bob Marshall. What a 

gift to see the landscape like that, to hear those old steps. And that gift is being 

passed on in your books. 

I feel lucky in being tuned in that wa~I &llpp8~ also see it as going with the ~ 

storytelling impulse( ~lot of my characters have, that I grew up around, an' 
havs,. ~ ~ JF~ash~ .... s• histrJl'ieel thi~ are 118 me, hind~ _ 
techlncally 8nilogous to the characters liking to tell stories. I've had 9e&ii e 

reinforcement from reade~out on the bookstore trailAwbo ~II me~ey like the 

flashbacks. They don't see) them as intrusive or so~thing to be fast-forwarded 

over wi1!1 the eye. ~ybody w~ing It... read my boo'ts~s they're 

going to have to spend some time widtjf"And 80/fOU ~to tell them 



more about a character, it tuRl9 owl ~they proba*that. ~8 thttt's J!N~all~ s:i 

9 g9iP8 to he the pai.taAt I don't know if I would ever try to write a book in the flat, 
~ eMO"f\..l~t 

-.... _,,_. · · contemporaneous straight ~~n1glf' il mean~there's a certain appeal if you just sit 

down and tell a story from finger snap to t~undercl3&at tfte c~I admrre that stuff""' 

but I'm not sure it's in me. I've been reading ae1~hn Fowles' book of ..) 

essays called Worm.";1-oles, where his mind goes off in e~ery direction. You can 

kind of see bow we got the renc Li u n ' W m out of that guy, that those_,,\ great,,,-

flashbacks are there if~ JUst find th utter to click. 

ou mentioned some work habits, like the early mornings. And I know Hugo had 

his sharpened, number two pencils. 

~ -
. Steinbeck did the same thin~lt had to oe a certain kind 

of pencil. And I always respected that, but thought it:Jwas a bit much. p;J,' v.s:a... 

discovered I have to have these Goddamn Ticonderogas. I blame it on the pencil --industry ·~~s ..... i~ gettin h~ ~arder thes~ days to pick ~p any pencil 

these days · ese small 

thing~There's ~amous Hugo stofY.::I'm not sure this is craft or what it 
li"1:£: ~ .. :with the coffee 

i~he'd be 8illiR8 b111 like ~working awa~ he'd say, .. Ripley, could ot about at h1s 

you get me a cup of coffee?" [imitates ~go's v~~.!)'t WMlhl he at his 1llaem~elbow, 
<he couldn't be disturbed that far. -- . -

[laughter] ~.,,,,,..,~,. · · 
..--. 

I look with ~gme-tsemusement, a lot of respect, but musement on 

W~t1'rry and Vernon Clinkenborg (sp?) who writes t:hC'New--¥...Qr.k 
~ - ~ 

Ata nafiifc 8ilammTemloniTs, amtg!m to 1'!\11!W mmost at1Jthing W!J:itteo •hP_U!~ . 



..all ike maehittct) tlmt the test of m; me"ptttting-ttp with. flettg t in terms of 
-==--

habit for me, so many words a day is a good part of it The-output is pr"e'tty 

precisely measured--400 words a day--when I'm rough-draftini1/Some of it is just 

the tiny touches~ try to put into dialogue. As an example,_ lli@;. tQ ?At O 

d. duu;aeter VIABY'1aagtlt1r1hftfftetK.$ffi° Dancing at the Rascal Fair--again, I'm aware 

/ of this because I consciously thought it up--Ninian Duff uses that "A ~e 
Scottish "Ay0 at the start of sentences, and Lucas Bar~uses it at the~ of-­

sentences. l'v~d it both ways in Montana Scotch. I deliberately did that so 

that thes~·-one's a IDbk banger and one's a bartender-~e a kind of -

di~ogue parenthes~te eftelosc timsc g~ show that they have ':l commonali 1o ~ ~ 
of language an~ssion, ev n ~they may ~ ... oppos ~~. 

conscious touc ' · -------ranch hand and _{ ~ ~=-------·------------------------My Af merican ngerl\ very raw, in terms of his talent, and he's neyer 

sung with the piano. At one point Susan Duff, in giving him lessons, says all righ~ 

it's time to go to the piano. And I think he's gonna say--instead of what I have had 

him say for the past six months--"I've never sang with a pian~·~ think he's gonna 

have to say, "I've never sang with a piana." It's dawned on me that it needs an 

"A" J *he way I heard the bunkhouse guys on my dad' s crews say ~t. ,) 

V(!TSUS 

..... 1:1~11••erican West who's said he's always had to have a 

che Wauga Wauga is and where Walla Walla is. 

ghter] Which country lays claim which. So those kinds of technique on the 

the books into the reader's mind, the 

Let's use the "surrounded by te~chers" material on pp. 
a stronger ending. 



Conversation with a Middle Class Cosmic Mechanic 

Born in White Sulphur Springs, Montana, Ivan Doig has been a ranch hand, 

newspaperman, and magazine editor and writer. His novels are The Sea Runners 

(1982), Bucking the Sun (1996), Mountain Time (1999), and his Montana Trilogy: 

English Creek (1984), Dancing at the Rascal Fair (1987), and Ride with Me. 

Mariah Montana (1990). Doig has also written three works of nonfiction: two 

memoirs, This House of Sky ( 1978) and Heart Earth (1993 ), and Winter Brothers 

(1980), a book which fuses excerpts from the diaries of James Swan, an early 

settler of the Puget Sound region, with entries from Doig's own journal evoking the 

same coastline. 

Ivan Doig has received numerous writing awards, including a Christopher Award, 

the Pacific Northwest Booksellers Award for Literary Excellence, the Governor's 

Writers Day Award, and the David W. and Beatrice C. Evans Biography Award. 

This House of Sky was nominated for the National Book Award in contemporary 

thought, and in 1989 the Western Literature Association honored Doig with its 

Distinguished Achievement Award for his body of work. 

A graduate of Northwestern University, where he received degrees in journalism, 

he holds a Ph.D. in history from the University of Washington and honorary 

doctorates from Montana State University and Lewis and Clark College. 

Annie Proulx has called him "one of the best we've got" and Wallace Stegner 

writes, "Doig knows this country and this life from the bottoms of his feet upward, 

and has known it, as he might say, ever since his legs were long enough to reach 

the ground. Here is the real Montana, and real West, through the eyes of a real 

writer." 

Ivan Doig lives in north Seattle with his wife Carol. The interview took place on 

December 29, 2000 at their home. During our talk, I found my gaze drawn 

occasionally to the sizable window of Doig's office, which looks west, of course. 

Over a neatly gardened yard, past a steep bank, sailboats and freighters criss­

crossed the Puget Sound. Beyond this slow and silent commotion, the Olympic 



Mountains stood sharply with such presence they managed to climb right into the 

dialogue. Around us, American history played along well-stocked bookshelves in 

the form of figurines: soldiers trudging, cannons aiming, and horses rearing. And 

one floor above, Carol Doig sipped tea and went about her business. 

Though he has reached some impressive heights in his writing, Ivan Doig has 

remained grounded in the ground he loves. He is congenial and has a rich and 

resonant voice that would have filled the airways, had Doig gone that way. His 

laughter riddles the interview as freqently as his Scotch wit He loves language, 

spoken and written, and wades in it daily as his writing grows from considerable 

work habits. While thinking about how to describe Ivan Doig, I recalled some lines 

from Richard Hugo's poem, "Letter to Levertov from Butte": 

... no matter what my salary is 

or title, I remain a common laborer, stained by the perpetual 

dust from loading flour or coal. I stay humble ... 

I've read that you wer 16 when you decided ranch work wasn't in your fature. 

When did you know that writing would be? That you would become the 

remembrancer, the tale-bringer? 

" Well_,that turning point at age sixteen was in the midst of a · · ~summer 
when we were running sheep up above the Two Medicine river and a freezing rain, 

just after the sheep had been sheared, sent a lot of them over an old buffalo jump 

and made many others simply lie down and give up their ghos~ I knew by 

the time I went back to high school that autumn that I was going to do something 

else~ · · ~besides ranch work. The decision can be consciously read 

there in that I dropped out of Future Farmers of America and took typing and Latin 

_.........,._.... That moved me a lot closer in my mind to the high school teacher who 

became very influential in my becoming a writer{# me · . Her name was 

Francis Til~ an. She's described at some length in This Hoµse of Sky6 Sh~ 
one of these impossible prairie tornadoes who sometimes show up in small 

schools. She taught all the high school English and then she would teach Latin 



.s 
some years, Spanish year, and ran the high school paper " , annual and so 

on. I within her reach · s e had me on the school aper 

pretty promptly, and to a lesser extent, the school annual and y own 

inclination for turning towards trying to become a joum~~dJ so"" by the time I 

" was seriously applying for scholarships my senior year, why, that's where it had 

lead. 

I had no notion then that it was going to lead toward books. It's not very 

well know~tas a broadcast journalism major in college. My intention, if 
~ . 

anything, was to become Edward R Murrow Daughter], someone of that sort. The 

radio had played an enormous role in our lives in Montana. It brought in whatever 
A. 

wafts of dream we ha like major league baseball, or drama, or comedy and it also 
.... @ ~brought in the new~which caught my attention. I think that kind of 

magnet has proven a historically sound one. The eat newsmen, articularly the 

CBS news crew which Murrow set ui{the last of them us ai: d few weeks ago 

K.O~:L.J.JUIJIWrAa:bH~~~~did prove to be so superb that they were worthy 

~•:trJ-mode ~ It wasn't until I got my master's degree at 

Northwestern that ~make the break between college and career--that so many 

guys my age had to, the military was there waiting for me. I was in the Air Force 

~ f' Reserve during the Cuban Missile Crisis. When I came back out, staFt@a te g@ti a ~ 1'" 

job,~ turned out to be a newspaper job, so that carried me on in 

writing. 

So it was the job that derailed you from broadcast jounuilism? 

0 I U~ M..xd 
it was. It's what was there. I came outAat an awkward time of the yealj J 
- w ,, 

<lhiek I eftl'fte ettt in ~elb- eople weren't particularly hiring. Northwestern was 

well networked in placing its students hat happened to be the best-looking thing 

at the moment, a job as an editorial writer for a chain of newspapers in down-state 

Illinoi I promptly took it and stayed with print media from then on. 

How did your family take your decision to leave ranch work for writing? 

" Wel~my dad always would say, "For God's sake, get yourself an education." Not 

unlike a lot of fathers who were working people. They wanted better things for 

3 



their kids th they had had. Within him too, I now realize, was the Scotch respect 

for educatio and his own limited education had been enough to show him that a 

little schooling could do quite a bit for you. He only went through the eighth grade, 
~ 

but he was uit good at arithmetic · ' he went through 

his life running crews of men where he had to keep track of wage figures and so 

forth . . 

And he could count sheep. 

~ 

He could count sheep. He could measure haystacks-which is a fairly complicated 

formula (laughter]. And also h~ could write pe:rfectly well. His letters and commas 

are in the right place, words are spelled right and so forth. He ha hellish 

handwriting [l~ughter]. Apparently the Spenserian method did ot get down to the 

end of his fingertips but i!1 terms of handling the languag .. ~really quite 

good. So that's a long way of saying that he was always all for me getting an 
~ 

education, although his original notion of how far I could go 1\the pinnacle of 

it. . was becoming something like a pharmacist, a druggist. One of his nephews 

had attained that and that's kind of what he could see. And I've been realizing 

recently that was not too bad an idea from his viewpoint either. All those little 

towns had drugstores in those days. There weren't mall . If indeed 

you wanted a~~, geed ortable career in the small town West, that was a pretty 

good one. 

My grandmother ... (sigh) ... saw my going away as taking a piece of her 

heart with her. She was always all for hatever I wanted to do and 

she would always end up telling me that. But she had so much ~ore of an embrace 

of family and by the time I was leaving she had lost one of her children--my 

mother--through an early death. Another one was badly crippled with Multiple 

Sclerosis. A third of her four children was living in Australia. So she had already 

seen a lot of people she cherished go from her, and;;' my going out of state 

weighed · tiJon her~nf a8'off an-doing·. 

In English Creek you write, "Those firstborn always, always will live in a straddle 

between the ancestral path of life and the route of the new land. " Jn the context of 

the book, you 're speaking of Scotland versus America, but I want to apply it to 

t 



ranch work versus word work. The physical, immediate, daily interaction with the 

world you had growing up was certainly hard work, but do you ever miss aspects 

of it? Or have you achieved a balance between time spent in the world and time 

spent re-creating the world? 

Those two very different looking kinds of work actually have a lot of similarities in 

the chores involved, the habit of doing the chores )( even keep pretty much the 

same working hours that I grew up with on a ranch. I'm up very earl)). ' 

always efore dawn, down here starting to milk the thesaurus about the time I 

would have been milking cows on a Montana ranch. \s is something I've tried 

to do some serious thinking about. There is a kind of physicality to the habit f . +' 
writins, too, of words coming out the ends of my finger not 

always clear to me that they've lingered .or'J5een in my brain before they show up 

there on the keyboard. I've ta ked with some artist friends about this, the sculptor 
\... 

