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#9356 Mount Olympus
Mount Olympus, at an elevation of 7,965 feet, is the highest mountain'
provides some of the most spectacular views in Washington. The averag b
on Mount Olympus is over 220 inches, most of which falls in the form of snow. This contribute

to the massive glaciers that cover approximately ten square miles of the peak
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They never rode into

the sunset, didn't slowly blur
themselves into puddles, or burst,
man and horse in one

fused, fell buck, one myth of ash
gone to the sinking mound.
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Instead they rode toward

gaseous fusion, in the direction of
the photosphere as shadows

reached back like charred arms, thinly
touching the still, dusty feet
pointing up at the edge of town.
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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 corner. =
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Or, some minor character S ; :~§
like me, leaning against § 3 fx 5

this here fir tree in the rain, ' §.\"\ 2‘5
this second-growth green, B3 §~ R
could put it like this, a side-mouth spit * Ir

as the solar wind tears at my hat.
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#9354 Marymere Falls

Marymere 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.

Photographer Pat CIHara
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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 whel}) 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 of the ornithology class I
took this quarter from one of my colleagues here (one of the benefits of teaching).

Best from the tropics,

T



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--I
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 run 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.

b
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
getit 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 Meéhanic

Bom 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 Creck (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 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 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 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 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 frequently 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...



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.



Wenatchee
Valley
College

English Department

1300 Fifth Street
Wenatchee, WA 98801-1799
(509) 662-1651

February 27, 2001

lvan—

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. | 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 enormous 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 Montana, said something about guys not realizing they're
working themselves to death because they're doing it out of doors, I've seen quite
alot 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 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 the Montana droughts, I have gone there to
experience because they 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 take the time to know your material.

Right. I've alwag's tried to go take a look at the geography I'm writing about.
Indeed, went to Scotland to see where the young men of i
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 being 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
m once b)‘r? asking, "Now how did you carefully plan to have those two horse
wnings?"

That image of Rob and the horse drowning in that reservoir is as haunting to me, as
a rleader, as the elk in Craig Lesley's Winterkill and the horses in Linda Bierds' The
Still The Dancing.



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 working 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 2 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 [f;ughter]. But indeed if T 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 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 lunch, 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, it's pretty close to a tie. There are a few enlightened countries in the world--I
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 S
Montana?" When I point out to them that I z economically starved Om




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 £row 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 he 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 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 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 of
more free to hole up in a suburb and work, and do not mucl;'ﬁyt[nng else. i

Are you talking about
environment? k3

sa};\devoting some of your time to protecting the
-

No, less that than participating in Montana's educational community or something
else. Jim Welch served 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 you 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 uniike 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 Sky 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--evidently after what I thought 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 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. 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, 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 trickeries of the language. Allied with
that was my own mercifully 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 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 how 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 This
House of Sky, but nevertheless present in the more recent books.

One 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 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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Yyou've nailed it, that you've leashed the colloguial with your language. Recenily 1
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 heard it. It reminds me of another time, also in Oregon, in the
Willamette Valley, when 1 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. 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 Scotchisms, many of them picked up from trips to
Scotland, various turns of phrases which the characters in anci

Fair 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. TI've given hima
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 itll 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. 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 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 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. 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.
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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
always respected that, but thought it was a bit much. Now I've discovered I have
to have these Goddamn Ticonderogas. I blame it on the pencil industry because it's - -6/——
getting harder and harder these days to pick up any pencil these-despswith a good
dark lead. These small things. There's a famous Hugo story--I'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 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 I try to ?ut into dialogue. As an example,
in Dancing at the Rascal 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 end of sentences. I've heard it both ways in Montana
Scotch. I deliberately did that so that these characters--one's a Bible 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 comes from my
current manuscript. My African-American ranch hand and singer is 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," 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 Dancing 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, It ended up with seven chapters.

‘What I actually start with is an arc of time, which I know: what the time
span of the book is going to be. 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 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 trait, and I didn't necessarily know it was going to be her.
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And Jick even gets his name from talk, from one of Stanley's quips.

Yes. And in The Sea Runners, the blacksmith, probably the least likely candidate
to have knowledge of the Bible, gets to be a Bible 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 are about fifty miles apart. And you wonder: how

smart is