Tony Ange s one of them, a jazz musician, and a watercolor artist. I've 

talked with them separately. We all have what the sculptor has put a name on--
:&'"M-

"Getting it in the finger~ - · Often wM.e surprised how the physicality 

of sitting and caressing the languag produces, physically produces, 

the work I'm after. So there's that sort of "' ystical lin to it. 

The parts of ranch work I miss would be oriented to the land, I thintsDerek. 

The way of life still is as tough as I figured out it was going to be · I keep .,. 
in touch around the West as best I can and read as much as I can and it's still pretty 

preposterous for sixtee:g ear Id kid today to think he's going to be a farmer or 

rancher if there's no land in the family and it's almost as difficult even if there i 

[ ome-lan<i-i n-the fami So as a viable fiscal way of life there's f not that much 

to be misse<!,, . But being under the Rocky Mountain front 

on a good day on a tractor is a pretty damn fine thing. One of the lessons of life in 

northern Montana is that you aren't gonna have that many good days sitting on 

tractors or trailing sheeR,._ 8F wh:ttttwet. The ones that you do are going to be 

everlasting pageants in your head . But the incessant 
"t. 

wind, the question of drought and the question of enormous winte i · ust really -... 
kic a lot of the romance out of the outdoor life. There are people, many of whom 

I know, some of whom are my high school friends .111· d'J~ who do seem to be cut­

out for that kind of life. ow put-in en ~ Riley, the smart-mouthed 



newspaper writer/\said something about guys not realizing they're working 

themselves to death because they're doing it out of doors. I've seen quite a lot of 

that So I find it a lot more attractive and beneficial to my work to be able to go into 

the outdoors carrying a notebook and a pen and putting in perhaps dawn to dark 

days out there, looking at the country, listening to people, thinking it over. 

That reminds me of Van Gogh taking his canvas out into the.fields. 

~ it's a pretty good idea to get out and feel the elements you're writing about. 
~ 

Some of them I've been able to bring into my work from memory. I saw enough 

blizzards in the time I was growing up out there that I don't feel compelled to rush 

out into a blizzard anymore. But Mon na droughts I have gone 
W.I 

back to experience because they weren't around as viciously A!pparently the 

warming of the earth is now wheeling them around. 

I've read in Elizabeth Simpson's book about your thorough research habits, 

how you really take the time to know your material. 

? 
e , I've always tried to go take a look at I'm writing about. Indeed, went 

to Scotland to see where the young men of Dancing at the Rascal Fair take off from 

the old life there. And that proved to be very useful. 

Did the story of the draft horse come from Scotland? 

It did, it did. The opening one. Now this is the danger of being an interviewer 

because it disappoints a lot of notions about how carefully things are structured and 

about how things are carried out. I did come across, in a Scottish newspaper, an 

incident not too far from the one that opens Dancing at the Rascal Fair, a horse 

being dragged into the Greenock arbor by a cart that flipped off the dock, 

but it must have taken me a year and a half, Derek, before I was thinking of 

something toward the climax of the book. And even at that point when Rob goes 

into the reservoir on a horse, it wasn't a Scottish horse. It was a ho e that I had 
' o-""' ........ .__.~ 

ridden across a similar reservoir and I made it safely, of course, bu a husk 
e..o+..,. ....., " 

guy who bad 1ceently eome ou$ of.the Marine did not IM~li· ....MMAte-ReM 



gene drowned in a~ 
I 

~ accident I don't thmk I ever did entirely 

" tumble until someone in the audience asked me once, "No\) how did you carefully 

frame those two horse drownings?" And it dawned on me at that point that I was 

simply using the researched experience in both instances. 

That image of Rob and the horse drowning in that reservoir is as haunting to me, as 

a reader, as the elk in Craig Lesley's Winterkill and the horses in Linda Bierds' The 

Stillness. The Dancing. 

Well, good. I'm glad to be in that company because those are images that are 
" permanently on the cave walls in the back of my head too. I remember working 
~ 

long and hard on that scene of the horse going into the reservoir. 

try to use everything you have, try to bring to a book everything you have and one 

thing I have is \ xperience of nearly drowning as told in This House of Sky. 

Consequently, I don't know how many drownings there have been in my books. 

There's one in The Sea Runners. And it seems to me there's one o.r two -somewhere else. I've been able to draw on th t as probably the closest risk I've 
~ 

ever been through and bring it into the fiction. ' that should 
/\..._ 

have taught me something. I should have gone out and taken swimming lessons 
" after that. But I've thought since, "No, no, this is a very useful fear for me to have.) • 

·as a writer." It's like boating . I get seasick very promptly) ~"' '~ 
W.flll6f~~OO\> was just a great help when I was writing The ~a Runners, to 

give ... uh ... 

Misery. 

w 
Yes ... to give misery to ~nberg, ~llesS\ but also this very healthy respect~sw.., 

fear of water is a very valuable thing for me. 

Richard Hugo writes, "Poets tum liabilities into assets." · 

Daughter] 



Hugo was so great. He would sum up in one sentence what we're trying in the 

whole damn interview to get at. I knew Hugo, incidentally. 

whole group of 

college, worked at the same college as Mildred Walker, a writer who ultimately 

became Hugo's mother-in-law. 

Oh, Ripley's mother. 

And this was many years ago, before Ripley and Hugo ever made eyes at each 

other in his class. When I first went into a Missoula bookstore with This House of 

Sky, it'd been reviewed by somebody I'd never heard of--Ripley Schemm. Carol 

knew instantly what was going on. So, out of that came some unusually wonderful 
,,..-.. 

kidding opportunities on Hugo~ We could always threaten to sicJ his
1
mother-in-

law on him. [laughter] 

Well, the connection does seem to run deep. Primarily two landscapes inhabit your 

work, the coastal one of the Puget Sound, and Montana. In this respect, you are 

like Richard Hugo, but in reverse as he went a bit east and you west. In fact, you 

two even have Scotland in common. He spent some time there in Skye on a 

Guggenheim to produce his book The Right Madness on Skye. Of Skye, he said 

the weather and vegetation reminded him of the Puget Sound while the starkness 

was all Montana. He claimed that he was a landscape poet. Are you a landscape 

writer? And what does that mean? 

'W\.Glf'! ~ \ 

You can get away with wearing the landscape sandwich board · if you are a 

poet than you an if you are a fiction writer because reviewers and critics will 
' ; quickly slap on the back of the sandwich board and leave the piece of paper that 

says regional. So I tend to balk a little bit at the notion that we're writers with a 

sense of place out here, when it's simply put that baldly.>because I think there's so 

much more going on in the writing in and about the American West RMillfMll,.._ 

J 



~~~~~~~~Y.jl~~~~~Y"4~~~H;He:woot:-~es 6tt6fftF¥ tttelM>er, 

Norman _Maclean down through the )'SYDSU generatio~ , say, Deidre 

McNamer, and somebody like Mel nie Rae ~ Thon (sp?). I'm 

mostly familiar with writers more or le~~y own age ~%Ich, Mary Clearman 
~ ; ~ 

Blew ~raig Lesleyj'..uEI 0f s0arse ~ttmntttt Mttelcan. You read books and 

~there's a lot of landscape in them but .. pod")there's pretty damn wondetful 

dialogue and I think a level of characterization in Western fiction which, if we 

hadn't put landscape in, the critics would say, "Well, it's a sense of p~rson that 

these westerners grew up with." So we're not just writing 

travelogues out her that the landscape, sense of place, tag can too easily suggest. 
0- """ .. 

~~Ri-U~ I try to make the landscape character, wo· 1-M¥"'8~~·~"8f.iw+1~~ 
~ ~ 

~ ...... lfi"Pi~. I did · consciously in The Sea Runners. 

managed to keep a journal of writing ~ M.O , erek., . And 

so I've got the old file ~ards an~ entries on that show quite consciously after one of 

the trips to Alaska tha)bY Go~the way to handle this Northwest coast is to put it in 

there as if it's the fifth character of tllis 880ku Put it in almost nonfiction terms . .., 
Just write a description of the coast and the tides and so on and may e the guys are 

in the scene and maybe they're not. · other -·~ tf obably 

show it to a lesser extent . But the landscape, for me, 

is probably in the same creative territory as it is for Hugo. I'm 

triggers analogies in me. It sets me to thinking of ways to handle it and it keeps 

showing up ~hen it didn't particularly have to in my books. How the mountains 

look to one of the characters , in the book I'm writing now, is • 
going back to the abandoned omestead in Scotch Heaven Susan Duff who 

was a prized schoolgirl in Angus McCaskill's one-room schoolhous . 

Ninian 's daughter. 

Yes, she's going back in 1924 and the place has been abandoned since '18 or '19 

and cows have gotten in the house as they tended to do in old homestead cabins so ,.. 
she's there scrubbing up after the . . cow but the mountains are out too. 

The landscape is a character in your work. Is it a character in your life as well? 

7 



Oh yeah. It has let me down on the long rope of life to the Puget Sound here. 

Carol and I were married in Evanston, Illinois, a suburb north of Chicago. That's 

where we'd had our education and that's where we'd had pretty good magazine 

jobs, , and we found ourselves driving into northern Wisconsin on 

weekends to see scrubby little pine tree ~that began to tell us something. Within 

not much over a year, it had led us out here. T e combination of mountains and 

water have always lured us. I'm not any kind of a mountain climber, or rock 

climber, but it still means something to us that we've been on top of Mt. Townsend 

across here [pointing across the Sound toward the Olympic Mountains] and Elk ' 

Peak and Deer Park aw~~~Mlll@al!AMl~lll#Ci~~tee-+Pe~tMN~. We've walked 

~much of the shoreline that we can see from here. 

When you came to Seattle did you have the feeling a familiarity that Angus does in 

Dancing at the Rascal Fair when he's picking out a homestead site? 

Let me try to describe as best as I can recreate i~ulling into Seattle on an August 

day in 1966. Carol and I left Chicago with the temperature and humidity both 

in the 90's, and we pulled across the floating bridge on a day when Mt. Rainier was 

out. Within a week or two~we'd found a house up behind University 

Village to rent and our neighbors, who were lifelong Seattleites--the guy had been 

born and raised across the alley there.~rlfictAreeiittren~ntm~~rea._.iM;; 
- were hiding out in their basement because the temperature was almost 80. I very 

"- much have the memory of us looking at each other and saying, "This feels about 

right." [laughter] This climate feels wonderful. And Seattle had a lot of immediate 
. . r I u ~ th l" .c Th . . h d attractions eater lle. e umvers1ty was a an some campus to 

) 

set foot on. The first time we walked in the quadrangle it looked like it 

had been there since Dick Stover came west from Yale. It was promptly a 

comfortable place. And I think your question does have a lot of carrying power 

because when it came time to look at leaving, once I had my Ph.D. and was in the 

job market, I couldn't bring myself to do it. 

William Blake wrote, "We become what we behold." Does this explain how 

landscape shapes identity? 

Io 



.I think it does to 

And how landscape, identity, and memory work their way into most of your work? 

Yeah, although when I'm sitting around here, what I think I'm working on is 

usually the language. But it's generally pounding away on one of those three 

themesJ mppee~. 

The way that the landscape of the west has fixed a lot of people into place 

and kept them there maybe even against their better interest ~, -~"'8.so~l0ft~ 

~~d arli perhaps leading hopeless ways of Ii e, as t e larger world would 

eah, there certainly has to be a lot of unarticulated love that keeps 
~ 

eople ere. And it's been one of the tugs that I've seen in a lot of friends. My 

own solution to it was that there are a lot of good plac to live in the Wes;/nd I've 

chosen one which has~ its own appeal. It's not e Rocky Mountain front out 

there but pretty damn good mountains. 
) 

Was it easier to love this landscape after first loving the Rocky Mountains? 

I think so. That's been on my mind lately too because I'm fairly recently 

back from a book tour in the upper Midwest. Saw many old friends there, one of 

my oldest friends from college various people who have spent their whole lives on 

a flat disc of earth maybe a 00 miles across. And it apparently doesn't bother them .,.. 
that thi · s t fie waiting for them because I've tried to advise them, to coax 

them, to shame them [laughter] and indeed if I had been brought up in that, maybe I 

would prize the banks of the Mississippi River, or the Fox River Y alley of 

Wisconsin as deeply I do these places of the West. So, yes, I think where yo ae­
land into life does put some kind of a parenthesis of vision of what you're looking 

for , in scenery, in what you want to surround yourself with. I 

know when I worke fftet'e in Evanston on the Rotarian magazine as a young 

assistant editor anything that came from the west was just h ded to me, and one of 
£. 14/(J.. 

my habits at lunch, one of the guys told me once, wOOfe I would go off by myself 

down to Lake Michigan ther than going to the cafeteria 
'I. 

ti 



'rni:tmR~. I certainly wasn't trying to mark myself off as "the lone westerner" but --the guys ·. I UJ ~ ' 

Do you have a greater allegiance to one landscape over another, Montana over the 

Sound? Or is it a tie? 

Wei~ it's pretty close to a tie. There are a few enlightened countries in the world--1 

think Ireland is~ one--that give you dual citizenship. And I've had something 

like that in the writing and in the reception to the writing. I've been exceedingly 

fortunate being able to go back to Montana an readers there ask me "Why dontt 
*' you live in Montana?" t when I point o~t to them that I'm econo~ally starved 

out, my wife's job is in Seattle, and I'm out~ as much as I can bd ~ 
there doesn't seem any kind of rancor ,. 

In fact, they've been giving you honorary degrees. 

" 

, right. I've felt very fortunate in that reception> nd I haven't felt any 

rancor for living out here and writing the majority of my fiction about the 

Rocky Mountain front area. The trellis of history and landscape that the McCaskills 

grow on certainly goes up along the Rockies there, Derek, but part of that 

something I once heard Wallace Stegner talk abou~ £ortunately it was long after 

I started doing i , so it only confirmed me t 

arl days and on som~ O'Hen~ 

___ e was speaking in Portland and someone in the audience had A. 

.,...~ot11ttb\ why he had stopped writing short stories, and he said, "Well., 

you use up your capital all the time." And he meant in terms of characterization-a-_.,....,_ 

. That certainly has been one thing Faulkner did not do. Faulkner 

just kept the genealogy pasted on the wall and thought, "Okay, if X bums down 

Y's barn, how does that trigger what's going to happen in another generation here." 
'Jf c:i~ 

Ana so t\this long family line which a kind of a trellis that my 

characters grow their lives n. That tends to be Rocky Mountai .• It wouldn't have a. . 
to be. When I was · · ag He Earth · ~l qu tions 

.aftcn anbt about that time my family spent if.. ~~~~-tltrMtetl""01rm?~tht&k."9 

1~ 



" WB~\f'C'f~tn:estett"ttr.me~ a Tucson book editor grin.ned and said, "Wel~if 

you hadn't left you might be writing about the Grand Canyon country, might you?" 

Yeah Could be worse. 

Keats talked about Negative Capability, and I think part of what he meant by 

that term was distance from the subject, a bit of a cool remove. William Stafford 

wr_ote his best Kansas poems when he was living in Oregon. 

Clll-~•a.. And the one I always cite oyce didn't write Ulysses about Paris. 

We don't have as good a book about Paris. In my case, I've always known that the 

writing is easier to get done here than it is back in Montana or somewhere else in 

the west. Part of that unfortunately means the shirking of perfectly good citize shi 

which if I J. t \J in Montana I would feel quite compelled to pitch in on. Here~ th~ 
\ ,~ 

larger population in the state ~ith greater resources to the society, I've felt a lot 

more free to hole up in a suburb and work at 1du1t I 8t> and do not KA.J.Jc.L 
. l J 

-~• ese. 

Are you talking about say devoting some of your time to protecting the 

environment? 

No, less that than participating in the estucation~ community or something else. 

Jim Welch serve* on the parole board µ. , something like ten years. Kittredge 

is kind of a circuit riding preacher, all the things he does. I think I would have to 

d~at the very least writing conferences and poets in the schools and so on. 

L 
Seatte frees you up. 

A.. 

It frees me up a lot. I'm able to try to pick my spots and a lot of it does entail going 

back to Montana or to rural Utah through one of the state humanities councils or 

some kind of nature conservanc: sd · . But I'm able to schedule : ~ 
those things outside of a writing stint. So in terms of sitting down and doing what 

I think I'm meant to do, ~ hra Puget Sound suburb is the most 

efficient place to do it. 

I? 



You mentioned earlier that your aim in the writing is to. get the words writ , not 

necessarily to evoke a theme, to get to what Maclean calls the ''poetry under the 

prose." I mentioned to a poet friend a few weeks ago that I was going to interview 

" you and she knew your name.,but unlike most of the folks around here hadn't read 

your books. So I read her a passage from This House of Sky. one of the memory 

sections and she said, "Oh my God, that's beautifuL How did it ever get 

published?" I know she was responding to the poetry under the prose. Can you 

talk about that? 

't \"' 

Yeah, I did keep a journal part-time when I was W@rKing..AU.This House of Sky. It 

wasn't full-time because the work on This House of Sky was strewn across half a 

dozen years. But would very so often put down what I was trying to do and 

there is an entry somewhere back there--evidently after what I thougfwas a pretty 

decent day's work--that it would be wonderful to write it all as highfy charged as 

poetry if I could just do it. And I think the clearest answer, about trying to get the 

poetry in, is that I simply went back and worked on it and worked on it as if it were 

an epic poem. 

Did you read it aloud as you worked on it? 

, I would read aloud some. Some of this goes back to broadcast journalism. 

I've always been aware of the power of spoken words and the power of rhythm, in 

particular. It maybe also goes back to a great stroke of luck in college where the 

ungodly old scholarship dorm I landed in was also full of theater people and so you 

couldn't walk through the front door of that place without Richard Benjamin 

imitating Wrigley Field Ron Holgate singing as he later would on 

Broadwa ~d my best friend was a theater major. so I went to many of the 

rehearsals in-what was a marvelous theater dep~ent, and I read a lot of 

Shakespeare, read a lot of dramatists, and was · aware of the wonderful 

trickeries of the language. Allied with that was my ow mercifully 

brief stint in trying to write poetry when I was in graduate chool in history at the 

UW. All of these combine into the passion for the sentence and working 

within the sentence which meant going back--1 don't know if I consciously did it on 
~ 

This House of Sky or not)Derek, but it's the same process. On some books I have 



taken a colored marker and either done it myself or hired somebody to mark every 

verb. Look at every Goddamned verb. Look at how every paragraph begins and 

ends and the usual thing) to ook at the adjectivesi~;;;sm It is trying to be a 

cosmic mechanic on the language. 

In my ear, the poetry under the prose is still alive. It is less overt than in This 

House of Sky. but nevertheless present in the more recent books. 

gne of the things I'm embarked on now is, in 

fiction, to see how much I can drop it back a notch and still have it there, and 

maybe do something else within the story. Perhaps make a story move more 

quickly. Maybe extend the characterization or the interior. Maybe put the spotlight 

on something else within the story rather than on every showy verb. S@m eth jpg pf 

Much of the poetry in your prose, it seems to me, comes from the way people talk. 

In this respect, your work compares with William Stafford's. And I'm certain that 

you've nailed it, that you've leashed the colloquial with your language. Recently I 

was about to go skiing with some folks and one said, "Okay, everybody read-aye?" 

This was in La Grande, Oregon. And I realized that I had just read that "read-aye" 

the night before in Mountain Tim§/ . I don't know if I had heard it before, 

but this was the first time I heard it. It reminds me of another time, also in Oregon, 

in the Willamette Valley, when I saw two deer leap away from the road and I 

immediately remembered the phrase Mary Oliver uses in one of her poems to 

describe a startled deer, "silky agitation." She had recreated the deer in the 

language, just as you have recreated western speech in "read-aye." What's the 

value of these real voices in your writing? 

It seems to me there's an intrinsic rightnes es 
~ 

~ To anybody who knows anything about the society or part of the country 

you're writing about, it punches that "validity" ticket. Perhaps it's the familiarity. 

Perhaps it entertains them in a certain way. But to have the characters sound right 

and sound memorable is one of the best fundamentals you can have for a story. 

~Nl~~~Mlfiff!~ .• you see these file cards back here .a lot of these are indeed 



dialogue, and they're around here in various incarnations. There's one box 

~~¥Ac~de*2t:tm:~which is largely Scotchisms, many of them picked. up from 

trips to Scotland, some various turns of phrases which the characters in Dancing at 

the Rascal Fair use. There's Montana lingo picked up in bars and cafes. The novel 

I'm working on now will have an Afro-American westerner guy who grew up there 

in the Two Medicine country. 98 it's been interesting to find that lingo. I've given 

him a Sergeant in the black cavalry as a father and so all these neighborhoods of 

colloquialisms are there to be visited and it's an aspect of language that constantly 

tickles at people ' · nds. You notice that computer geeks, who in many other 

aspecfof life are just as dry and emotionless as they can manage to be, have ' 

produced almost instantly their own colloquial language as rich as cowboys. And 
s~~ ~ 

teenagers who don't know the time of day are as busy 
1\ 

at it as Shakespeare. 

And we still have "cool. " 

little, but I think this is the third time around in my life. I got a card today from the 

Nature Conservancy inviting us up to the Skagit River on their boat trip to see the 

eagles and the guy says, "It's goinR to be cold but it'll b:_cool." Now I think~I_.'v. _ __ 7 
found that back into the 20s or 30s at least. it's o e of the most fertile 

) . 
parts for a novelist to work in. . ... What I 

say on any of this should be hedged in by something I should have mentioned 

earlier, that I'm a more natural editor than a , first drafter, and I 

come at a lot of these things from the editing experience I've icked up in 

journalism and probably from an inclination · · nkering. 

I'm not particularly interested in immaculate conceptions. It maybe goes back to 

being used to doing chores. You have to get the firewood, you have 

water, you have to do thus and such. So I see the tinkering with the way people 

talk as a real part of it, but I've been thinking a lot lately too about how much 
~ ' 

~tt do i . Where do you draw the line. I feel fine in my -0wn work. I've been 

trying to put together a talk sometime for a speech request about how other writers 

have done it, and how sometimes it's been overdone. 

Flannery O'Connor was pretty vocal on how much you do. You don't do very 



> 

much, according to her. In fiction writing, you 

want o sound like clever bits of Vaudeville in the Shakespearean 

sense with the wonderful clowns. You don't want them to sound like Burlesque. 

So, it is a line to walk. 

How planned is your writing? Do you write from an outline? 

No, I've tried it a time or two. In fact I tried it with Dancing at the Rascal Fair 
It had dawned on me that forget 'ha hat.noo~~'"""ffllf¥4fl'ff11rth-rn""M+t~~k.. 

books were turning out to have seven chapters ·or 

....,..i;Mlolt section.~ii!Mmtfel•a.iltt I thought, "Well, maybe I oughtta take a look at 

this." And so I took the yellow pad and tried to do an outline of where~! thpught 

Rascal Fair would go, and it didn't"~nd · · _ It . . w' 
seven chapters. What I start with is an arc of time which I know~ what the time span 

of the book is going to b that becomes an annature to build a lot of the plot on; 

because so much of my fiction relies upon people caught in the historical laws of 

gravity. World War Two comes along and if you're a young male in Montana, 

why, you're swept away into it pretty surely. And if the 1919 flu epidemic comes 

along, it changes entire communities. 

So, the timescape and the landscape wor together in your work. 

~ ~ 
So the timescape is usually the plotting framework and within tha various kinds .> ..) ,_ 
of patchwork is done. How a character is going to talk will sometimes shape -~ ~ 

.. s ~ 
personality. In English Creek, Jick fairly early his mother when 

you start to hear her capital letters, you're in trouble. I simply knew I wanted some 

character who had that trait and I didn't necessarily know it was going to be her. 

And lick even gets his name from talk, from one of Stanley's quips. 

Yes. In The Sea Runners, the blacksmith, probably the least likely guy to have 

knowledge of the ~' be a Bible spouter because it's a book 

with a kind of 19th Century flavor and I thought, "Well, somebody ought to know 

something about the Bible," and by the time that had occurred to me the other 

(1 



characters didn't seem to be likely candidates ~thought,' , by God, let's 
"/.. .& 

make it interesting. Let's give it to the least likely guy." And so those kinds of 

decisions will shape personalities and thereby the plots. 

turns in skirmishes in them, will come about because you want 

to try something or see how far you can go out on the edge. I'm thinking of 

Bucking the Sun, the little sheriff there shoots a guy in the leg with a shotgun 

because he's also a shrimp, as the sheriff is, and he's kind of snickering at the 

sheriff companionably. "We're both runtw-ren't we?" is what his laugh is saying. 

-tiilfifft•~'s one of the few times in my boo s when a gun is fired in ange~~Pi:..­

....lliWftlj~iPIM1!-t·~. I have no idea where that came from. 

Sticks and stones. 

~C!¢U\l\.y 

Sticks and stones. had come across a newspaper · ,.,-... 

aliliMaiAtal~~ of someone robbing jewelry stores across the Highline -·---_.. 
Montana. It's a funny serial robbery to do because the towns are about fifty miles ' . apart. ~nd you wonde how smart is thi ?ftnd indeed, the sheriff is waiting for 

the guy'.(i wanted this sequence of robberies to see what would 

happen.-~Bif!B=W:ftftt:eftiMe:~:Qf::it 

Facts, history, ~seem to stir your i11Ulgination, which 11Ulkes a lot of sense 

considering your background in journalism and your doctorate in history. 

I still tend to argue, also, that it's pretty hard to make things up as strange as things 

happen. If I had written a thriller about the election that has just finished it would 

be preposterous to hav . .Jeb Bush in that plot. The guy's brother is governor 

of the state? Come on. And that sort of thing seems to happen a lot simply because 

there's so many of us and the pinball clicks of us against each other produce all this 

strangeness. 

When I was reading English Creek. I was sure that people. on long voyages would 

suck on limes. I was sure that that was some bit of history you'd come across in 

your research. 

1~ 



a.i-tlaat I don't remember where I got that. I do remember something similar, 

coming across something and saying, "Oh yeah, that's going in." Throwing the 

straw mattr ses ov rboard when they're off Sandy Hook .QF s911utplaw~. I had not 
'I. 

known that, I liad read quite a bit about immigration, but I came 

Efiiif in a letter in the Scottish archives . 

.-idtlca_.~~~re details are often the little watch spring parts that I imagine 

from. 

In your books both the landscape and the characters grow up, and, as we have just 

heard, grow back--you mentioned Faulkner earlier--and Progress with a capita{P 

comes to bothJ our books are a living.(-in..th sens that literature ca live) record 

of the West, particularly Montana. " · · d 

,, e.e ery limi#ng If I knew someone who was interested in the history of 

Montana, I could just point him to a stack of your books. 

Well, a lot of that is reported to me. When I'm in Montana doing book signings 

aflCt:=~Mlt, people come up and say, "Oh I read your book and moved here." 

And this is a little more responsibility than I or my books want. One of the 

wonderful, totally unforeseen bonuses of my books has been the friendship of 

Western historians that they've engendered. Bill Robbins down at Oregon State 

has used English Creek in history courses about the West. Carol and I were down 

at Stanford o do a talk in a sttnwner seminar they do for their alumni ast summe , " ' to my astonishment I was introduced by Richard White, who is a friend of 

rn<ntes-Wt:lestern historians, the most encyclopedic, 

Richard introduced me as being 

" + more interested in history than historians are. at moment I thought, "That's 

a funny way to put it." But I've spent part of this sitting around here 

going back through a book called Lost Country Life, which is about 

Medieval agriculture, and how things were done, and what things looked like, and 

how turns of phrase like "spitting image" came out of "splitting image" of 

cutting trees exactly in half so you would have matching beams in ship~ aad SQ 

And I got to thinking that maybe Richard saw me in the right light ....-e.­
"1-

That that does seem to be what occupies my head. 

(1 



It vitalizes you and then you vitalize it in your writing. 

Yeah, it's kind of a shaped accident --==· I gave up dissipating it into 
)t 

magazine work. I am able to sit in one spot for two or three years at a time and 

shape it into a book. I don't drink it away. I don't talk it away. It is able to 

incubate its way into prin~ · I see that as kind of a stroke of luck of ,. 
personalitY. aiilll,_M@l'll@P~l\'m~t'PW-.I haven't utterly forged myself. 

) 

Success can be a difficult experience among writers, an inhibitor. Since you have 

staked out a lasting homestead in the hearts and thoughts of so many readers, has it 

been difficult to keep going? 

• 
, I can say "no" pretty fluently. That has helped a lot. 

Well, I'm glad you didn't say "no" to this interview. 

Daughter] 

I haven't gone on some of the circuits of success, particularly the summer writing 

worksho · that I think can take a lot of time, energy and attention. I'm 

pleased that others are able to, and there are so many other people that I'm not really 

needed there. I do go out and give~ occasional talks , but my level of 

" success has been comfortable one. I'm a fair y rare bird ' a 

middle class novelist, in that my books don't sell · Stephen King or 

John Grisham levels, but they sell healthily and consistently. so I've been -able .largely on the basis of my writing and, always with the underpinning of 

Carol's teaching career, in terms of medical coverage and some kind of pension to -look forward to to come from a three-room railroad shack in 

"' Ringling to this place. That's been a reasonably comfortable arc of 

success to work within, Derek.. One thing I was aware of at the time, when This 

House of Sky did not win the National Book Award, when Snow Leopard carried 

the day, it dawned on me pretty p omptly, "Well, this is going to make my life 

easier." And indeed it probably with that goes the realization that you 

probably only get one crack at something like that. But life doesn't end if you don't 

get it on that one crack. As long as you've got* other books to write, your health 



growlier way, that same attitude because we were around him when he lost the 

Pulitzer to fJ88fd8 lilie Donald Justice and o+ ~'~year after year. 

Then there's Robert Lowell who said something like, "Afew years ago I couldn't 

get anything published and now I can't stop from getting everything published, and 

that scares me more." 

~·\JI, ~i"\ 
Well, 1~....,.i.i... a kind of internal stroke of luck QF J!'RiltU'ifJ When I was a .,._ 
magazine freelancer for ten years, I wrote incessantly. I wrote a couple dozen 

pieces a year. It turns out that working on the books weaned me off that 

entirely. I don't feel a compulsion now to do 

are asked of me. 

Financially speaking, you don't have to. 

any of the shorter pieces that 

Financially, I don't have to, and even though the topic may interest me, I don't feel 

I have to find out what I have to say on that topic. So I'm currently not even 

writing book reviews. I have reviewed more books than I will personally ever 

w.. 
J"1tmlaUl had the habit--1 got it in magazine days-

ace . I MRQ. '°"' ~ -;. 1. 

goosed up. And I 

got to thinking, "Uh-uh. I'm not going to spend the weekend thinking up a good 

sentence or paragraph and then the graphic.designer yanks it out of there for the 

sake of the illustration." 

It seems that even though you are surrounded by teachers and teachers populate 

your books and have been prominent in your life, that it's been best for you to 

avoid the teaching life, against the stream of so many writers today, and make your 

living as a writer. 

This goes to the saying, "Life is choices." 

:ir 



Your father used to say that. 

Yes, that's right. It comes straight out of the family. Very early on, probably in 

graduate school, I realized I do not have the energy or metabolism, whatever you 

want to call it, to teach and write both. I liked teaching a lot as a teachin~ assistant 

at the UW. I found it a vitalizing way of life. But it took me ove~ too. So 

it's a question of what are you going to be taken over by. a lot of people can 

balance them, but I simply have a head ~ mulls only in :Ue direction. 

Wherever I'm at, I'm totally writing that stream of thought. 

'"' And rather than short change one .. . 

And I felt I'd be short changing both, actually, by trying to do both. So if they 
'i advance from Dolly and clone all of us, why yeah, I'll be a teacher. But until then, ..J..,, 

-- weU ~ gotta be a Writer. 
~ 

You referred to some early Doig poems. How much money would the Seattle 

Review have to come u~ be able to reprint those? 

wt~ 
[laughter] 

Eight or nine figures. Well, they probably already show up in dabs in the novels. 

I'm not sure there's anything that hasn't been cannibalized and the bones licked 

clean by now. They show u little bit in Mariah Montana. Riley does a column 

about homesteads'Mt•ll'and he al udes to Thomas Jefferson and "the red school 

house of his head" ~8et'fttM~Wit-l+Ji@lllfftftP.-
Y 

"The red schoolhouse of his head." That's plundered from a poem. 

/\ 
Yes. And I've written all of the songs in my fiction--to the detriment of my fiction I , 
must add--but I have written all the sons of bitches. 

I wondered about that. Particul,arly in Dandn~ at the Rascal Fair because the song 

is so integral to the book. 



.:> none of that was early poetryJ And I'm writing now, Lord 

help me, spirituals for the current book. And I swiped a few lines I had left over in 
• 

a notebook the other day for something ther ' 'Does the hawk know its shadow." 

So we have managed to get some Doig poetry in here. 

And for free, no less, you clever devil. 

[laughter] 

f 
4AF~'tJfinttl 11ucstitmJ. Can you say more about the new book yow; orking on and 

maybe what's coming after that? What are Doig 's readers going to see on the 

shelve 5 to JO years from now? 

within 2 o 3 years, I hope they'll be seeing this current novel in the 

bookstores, which is a novel about motives and how much they can be read by 

other people and even by ourselves, and what's mixed in with them. The three 

principal characters are Susan Duff, grown from schoolgirlhood in Dancing at the 

Rascal Fair to being a singing teacher in Helena. She's been through the Suffrage 

Movement a}em!=m@~I)', and that was a vital piece of history in the West. The 

western states preceded the constitutional amendment by a number of years~ 

'iid the West was a battleground on this before it was a national battleground. 

So Susan's been through those political wars. In the course of them she met and 

had an affair with a bull moose progressive~ Teddy Roosevelt sort 

of politician. But he's one of the Williamsons of the hated WW Ranch itt all n"' 
~ 

..nm11ica He's a World War One hero ut so far I'm 

running him against the grain. He doesn't come out of it disillusioned in the same 

way as the Lost Generation of the 20s. I want him to have different scars on him 

than the absolute kind of mandatory, stamped-out scars th~ave been attributed to 

that so called Lost Generation. He's not lost. He's rich and a lot of other things. 

" But he has lost the governorship of Montana because he and Susan Duff got caught 

in this affair and he got blackmailed out of it He shows up in her life four years 

later in 1924. He surprises her, walks into the house, by saying he has a prize 

student for her, and it's his black chauffeur. A guy who's grown up on the WW, 



the son of the Afro-American laundress. Out of this comes the plot: What is 

everyone up to here? So it's a pretty interesting book to write. It's given me an 

excuse to write some set scenes I didn't know were in me. The Afro-American guy 

has, as it tur out4 sat down to write, a background as a rodeo clown. 

That's been his performing record so far. the first time you see him, he's in that 

barrel that they hop in when the Brahmas take after them. there are · · 
-s.. 

scenes. There's probably going to be one back in Scotland between Susan and the ,.... _______ _,, 

So you're still writing this. 

Yes, I'm about two-fifths of the way along. I'm able to put that kind of a fraction 

on it because I sent the manuscript to the editor just before the holidays. The one 

useful thing the computer can do for us is count every Goddamned word now. 

Beyond that it's a mixed bag. But you do know how many words you have\( 
o..J\.-C..-

G...alll1ifi'ft'n~. [laughter] So that's the course of the book. There some flashbacks in 

it. It's a v 1where time tunnels backwards into what has appened to 

shape the motives of these characters and how they respond to it. 

Doig Time. While reading your most recent book, Mountain Time, I was thinking 

there is such a thing as Doig Time. Your prolific use of the flashback and the 

historical perspective with which you and your characters see the West. I'm 

thinking of Lexa hiking down that mountain in the steps of Bob Marshall. What a 

gift to see the landscape like that, to hear those old steps. And that gift is being 

passed on in your books. 

storytelling impuls~ that aJ ot of my characters have, that I grew up around, and I 
~' .1-c> V tC..• I A. 

havs to aBd ;iies ashbac s · · -· are fl:liA;:k;iiti@~-. 

technically analogous to the characters liking to tell stories. I've had good 

reinforcement from readers out on the bookstore trail who tell me that they like the 

flashbacks. They don't see them as intrusive or something to be fast-£ rwarded 
,l (JO 

over with the eye. · anybody wh 's going .to read my ~~ows they're 

going to have to spend some time with j\ And so~ou take em back to tell them 



w~\\ 
more about a character, · they probably ~ike that. 

going 10 98 lR8 J'RltNll. I don't know if I would ever try to write a book in the flat, 
O~vioiAo\ 

contemporaneous straight tarQW@A• mean there's a certain appeal if you just sit 

down and tell a story from finger snap to thunderclap . I admire that stuff 

"' but I'm not sure it's in me. I've been reading John Fowles' book of 

essays called Worm Holes, where his mind goes off in every direction. You can 

kind of see how we got the French Lieutenant's Woman out of that guy, that those 

flashbacks are there if an just find the shutter to click. 
wv\\"'t""I l. 

And ' t4slJn is there a question or topic I didn't bring up that you'd like to address? 
: / . 

Only maybe to talk around a little bit about technique or attention to the craft of 

writing. We've gone across it in a lo of ways. 

~ 

You mentioned some work habits, like the early mornings. And I know Hugo had 

his sharpened, number two pencils. 

Q.....t.A~~~~~HQ~V") Steinbeck did the same thing. It had to be a certain kind 

I 
0 l . 

of pencil. And I always respected that, but thought it was a bit much. ~ JJCJ..1-i 1v~ 
discovered I have to have these Goddamn Ticonderogas. I blame it on the pencil 

industry because it's getting harder and harder these days to pick up any pencil 

'llMl~~~s and find it has a darkness to it. these small 

things~ There's the famous Hugo story ~I'm not sure this is craft or what it -is but he'd be · working away and he'd say, 0 Ripley, could 

you get me a cup of coffee?" [imitates Hugo's voice] It would be at his elbow but 

he couldn't be disturbed that far. 

That reminds me of how Wendell Berry refuses to use a c4uter, but has his wife 

type his work. 

[laughter] 

I look with some bemusement, a lot of respect, ut also some bemusement on 

Wendell Berry and Vernon Clinkenborg (sp?) who writes the New York 

Times nature and rural editorials, and gets to review almost anything written about 

l/ 



rurality, or the West_,~""""""'.,... 

all the machinery that the rest of us are putting up with. 

habit for me, so many words a day is a good part of it. The ou ut is pretty 

precisely measured--400 words a day--when I'm rough-drafting. Isome of it is just 

the tiny touches ~ try to put into dialogue. As an example, l*t-tM!-to+-. ~~ 
Dancing at the Rascal Fair--again, I'm aware 

of this because I consciously thought it up--Ninian Duff uses . the 

Scottish "Aytl at the start of sentences, and Lucas Barkley uses it at the end of 

sentences. I've heard it both ways in Montana Scotch. I deliberately did that so 
....... 

that these guys--one's a Bible banger and one's a bartender-..- make a kind of · 

dialogue parenthesis , to show that they hav~ a commonality 

of language and expression, even though they ma ~ posed. An that's a 

conscious touch ~ t " · 
. My Afro-A merican singer:Very raw, in terms of his talent, and he's never 

sung with the piano. At one point Susan Duff, in giving him lessons, says all right 

it's time to go to the piano. And I think he's gonna say--instead of what I have had 

him say for the past six months--"I've never sang with a piano. ti I think he's gonna 

have to say, "I've never sang with a piana. ti It's dawned on me that it needs an 

"A." 

I 
A bit like "coyo'te" versus "co'yote." 

141H-a~~rn-j~~tnm;~Gai+.s.lloJ~JJ.P,.-1~S: I once heard, in New 
' o~ t>-

here, foreigner's difficulty in remembering "coyote" __ ,,.-...,.,,,-- "' 
and "cayeuse," w "ch is whic . ere's a historian who's written about the 

Australian Outback and the American West who's said he's always had to have a 

cheat sheet· to where Wauga Wauga is and where Walla Walla is. 

Daughter] Vfhieh: eettntry 18''8 9laiJR te wliicb. ~~~~nrd~rteetnmmn~~~ 

6Hl~WO i terest me a lot and I think help push the books into the reader's minclc 

L_!l"&~~itllai~~IW\9 Tiftftt~~t1Wm-t~t¥&.f8-SM.V 

I-



Conversation with a Middle Class Cosmic Mechanic 

Born in White Sulphur Springs, Montana, Ivan Doig has been a ranch hand, 

newspaperman, and magazine editor and writer. His novels are The Sea Runners 

(1982), Bucking the Sun (1996), Mountain Time (1999), and his Montana Trilogy: 

English Creek (1984), Dancing at the Rascal Fair (1987), and Ride with Me. 

Mariah Montana (1990). Doig has also written three works of nonfiction: two 

memoirs, This House of Sky (1978) and Heart Earth (1993), and Winter Brothers 

(1980), a book which fuses excerpts from the diaries of James Swan, an early 

settler of the Puget Sound region, with entries from Doig's own journal evoking the 

same coastline. 

Ivan Doig has received numerous writing awards, including a Christopher Award, 

the Pacific Northwest Booksellers Award for Literary Excellence, the Governor's 

Writers Day Award, and the David W. and Beatrice C. Evans Biography Award. 

This House of Sky was nominated for the National Book Award in contemporary 

thought, and in 1989 the Western Literature Association honored Doig with its 

Distinguished Achievement Award for his body of work. 

A graduate of Northwestern University, where he received degrees in journalism, 

he holds a Ph.D. in history from the University of Washington and honorary 

doctorates from Montana State University and Lewis and Oark College. 

Annie Proulx has called him "one of the best we've got" and Wallace Stegner 

writes, "Doig knows this country and this life from the bottoms of his feet upward, 

and has known it, as he might say, ever since his legs were long enough to reach 

the ground. Here is the real Montana, and real West, through the eyes of a real 

writer." 

Ivan Doig lives in north Seattle with his wife Carol. The interview took place on 

December 29, 2000 at their home. During our talk, I found my gaze drawn 

occasionally to the sizable window of Doig's office, which looks west, of course. 

Over a neatly gardened yard, past a steep bank, sailboats and freighters criss­

crossed the Puget Sound. Beyond this slow and silent commotion, the Olympic 

l 



Mountains stood sharply with such presence they managed to climb right into the 

dialogue. Around us, American history played along well-stocked bookshelves in 

the form of figurines: soldiers trudging, cannons aiming, and horses rearing. And 

one floor above, Carol Doig sipped tea and went about her business. 

Though he has reached some impressive heights in his writing, Ivan Doig has 

remained grounded in the ground he loves. He is congenial and has a rich and 

resonant voice that would have filled the airways, had Doig gone that way. His 

laughter riddles the interview as freqently as his Scotch wit He loves language, 

spoken and written, and wades in it daily as his writing grows from considerable 

work habits. While thinking about how to describe Ivan Doig, I recalled some lines 

from Richard Hugo's poem, "Letter to Levertov from Butte": 

... no matter what my salary is 

or title, I remain a common laborer, stained by the perpetual 

dust from loading flour or coal. I stay humble ... 

I've read that you were 16 when you decided ranch work wasn't in your fature. 

When did you know that writing would be? That you would become the 

remembrancer, the tale-bringer? 

Well that turning point at age sixteen was in the midst of a Two Medicine summer 

when we were running sheep up above the Two Medicine river and a freezing rain, 

just after the sheep had been sheared, sent a lot of them over an old buffalo jump 

and made many others simply lie down and give up their ghost and so I knew by 

the time I went back to high school that autumn that I was going to do something 

else with myself in life besides ranch work. The decision can be consciously read 

there in that I dropped out of Future Farmers of America and took typing and Latin 

that year. That moved me a lot closer in my mind to the high school teacher who 

became very influential in my becoming a writer of some kind. Her name was 

Francis Tideman. She's described at some length in This H9use of Sky. She was 

one of these impossible prairie tornadoes who sometimes show up in small 

schools. She taught all the high school English and then she would teach Latin 



some years, Spanish another year, and ran the high school paper and annual and so 

on. By the time I was within her reach this way--she had me on the school paper 

pretty promptly, and to a lesser extent, the school annual and so on--and my own 

inclination for turning towards trying to become a journalist and so by the time I 

was seriously applying for scholarships my senior year, why, that's where it had 

lead. 

I had no notion then that it was going to lead toward books. It's not very 

well known I was a broadcast journalism major in college. My intention, if 

anything, was to become Edward R Murrow [laughter], someone of that sort. The 

radio had played an enormous role in our lives in Montana. It brought In whatever 

wafts of dream we had like major league baseball, or drama, or comedy and it also 

of course brought in the news which caught my attention. I think that kind of 

magnet has proven a historically sound one. The great newsmen, particularly the 

CBS news crew which Murrow set up, the last of them just died a few weeks ago. 

Robert Trout, that these guys did prove to be so superb that they were worthy 

people to model myself on. It wasn't until I got my master's degree at 

Northwestern that I had to make the break between college and career--that so many 

guys my age had to, the military was there waiting for me. I was in the Air Force 

Reserve during the Cuban Missile Crisis. When I came back out, started to get a 

job, it turned out to be a writing job, a newspaper job, so that carried me on in 

writing. 

So it was the job that derailed you from broadcast journalism? 

Yeah it was. It's what was there. I came out at an awkward time of the year. I 

think I came out in March. People weren't particularly hiring. Northwestern was 

well networked in placing its students but that happened to be the best-looking thing 

at the moment, a job as an editorial writer for a chain of newspapers in down-state 

Illinois, so I promptly took it and really stayed with print media from then on. 

How did your family take your decision to leave ranch work for writing? 

Well my dad always would say, "For God's sake, get yourself an education." Not 

unlike a lot of fathers who were working people. They wanted better things for 



their kids than they had had. Within him too; I now realize, was the Scotch respect 

for education and his own limited education had been enough to show him that a 

little schooling could do quite a bit for you. He only went through the eighth grade, 

but he was quite good at arithmetic. They didn't have math, but he went through 

his life running crews of men where he had to keep track of wage figures and so 

forth. 

And he could count sheep. 

He could count sheep. He could measure haystacks which is a fairly complicated 

formula [laughter]. And also he could write petfectly well. His lytters and commas 

are in the right place, words are spelled right and so forth. He has hellish 

handwriting Daughter]. Apparently the Spenserian method did not get down to the 

end of his fingertips there, but in terms of handling the language .. .is really quite 

good. So that's a long way of saying that he was always all for me getting an 

education, although his original notion of how far I could go was ... the pinnacle of 

it... was becoming something like a pharmacist, a druggist. One of his nephews 

had attained that and that's kind of what he could see. And I've been realizing 

recently that was not too bad an idea from his viewpoint either. All those little 

towns had drugstores in those days4 There weren't malls or whatever. If indeed 

you wanted a pretty good portable career in the small town West, that was a pretty 

good one. 

My grandmother ... (sigh) ... saw my going away as taking a piece of her 

heart with her. She was always all for ... whatever I wanted to do was okay and 

she would always end up telling me that. But she had so much more of an embrace 

of family and by the time I was leaving she had lost one of her children--my 

mother--through an early death. Another one was badly crippled with Multiple 

Sclerosis. A third of her four children was living in Australia. So she had already 

seen a lot of people she cherished go from her, and so my going out of state 

weighed pretty heavily on her until I was off an doing it. 

In English Creek you write, "Those firstborn always, always will live in a straddle 

between the ancestral path of life and the route of the new land. " In the context of 

the book, you 're speaking of Scotland versus America, but I want to apply it to 

t 



ranch work versus word work. The physical, immediate, daily interaction with the 

world you had growing up was certainly hard work, but do you ever miss aspects 

of it? Or have you achieved a balance between time spent in the world and time 

spent re-creating the world? 

Those two very different looking kinds of work actually have a lot of similarities in 

the chores involved, the habit of doing the chores ... .I even keep pretty much the 

same working hours that I grew up with on a ranch. I'm up very early. I'm 

always up before dawn, down here starting to milk the thesaurus about the time I 

would have been milking cows on a Montana ranch. There is something I've tried 

to do some serious thinking about. There is a kind of physicality ~o the habit of 

writing too, of these words--in my case--coming out the ends of my fingers not 

always clear to me that they've lingered or been in my brain before they show up 

there on the keyboard. I've talked with some artist friends about this, the sculptor 

Tony Angel is one of them, a jazz musician, and there's a watercolor artist. I've 

talked with them separately. We all have what the sculptor has put a name on-­

"Getting it in the fingers"--as we call it. Often we're surprised how the physicality 

of sitting and caressing the language-... in my case--produces, physically produces, 

the work I'm after. So there's that sort of ... mystical link, I guess, to it. 

The parts of ranch work I miss would be oriented to the land, I think Derek. 

The way of life still is as tough as I figured out it was going to be at sixteen. I keep 

in touch around the West as best I can and read as much as I can and it's still pretty 

preposterous for sixteen year old kid today to think he's going to be a farmer or 

rancher if there's no land in the family and it's almost as difficult even if there is 

some land in the family. So as a viable fiscal way of life there's still not that much 

to be missed there as far as I can see. But being under the Rocky Mountain front 

on a good day on a tractor is a pretty damn fine thing. One of the lessons of life in 

northern Montana is that you aren't gonna have that many good days sitting on 

tractors or trailing sheep, or whatever. The ones that you do are going to be 

everlasting pageants in your head when you remember them. But the incessant 

wind, the question of drought and the question of enormous winters--it just really 

kicks a lot of the romance out of the outdoor life. There are people, many of whom 

I know, some of whom are my high school friends in fact, who do seem to be cut­

out for that kind of life. Now I put in one of the books ... Riley, the smart-mouthed 



newspaper writer, said something about guys not realizing they're working 

themselves to death because they're doing it out of doors. I've seen quite a lot of 

that So I find it a lot more attractive and beneficial to my work to be able to go into 

the outdoors carrying a notebook and a pen and putting in perhaps dawn to dark 

days out there, looking at the country, listening to people, thinking it over. 

That reminds me of Van Gogh taking his canvas out into the.fields. 

Yeah, it's a pretty good idea to get out and feel the elements you're writing about 

Some of them I've been able to bring into my work from memory. I saw enough 

blizzards in the time I was growing up out there that I don't feel compelled to rush 

out into a blizzard particularly anymore. But the Montana droughts I have gone 

back to experience because they weren't around as viciously ... apparently the 

warming of the earth is now wheeling them around. 

Well I've read in Elizabeth Simpson's book about your thorough research habits, 

how you really take the time to know your material. 

Yeah, I've always tried to go take a look at where I'm writing about Indeed, went 

to Scotland to see where the young men of Dancing at the Rascal Fair take off from 

the old life there. And that proved to be very useful. 

Did the story of the draft horse come from Scotland? 

It did, it did. The opening one. Now this is the danger of being an interviewer 

because it disappoints a lot of notions about how carefully things are structured and 

about how things are carried out. I did come across, in a Scottish newspaper, an 

incident not too far from the one that opens Dancing at the Rascal Fair, a horse 

being dragged into the Greenock (?) harbor by a cart that flipped off the dock, 

but it must have taken me a year and a half, Derek, before I was thinking of 

something toward the climax of the book. And even at that point when Rob goes 

into the reservoir on a horse, it wasn't a Scottish horse. It was a horse that I had 

ridden across a similar reservoir and I made it safely, of course, but a husky young 

guy who had recently come out of the Marines did not make it. In the next 



generation or two, on that same ranch, that same reservoir, a guy had drowned in a 

similar accident to what had happened to Rob. I don't think I ever did entirely 

tumble until someone in the audience asked me once, "Now how did you carefully 

frame those two horse drownings?" And it dawned on me at that point that I was 

simply using the researched experience in both instances. 

That image of Rob and the horse drowning in that reservoir is as haunting to me, as 

a reader, as the elk in Craig Lesley's Winterkill and the horses in Linda Bierds' The 

Stillness. The Dancing. 

Well, good. I'm glad to be in that company because those are im~ges that are 

permanently on the cave walls in the back of my head too. I remember working 

long and hard on that scene of the horse going into the reservoir. You know, you 

try to use everything you have, try to bring to a book everything you have and one 

thing I have is a experience of nearly drowning as told in This House of Sky. 

Consequently, I don't know how many drownings there have been in my books. 

There's one in The Sea Runners. And it seems to me there's one or two 

somewhere else. So I've been able to draw on that as probably the closest risk I've 

ever been through and bring it into the fiction. I've sometimes thought that should 

have taught me something. I should have gone out and taken swimming lessons 

after that. But I've thought since, "No, no, this is a very useful fear for me to have 

as a writer." It's like boating or whatever. First of all I get seasick very promptly. 

Which helped, was just a great help when I was writing The Sea Runners, to 

give ... uh ... 

Misery. 

Y es ... to give misery to Venberg, I guess, but also this very healthy respect slash 

fear of water is a very valuable thing for me. 

Richard Hugo writes, "Poets tum liabilities into assets." . 

[laughter] 
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Hugo was so great. He would sum up in one sentence what we•re trying in the 

whole damn interview to get at. I knew Hugo, incidentally. 

Yes, I read that you been acquainted with him in Montana, and that whole group of 

Montana writers ... Hugo, Kittredge, Welch and others. 

Yeah. It's kind of an odd loop in our case to Hugo. Carol, in her first job out of 

college, worked at the same college as Mildred Walker, a writer who ultimately 

became Hugo's mother-in-law. 

Oh, Ripley's mother. 

And this was many years ago, before Ripley and Hugo ever made eyes at each 

other in his class. When I first went into a Missoula bookstore with This House of 

_sn, it'd been reviewed by somebody I'd never heard of--Ripley Schemm. Carol 

knew instantly what was going on. So, out of that came some unusually wonderful 

kidding opportunities on Hugo. We could always threaten to sick his mother-in­

law on him. [laughter] 

Well, the connection does seem to run deep. Primarily two landscapes inhabit your 

work, the coastal one of the Puget Sound, and Montana. In this respect, you are 

like Richard Hugo, but in reverse as he went a bit east and you west. In fact, you 

two even have Scotland in common. He spent some time there in Skye on a 

Guggenheim to produce his book The Right Madness on Skye. Of Skye, he said 

the weather and vegetation reminded him of the Puget Sound while the starkness 

was all Montana. He claimed that he was a landscape poet. Are you a landscape 

writer? And what does that mean? 

You can get away with wearing the landscape sandwich board easier if you are a 

poet than you can if you are a fiction writer because reviewers and critics will 

quickly slap you on the back of the sandwich board and leave the piece of paper that 

says regional. So I tend to balk a little bit at the notion that we're writers with a 

sense of place out here when it's simply put that baldly because I think there's so 

much more going on in the writing in and about the American West by my 



generation and certainly that would include our one time oldest honorary member, 

Norman Maclean, down through the younger generation coming on, say, Deidre 

McNamer, I suppose, and somebody like Melanie Rae Thon (sp?). I'm 

mostly familiar with writers more or less my own age ... Welch, Macy Clearman 

Blew, Craig Lesley, and of course Norman Maclean. You read those books and 

yeah there's a lot of landscape in them but God there's pretty damn wonderful 

dialogue and I think a level of characterization in Western fiction which, if we 

hadn't put landscape in, the critics would say, "Well, it's a sense of person that 

these westerners grew up with." So I tend to say that we're not just writing 

travelogues out here that the landscape, sense of place, tag can too easily suggest. 

Within that, I try to make the landscape character, is my own view of what I'm 

trying to do. I did it pretty consciously in The Sea Runners. That's the one book 

I've managed to keep a journal of the writing of the book, Derek, as I did it. And 

so I've got the old file cards and entries on that show quite consciously after one of 

the trips to Alaska that by God the way to handle this Northwest coast is to put it in 

there as if it's the fifth character of this book. Put it in almost nonfiction terms. 

Just write a description of the coast and the tides and so on and maybe the guys are 

in the scene and maybe they're not. And so I think the other fiction probably 

shows it to a lesser extent when it tends to be backdrop. But the landscape, for me, 

is probably in the same creative territoiy as it is for Hugo. I'm quite aware that it 

triggers analogies in me. It sets me to thinking of ways to handle it and it keeps 

showing up when it didn't particularly have to in my books. How the mountains 

look to one of the characters ... Well, in the book I'm writing now, the woman is 

going back to the abandoned homestead in Scotch Heaven and it's Susan Duff who 

was a prized schoolgirl in Angus McCaskill's one-room schoolhouse. 

Ninian's daughter. 

Yes, she's going back in 1924 and the place has been abandoned since '18 or '19 

and cows have gotten in the house as they tended to do in old homestead cabins so 

she's there scrubbing up after the W.W. cows but the mountains are out too. 

The landscape is a character in your work. Is it a character in your life as well? 



Oh yeah. It has let me down on the long rope of life to the Puget Sound here. 

Carol and I were married in Evanston, Illinois, a suburb north of Chicago. That's 

where we'd had our education and that's where we'd had pretty good magazine 

jobs, and so forth, and we found ourselves driving into northern Wisconsin on 

weekends to see scrubby little pine trees, so that began to tell us something. Within 

not much over a year, it had led us out here. The combination of mountains and 

water have always lured us. I'm not any kind of a mountain climber, or rock 

climber, but it still means something to us that we've been on top of Mt. Townsend 

across here [pointing across the Sound toward the Olympic Mountains] and Elk 

Peak and Deer Park and some of the things we can see from here. We've walked 

so much of the shoreline that we can see from here. 

When you came to Seattle did you have the feeling a familiarity that Angus does in 

Dancing at the Rascal Fair when he's picking out a homestead site? 

Let me try to describe as best as I can recreate it.. pulling into Seattle on an August 

day in 1966. Carol and I left Chicago with the temperature and humidity were both 

in the 90's, and we pulled across the floating bridge on a day when Mt. Rainier was 

out. Within a week or two I guess we'd found a house up behind University 

Village to rent and our neighbors, who were lifelong Seattleites--the guy had been 

bom and raised across the alley there ... he had been there for sixty five years--they 

were hiding out in their basement because the temperature was almost 80. I very 

much have the memory of us looking at each other and saying, "This feels about 

right." [laughter] This climate feels wondetful. And Seattle had a lot of immediate 

attractions in terms of the theater life. The university was a handsome campus to 

first set foot on. The first time we walked in the quadrangle there it looked like it 

had been there since Dick Stover came west from Yale. It was pretty promptly a 

comfortable place. And I think your question does have a lot of carrying power 

because when it came time to look at leaving, once I had my Ph.D. and was in the 

job market, I couldn't bring myself to do it. 

William Blake wrote, "We become what we behold." Does this explain how 

landscape shapes identity? 
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Yeah I think it does to a ... kind of intriguing extent. 

And how landscape, identity, and memory work their way into most of your work? 

Yeah, although when I'm sitting around here, what I think I'm working on is 

usually the language. But it's generally pounding away on one of those three 

themes I suppose. 

The way that the landscape of the west has fixed a lot of people into place 

and kept them there maybe even against their better interest in life, as I was talking 

toward earlier, perhaps leading hopeless ways of life, as the Iarg~r world would 

look at it...yeah, there certainly has to be a lot of unarticulated love that keeps a lot 

of people there. And it's been one of the tugs that I've seen in a lot of friends. My 

own solution to it was that there are a lot of good place to live in the West. And I've 

chosen one which has to me its own appeal. It's not the Rocky Mountain front out 

there but pretty damn good mountains. 

Was it easier to love this landscape after first loving the Rocky Mountains? 

Yeah, I think so. That's been on my mind lately too because I'm fairly recently 

back from a book tour in the upper Midwest. Saw many old friends there, one of 

my oldest friends from college, various people who have spent their whole lives on 

a flat disc of earth maybe a 100 miles across. And it apparently doesn't bother them 

that this is out here waiting for them because I've tried to advise them, to coax 

them, to shame them [laughter] and indeed if I had been brought up in that, maybe I 

would prize the banks of the Mississippi River, or the Fox River Valley of 

Wisconsin as deeply I do these places of the West. So, yes, I think where you do 

land into life does put some kind of a parenthesis of vision of what you're looking 

for perhaps, in scenery, in what you want to surround yourself with. Because I 

know when I worked there in Evanston on the Rotarian magazine as a young 

assistant editor anything that came from the west was just handed to me, and one of 

my habits at lunch, one of the guys told me once, where I would go off by myself 

down to Lake Michigan and have lunch rather than going to the cafeteria or 
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whatever .. .! certainly wasn't trying to mark myself off as "the lone westerner" but 

these guys knew it. 

Do you have a greater allegiance to one landscape over another, Montana over the 

Sound? Or is it a tie? 

Well it's pretty close to a tie. There are a few enlightened countries in the world--! 

think Ireland is maybe one--that give you dual citizenship. And I've had something 

like that in the writing and in the reception to the writing. I've been exceedingly 

fortunate being able to go back to Montana and readers there ask me "Why don't 

you live in Montana?" But when I point out to them that I'm economically starved 

out, my wife's job is in Seattle, and I'm out here as much as I can be and so 

on ... there doesn't seem any kind of rancor there. 

In fact, they've been giving you honorary degrees. 

Yeah, right So I've felt very fortunate in that reception. And I haven't felt any 

rancor for living out here and writing the majority of my fiction at least about the 

Rocky Mountain front area. The trellis of history and landscape that the McCaskills 

grow on certainly goes up along the Rockies there, Derek, but part of that 

is ... something I once heard Wallace Stegner talk about, fortunately it was long after 

I started doing it and so on, so it only confirmed me ... he once talked about his past 

as a short story writer which is not particularly well known but it turns out that he 

wrote a hell of a lot of short stories in his early days and won some O'Henry 

awards and so on. He was speaking in Portland and someone in the audience had 

asked him about this, why he had stopped writing short stories, and he said, "Well 

you use up your capital all the time." And he meant in terms of characterization I 

think. That certainly has been one thing I've seen Faulkner did not do. Faulkner 

just kept the genealogy pasted on the wall and thought, "Okay, if X bums down 

Y's barn, how does that trigger what's going to happen in another generation here." 

And so this long family line which I tend to ... as I say a kind of a trellis that my 

characters grow their lives on. That tends to be Rocky Mountain. It wouldn't have 

to be. When I was writing Heart Earth and being out and asked questions 

afterwards about that time my family spent in Arizona, it dawned on me--1 think it 
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was even suggested to me by a Tucson book editor who grinned and said, "Well if 

you hadn't left you might be writing about the Grand Canyon country, might you?" 

Y eah ... Could be worse. 

Well, Keats talked about Negative Capability, and I think part of what he meant by 

that term was distance from the subject, a bit of a cool remove. William Stafford 

wrote his best Kansas poems when he was living in Oregon. 

Yeah, Yeah. And the one I always cite ... Joyce didn't write Ulysses about Paris. 

We don't have as good a book about Paris. In my case, I've always known that the 

writing is easier to get done here than it is back in Montana or somewhere else in 

the west Part of that unfortunately means the shirking of perfectly good citizenship 

which if I was in Montana I would feel quite compelled to pitch in on. Here. the 

larger population in the state with greater resources to the society, I've felt a lot 

more free to hole up in a suburb and work at what I do and do pretty much not 

anything else. 

Are you talldng about say devoting some of your time to protecting the 

environment? 

No, less that than participating in the educational community or something else. 

Jim Welch serves on the parole board out there, something like ten years. Kittredge 

is kind of a circuit riding preacher, all the things he does. I think I would have to 

do at the very least writing conferences and poets in the schools and so on. 

Seatte frees you up. 

It frees me up a lot. I'm able to tty to pick my spots and a lot of it does entail going 

back to Montana or to rural Utah through one of the state humanities councils or 

some kind of nature conservancy. Something of that sort. But I'm able to schedule 

those things outside of a writing stint. So in terms of sitting down and doing what 

I think I'm meant to do, why a Puget Sound suburb I've long felt is the most 

efficient place to do it. 
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You mentioned earlier that your aim in the writing is to get the words write, not 

necessarily to evoke a theme, to get to what Maclean calls the ''poetry under the 

prose." I mentioned to a poet friend a few weeks ago that I was going to interview 

you and she knew your name but unlike most of the folks around here hadn't read 

your books. So I read her a passage from This House of Sky, one of the memory 

sections and she said, "Oh my God, that's beautifal. How did it ever get 

published?" I know she was responding to the poetry under the prose. Can you 

talk about that? 

Yeah, I did keep a journal part-time when I was working on This House of Sky. It 

wasn't full-time because the work on This House of Sky was strewn across half a 

dozen years. But I would every so often put down what I was trying to do and 

there is an entry somewhere back there--evidently after what I though was a pretty 

decent day's work--that it would be wonderful to write it all as highly charged as 

poetry if I could just do it. And I think the clearest answer, about trying to get the 

poetry in, is that I simply went back and worked on it and worked on it as if it were 

an epic poem. 

Did you read it aloud as you worked on it? 

Yeah, I would read aloud some. Some of this goes back to broadcast journalism. 

I've always been aware of the power of spoken words and the power of rhythm, in 

particular. It maybe also goes back to a great stroke of luck in college where the 

ungodly old scholarship dorm I landed in was also full of theater people and so you 

couldn't walk through the front door of that place without Richard Benjamin 

imitating Wrigley Field for you, and Ron Holgate singing as he later would on 

Broadway, and my best friend was a theater major. And so I went to many of the 

rehearsals in what was a marvelous theater department, and I read a lot of 

Shakespeare, read a lot of dramatists, and so I was quite aware of the wonderful 

trickeries of the language. Allied with that was my own, for the world, mercifully 

brief stint in trying to write poetry when I was in graduate school in history at the 

UW. All of these combine I guess into the passion for the sentence and working 

within the sentence which meant going back--I don't know if I consciously did it on 

This House of Sky or not Derek, but it's the same process. On some books I have 



taken a colored marker and either done it myself or hired somebody to mark every 

verb. Look at every Goddamned verb. Look at how every paragraph begins and 

ends and the usual things too .. .look at the adjectives, and so on. It is trying to be a 

cosmic mechanic on the language. 

In my ear, the poetry under the prose is still alive. It is less overt than in This 

House of Sky. but nevertheless present in the more recent books. 

Yeah, one of the things I think I'm semi-consciously embarked on now is, in 

fiction, to see how much I can drop it back a notch and still have it there, and 

maybe do something else within the story. Perhaps make a story .move more 

quickly. Maybe extend the characterization or the interior. Maybe put the spotlight 

on something else within the story rather than on every showy verb. Something of 

that sort. So I've been kind of consciously tinkering with that. 

Much of the poetry in your prose, it seems to me, comes from the way people talk. 

In this respect, your work compares with William Stafford's. And I'm certain that 

you've nailed it, that you've leashed the colloquial with your language. Recently I 

was about to go skiing with some folks and one saidF "Okay, everybody read-aye? u 

This was in La Grande, Oregon. And I realized that I had just read that "read-aye" 

the night before in Mountain Time, I believe. I don't know if I had heard it before, 

but this was the first time I heard it. It reminds me of another time, also in Oregon, 

in the Willamette Valley, when I saw these two deer leap away from the road and I 

immediately remembered the phrase Mary Oliver uses in one of her poems to 

describe a startled deer, "silky agitation." She had recreated the deer in the 

language, just as you have recreated western speech in "read-aye." What's the 

value of these real voices in your writing? 

It seems to me there's an intrinsic rightness, a validity when you get those voices 

right. To anybody who knows anything about the society or part of the country 

you're writing about, it punches that "validity" ticket. Perhaps it's the familiarity. 

Perhaps it entertains them in a certain way. But to have the characters sound right 

and sound memorable is one of the best fundamentals you can have for a story. I 

spend a lot of time ... you see these file cards back here ... a lot of these are indeed 



dialogue, and they're around here in various incarnations. There's one box 

somewhere down there which is largely Scotchisms, many of them picked up from 

trips to Scotland, some various turns of phrases which the characters in Dancing at 

the Rascal Fair use. There's Montana lingo picked up in bars and cafes. The novel 

I'm working on now will have an Afro-American westerner guy who grew up there 

in the Two Medicine country. So it's been interesting to find that lingo. I've given 

him a Sergeant in the black cavalry as a father and so all these neighborhoods of 

colloquialisms are there to be visited and it's an aspect of language that constantly 

tickles at peoples' minds. You notice that computer geeks, who in many other 

aspect of life are just as dry and emotionless as they can manage to be, have 

produced almost instantly their own colloquial language as rich as cowboys. And 

teenagers who don't know the time of day, apparently, to look at them, are as busy 

at it as Shakespeare. 

And we still have "cool." 

And "cool" comes back and back and back. Cool I think .. .I have to trace this out a 

little, but I think this is the third time around in my life. I got a card today from the 

Nature Conservancy inviting us up to the Skagit River on their boat trip to see the 

eagles and the guy says, "It's going to be cold but it'll be cool." Now I think I've 

found that back into the 20s or 30s at least. So anyway it's one of the most fertile 

parts for a novelist to work in. One thing that I've always been aware of.. .. What I 

say on any of this should be hedged in by something I should have mentioned 

earlier, that I'm a more natural editor than a writer, or first drafter, and so I think I 

come at a lot of these things from the editing experience I've picked up in 

journalism and probably from an inclination in me that I'm interested in tinkering. 

I'm not particularly interested in immaculate conceptions. It maybe goes back to 

being used to doing chores. You have to get the firewood, you have to do the 

water, you have to do thus and such. So I see the tinkering with the way people 

talk as a real part of it, but I've been thinking a lot lately too about how much do 

you do it? Where do you draw the line? I feel fine in my own work. I've been 

trying to put together a talk sometime for a speech request about how other writers 

have done it, how they've done it and how sometimes it's been overdone. 

Aannery O'Connor was pretty vocal on how much you do. You don't do very 



much, according to her. In fiction writing, how people sound on the page, you 

want them to sound like perhaps clever bits of Vaudeville in the Shakespearean 

sense with the wonderful clowns. You don't want them to sound like Burlesque. 

So, it is a line to walk. 

How planned is your writing? Do you write from an outline? 

No, I've tried it a time or two. In fact I tried it with Dancing at the Ra&fal Fair, I 

guess. It had dawned on me that--1 forget what that was ... my fourth or fifth book, 

something like that .. -most of the books were turning out to have seven chapters ·or 

seven sections or whatever, and I thought, "Well, maybe I oughtta take a look at 

this." And so I took the yellow pad and tried to do an outline of where I thought 

Rascal Fair would go, and it didn't end up anything like that. It was pretty much 

seven chapters. What I start with is an arc of time which I know what the time span 

of the book is going to be, and that becomes an armature to build a lot of the plot on 

because so much of my fiction relies upon people caught in the historical laws of 

gravity. World War Two comes along and if you're a young male in Montana, 

why, you're swept away into it pretty surely. And if the 1919 flu epidemic comes 

along, it changes entire communities. 

So, the timescape and the landscape working together in your work. 

So the timescape is usually the plotting framework and within that... various kinds 

of patchwork is done. How a character is going to talk will sometimes shape their 

personality. In English Creek, Jick fairly early talks about his mother and when 

you start to hear her capital letters, you're in trouble. I simply knew I wanted some 

character who had that trait and I didn't necessarily know it was going to be her. 

And Jick even gets his name from talk, from one of Stanley's quips. 

Yes. In The Sea Runners, the blacksmith, probably the least likely guy to have 

knowledge of the~, be a Bible spouter, is there because it's a book, to me, 

with a kind of 19th Century flavor and I thought, "Well, somebody ought to know 

something about the Bible," and by the time that had occurred to me the other 
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characters didn't seem to be likely candidates and I thought, "Well, by God, let's 

make it interesting. Let's give it to the least likely guy." And so those kinds of 

decisions will shape personalities and thereby the plots. Plots sometimes, some 

turns in them, side actions, skirmishes in them, will come about because you want 

to try something or see how far you can go out on the edge. I'm thinking of 

Bucking the Sun, the little sheriff there shoots a guy in the leg with a shotgun 

because he's also a shrimp, as the sheriff is, and he's kind of snickering at the 

sheriff companionably. "We're both runts aren't we?" is what his laugh is saying. 

I think it's one of the few times in my books when a gun is fired in anger, or 

whatever that is. I have no idea where that came from. 

Sticks and stones. 

Sticks and stones. I think I probably had come across a newspaper niche, as that 

often happens, of someone robbing jewelry stores across the Highline (?) in 

Montana. It's a funny serial robbery to do because the towns are about fifty miles 

apart. And you wonder how smart is this? And indeed, the sheriff is waiting for 

the guy in my instance, so I wanted this sequence of robberies to see what would 

happen. That's what came out of it. 

Facts, history, really seem to stir your imagination, which makes a lot of sense 

considering your background in journalism and your doctorate in history. 

I still tend to argue, also, that it's pretty hard to make things up as strange as things 

happen. If I had written a thriller about the election that has just finished it would 

be preposterous to have Jed .. .Jeb Bush in that plot. The guy's brother is governor 

of the state? Come on. And that sort of thing seems to happen a lot simply because 

there's so many of us and the pinball clicks of us against each other produce all this 

strangeness. 

When I was reading English Creek. I was sure that people. on long voyages would 

suck on limes. I was sure that that was some bit of history you'd come across in 

your research. 
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Yeah, I don't remember where I got that. I do remember something similar, 

coming across something and saying, "Oh yeah, that's going in." Throwing the 

straw mattresses overboard when they're off Sandy Hook or someplace. I had not 

known that, and I had read, I thought, quite a bit about immigration, but I came 

across that one I think in a letter in the Scottish archives. And you can see that in 

the head. So yes, the details are often the little watch spring parts that I imagine 

from. 

In your books both the landscape and the characters grow up, and, as we have just 

heard, grow back--you mentioned Faulkner earlier--and Progress with a capital P 

comes to both. Your books are a living (in the sense that literature can live) record 

of the West, particularly Montana. To dub you as a "landscape writer" does indeed 

seem very limiting. If I knew someone who was interested in the history of 

Montana, I could just point him to a stack of your books. 

Well, a lot of that is reported to me. When I'm in Montana doing book signings 

and so forth, people come up and say, "Oh I read your book and moved here." 

And this is a little more responsibility than I or my books want. One of the really 

wonderful, totally unforeseen bonuses of my books has been the friendship of 

Western historians that they've engendered. Bill Robbins down at Oregon State 

has used English Creek in history courses about the West. Carol and I were down 

at Stanford to do a talk in a summer seminar they do for their alumni last summer, 

and to my astonishment, I was introduced by Richard White, who is a friend of 

ours, but he's also one of the hottest Western historians, the most encyclopedic, 

and the most various adjectives in the West, and Richard introduced me as being 

more interested in history than historians are. And at the moment I thought, "That's 

a funny way to put it." But I've spent part of this vacation sitting around here 

going back through a book over there called Lost Country Life, which is about 

Medieval agriculture, and how things were done, and what things looked like, and 

how turns of phrase like how "spitting image" came out of "splitting image" of 

cutting trees exactly in half so you would have matching beams in ships and so 

forth. And I got to thinking that maybe Richard saw me in the right light there. 

That that does seem to be what occupies my head. 

(1 



It vitalizes you and then you vitalize it in your writing. 

Yeah, it's kind of a shaped accident or whatever. I gave up dissipating it into 

magazine work. I am able to sit in one spot for two or three years at a time and 

shape it into a book. I don't drink it away. I don't talk it away. It is able to 

incubate its way into print with me. I see that as kind of a stroke of luck of 

personality or whatever. You know, I haven't utterly forged myself. 

Success can be a difficult experience among writers, an inhibitor. Since you have 

staked out a lasting homestead in the hearts and thoughts of so many readers, has it 

been difficult to keep going? 

Well, I can say "no" pretty fluently. That has helped a lot. 

Well, I'm glad you didn't say "no" to this interview. 

[laughter] 

I haven't gone on some of the circuits of success, particularly the summer writing 

workshop circuit that I think can take a lot of your time, energy and attention. I'm 

pleased that others are able to, and there are so many other people that I'm not really 

needed there. I do go out and give the occasional talks and so on, but my level of 

success has been really a pretty comfortable one. I'm a fairly rare bird. I'm a 

middle class novelist, I guess, in that my books don't sell like Stephen King or 

John Grisham levels, but they sell healthily and consistently. And so I've been 

able .. .largely on the basis of my writing and, always with the underpinning of 

Carol's teaching career, in terms of medical coverage and some kind of pension to 

look forward to, you know able to come from a three room railroad shack in 

Ringling to this place. That's been I think a quite reasonably comfortable arc of 

success to work within, Derek. One thing I was aware of at the time, when This 

House of Sky did not win the National Book Award, when Snow Leopard carried 

the day, it dawned on me pretty promptly, "Well, this is going to make my life 

easier." And indeed it probably did. And with that goes the realization that you 

probably only get one crack at something like that. But life doesn't end if you don't 

get it on that one crack. As long as you've got the other books to write, your health 



and a decent life and a good spouse and so forth. Hugo had that same, in a lot 

growlier way, that same attitude because we were around him when he lost on the 

Pulitzer to people like Donald Justice and so forth year after year. 

Then there's Robert Lowell who said something like, "Afew years ago I couldn't 

get anything published and now I can't stop from getting everything published, and 

that scares me more." 

Well, !...again, a kind of internal stroke of luck or whatever. When I was a 

magazine freelancer for ten years, I wrote incessantly. I wrote a couple dozen , 

pieces a year. It turns out that working on the books pretty well weaned me off that 

entirely. I don't feel a compulsion now to do really any of the shorter pieces that 

are asked of me. 

Financially speaking, you don't have to. 

Financially, I don't have to, and even though the topic may interest me, I don't feel 

I have to find out what I have to say on that topic. So I'm currently not even 

writing book reviews. I have reviewed more books than I will personally ever 

write. So I've contributed my bit to those great scales of reviewing justice. And 

I've found that, I think in particular the last couple of book reviews, that I would 

work very hard on them, and I've often had the habit--1 got it in the magazine days­

-of including a paragraph which can be cut for reasons of space or whatever. I find 

that paragraph is always being cut so that the illustration can be goosed up. And I 

got to thinking, "Uh-uh. I'm not going to spend the weekend thinking up a good 

sentence or paragraph and then the graphic designer yanks it out of there for the 

sake of the illustration." 

It seems that even though you are surrounded by teachers ami. teachers populate 

your books ami. have been prominent in your life, that it's been best for you to 

avoid the teaching life, against the stream of so many writers today, ami. make your 

living as a writer. 

This goes to the saying, "Life is choices." 



Your father used to say that. 

Yes, that's right. It comes straight out of the family. Vety early on, probably in 

graduate school, I realized I do not have the energy or metabolism, whatever you 

want to call it, to teach and write both. I liked teaching a lot as a teaching assistant 

at the UW. I re&}ly found it a vitalizing way of life. But it took me over too. So 

it's a question of what are you going to be taken over by. And a lot of people can 

balance them, but I simply have a head where it mulls only in one direction. 

Wherever I'm at, I'm totally writing that stream of thought. 

And rather than short change one ... 

And I felt I'd be short changing both, actually, by tiying to do both. So if they 

advance from Dolly and clone all of us, why yeah, I'll be a teacher. But until then, 

well it's gotta be a writer. 

You referred to some early Doig poems. How much money would the Seattle 

Review have to come u~ be able to reprint those? 

"'~ [laughter] 

Eight or nine figures. Well, they probably already show up in dabs in the novels. 

I'm not sure there's anything that hasn't been cannibalized and the bones licked 

clean by now. They show up ... a little bit in Mariah Montana. Riley does a column 

about homesteads I think and he alludes to Thomas Jefferson and "the red school 

house of his head" or something like that. 

"The red schoolhouse of his head." That's plundered from a poem. 

Yes. And I've written all of the songs in my fiction--to the detriment of my fiction I 

must add--but I have written all the sons of bitches. 

I wondered about that. Particularly in Dandng at the Rascal Fair because the song 

is so integral to the book. 



Now none of that, I don't think, was early poetry. And I'm writing now, Lord 

help me, spirituals for the current book. And I swiped a few lines I had left over in 

a notebook the other day for something there ... "Does the hawk know its shadow." 

So we have managed to get some Doig poetry in here. 

And for free, no less, you clever devil. 

[laughter] 

Two final questions. Can you say more about the new book yoU1: working on and 

maybe what's coming after that? What are Doig's readers going to see on the 

shelves 5 to 10 years from now? 

Well, within 2 or 3 years, I hope they'll be seeing this current novel in the 

bookstores, which is a novel about motives and how much they can be read by 

other people and even by ourselves, and what's mixed in with them. The three 

principal characters are Susan Duff, grown from schoolgirlhood in Dancing at the 

Rascal Fair to being a singing teacher in Helena. She's been through the Suffrage 

Movement along the way, and that was a vital piece of history in the West. The 

western states preceded the constitutional amendment by a number of years. 

And so the West was a battleground on this before it was a national battleground. 

So Susan's been through those political wars. In the course of them she met and 

had an affair with a, really a kind of bull moose progressive Teddy Roosevelt sort 

of politician. But he's one of the Williamsons of the hated WW Ranch in all my 

books. He's a World War One hero, so he's been through that. But so far I'm 

running him against the grain. He doesn't come out of it disillusioned in the same 

way as the Lost Generation of the 20s. I want him to have different scars on him 

than the absolute kind of mandatory, stamped-out scars that have been attributed to 

that so called Lost Generation. He's not lost. He's rich and a lot of other things. 

But he has lost the governorship of Montana because he and Susan Duff got caught 

in this affair and he got blackmailed out of it. He shows up in her life four years 

later in 1924. He surprises her, walks into the house, by saying he has a prize 

student for her, and it's his black chauffeur. A guy who's grown up on the WW, 



the son of the Afro-American laundress. Out of this comes the plot: What is 

everyone up to here? So it's a pretty interesting book to write. It's given me an 

excuse to write some set scenes I didn't know were in me. The Afro-American guy 

has, as it turns out, as I sat down to write, he has a background as a rodeo clown. 

That's been his performing record so far. So the first time you see him, he's in that 

barrel that they hop in when the Brahmas take after them. So there are similar 

scenes. There's probably going to be one back in Scotland between Susan and the 

politician. 

So you're still writing this. 

Yes, I'm about two-fifths of the way along. I'm able to put that kind of a fraction 

on it because I sent of the manuscript to the editor just before the holidays. The one 

useful thing the computer can do for us is count every Goddamned word now. 

Beyond that it's a mixed bag. But you do know how many words you have 

anymore. [laughter] So that's the course of the book. There's some flashbacks in 

it. It's a book where time sort of tunnels backwards into what has happened to 

shape the motives of these characters and how they respond to it. 

Doig Time. While reading your most recent book, Mountain Time, I was thinking 

there is such a thing as Doig Time. Your prolific use of the flashback and the 

historical perspective with which you and your characters see the West. I'm 

thinking of Lexa hiking down that mountain in the steps of Bob Marshall. What a 

gift to see the landscape like that, to hear those old steps. And that gift is being 

passed on in your books. 

I feel lucky in being tuned in that way, I suppose. I also see it as going with the 

storytelling impulse that a lot of my characters have, that I grew up around, and I 

have too, and these flashbacks, these historical things, are to me, kind of 

technically analogous to the characters liking to tell stories. I've had good 

reinforcement from readers out on the bookstore trail who tell me that they like the 

flashbacks. They don't see them as intrusive or something to be fast-forwarded 

over with the eye. I think anybody who's going to read my books knows they're 

going to have to spend some time with it. And so you take them back to tell them 



more about a character, it turns out that they probably like that. So that's probably 

going to be the pattern. I don't know if I would ever try to write a book in the flat, 

contemporaneous straight through. I mean there's a certain appeal if you just sit 

down and tell a story from finger snap to thunderclap at the end. I admire that stuff 

but I'm not sure it's in me. I've been reading recently John Fowles' book of 

essays called W mm Holes, where his mind goes off in every direction. You can 

kind of see how we got the French Lieutenant's Woman out of that guy, that those 

flashbacks are there if we can just find the shutter to click. 

And lastly , is there a question or topic I didn't bring up that you'd like to address? 

Only maybe to talk around a little bit about technique or attention to the craft of 

writing. We've gone across it in a lot of ways. 

You mentioned some work habits, like the early mornings. And I know Hugo had 

his sharpened, number two pencils. 

Yeah, right. You know, Steinbeck did the same thing. It had to be a certain kind 

of pencil. And I always respected that, but thought it was a bit much. But I 

discovered I have to have these Goddamn Ticonderogas. I blame it on the pencil 

industry because it's getting harder and harder these days to pick up any pencil 

these days and find it has a darkness to it. But yes, it turns out these small 

things ... There's the famous Hugo story ... l'm not sure this is craft or what it 

is ... but he'd be sitting here like this working away and he'd say, uRipley, could 

you get me a cup of coffee?" [imitates Hugo's voice] It would be at his elbow but 

he couldn't be disturbed that far. 

That reminds me of how Wendell Berry refuses to use a computer, but has his wife 

type his work. 

[laughter] 

I look with some bemusement, a lot of respect, but also some bemusement on 

Wendell Berry and Vernon Clinkenborg (sp?) who writes the New York 

Times nature and rural editorials, and gets to review almost anything written about 



rurality, or the West, or whatever. These guys live on these farms propped up by 

all the machinery that the rest of us are putting up with. [laughter] But in terms of 

habit for me, so many words a day is a good part of it. The output is pretty 

precisely measured--400 words a day--when I'm rough-drafting. Some of it is just 

the tiny touches you try to put into dialogue. As an example, to tag it to one 

character versus another character. In Dancing at the Rascal Fair--again, I'm aware 

of this because I consciously thought it up--Ninian Duff uses that "A-Y", the 

Scottish "Ay" at the start of sentences, and Lucas Barkley uses it at the end of 

sentences. I've heard it both ways in Montana Scotch. I deliberately did that so 

that these guys--one's a Bible banger and one's a bartender--to make a kind of -

dialogue parenthesis to enclose these guys, to show that they have a commonality 

of language and expression, even though they may be opposed. And that's a 

conscious touch I've done. One that has occurred to me over Christmas vacation 

here. My Afro-American singer, very raw, in terms of his talent, and he's never 

sung with the piano. At one point Susan Duff, in giving him lessons, says all right 

it's time to go to the piano. And I think he's gonna say--instead of what I have had 

him say for the past six months-... "I've never sang with a piano." I think he's gonna 

have to say, "I've never sang with a piana." It's dawned on me that it needs an 

"A." 

A bit like "coyo'te" versus "co'yote." 

Yes. I think it's in Rascal Fair, Adair shows up. As I once heard, in New 

Zealand, or Britain or somewhere, foreigner's difficulty in remembering "coyote" 

and "cayeuse," which is which. There's a historian who's written about the 

Australian Outback and the American West who's said he's always had to have a 

cheat sheet in his drawers to where Wauga Wauga is and where Walla Walla is. 

[laughter] Which country lays claim to which. So those kinds of technique on the 

dialogue interest me a lot and I think help push the books into the reader's mind, the 

way mine have gone. That's about all I have to say. 
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If she has any advice she'd like to pass my way, 
she'd find a grateful recipient. 

Let me end by saying what a delight it was 
to meet you (again) and Carol and to listen 
in along with the Olympics. 

All good cheer, 

2 leb. tQ1 

Dear Ivan Doig--

Well, you weren't exaggerating when you said 
tbe typing part would take some time. Ye gads. 
I hope to have, the text to you in a couple 
weeks for editing. Any and all will be fair 
game for your red pen. Hopefully, you've 
already received your photes from Colleen. If 
not, you should see tbem soon. In ohter news, 
I'm applying for a pes1tion at SShoreline CC-­
is it possibly Carol's old job? Dare I ask for 
her blessing? From our brief discussion, I had 
the impression that her experience at Shoreline 

was a good one. NOw I'm running out of space ••• 



look over nTeclmi.que" file cards in Eng Crk/Martah file box in prep for interview? 

--also Sea Runners cards? 
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October 7, 2000 

Dear Ivan Doig: 

I am an editor of The Seattle Review, a literary magazine housed at the University of Washington. 
My editor-in-chief, Colleen McElroy, and I would like to do a retrospective on you and your work in 
an upcoming issue. A retrospective is typically about 40 pages comprised of photographs, new 
work, old work, an interview and/or an essay. Different retrospectives have varied in which 
components they've included. For the retrospective of Richard Hugo, we asked James Welch to 
write a remembrance. For Carolyn Kizer's and Sonia Sanchez's, we included an interview. In 
addition to these writers, we have done retrospectives on Nelson Bentley, Diane Wakoski and David 
Wagoner. 

I'm enclosing our most recent issue which includes Kizer's retrospective. I hope this project tugs at 
your interest; if it does, and you'd like to be interviewed, I, a fan of your writing, would get to ask 
the questions. 

Please let me know as soon as you can if you'd like to let us put you and your work in our spotlight. 
I'm enclosing an SASE, but email also works. 

~i~---
Derek Sheffield 

P.S. I'm a recent graduate of UW's MFA program, where I worked most closely with Linda Bierds 
and Colleen McElroy. I met you briefly at a gathering after Linda's 1997 Elliott Bay reading. Since 
finishing the program~ I've been teaching English at Wenatchee Valley College. My first book of 
poems was just published in August by Blue Begonia Press. 
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captions for Seattle Review photo assortment: 

# 1--I van and Carol Doig 
photo by Marion Ettlinger 
(Permission must be obtained from photographer; info with photo) 

#2--Ivan Doig 
photo by Carol Doig 

#3-- I van Doig and Norman Maclean at Seeley Lake, Montana 
photo by Carol Doig 

#4--Ivan Doig taking notes in Virginia City, Montana 
photo by Carol Doig 

29 Dec. 2000 

#5--Bemeta and Charlie Doig at their sheepherding camp on Grassy Mountain, 1934 

#6--Ivan Doig, age 2, with his father and uncle and their winter's kill of coyotes in 1941. 

#7-- Ivan Doig with his grandmother, Bessie Ringer, on a Montana ranch, 1942 

#8-- Ivan Doig at age 12 

Please return all photos to: 
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November 8, 2000 

Dear Ivan Doig: 

Fantastic. Thanks for agreeing to the retrospective. I'll be calling you soon to work out the 
details. Meantime, it occurs to me I didn't tell you that we pay for this sort of thing--$200. I think I 
can get the check to you shortly after we do the interview and pick out family pies. 

Colleen McElroy wants everything by early January so we can feature the retrospective in our 
Spring issue. I'll let you know which excerpt we would like to use; currently, "Winter of '19" is in 
the running. Can we meet in mid December? Between the 15th and the 18th? As I said, I'll call 
soon and we can work out a day (either one of these or another). 
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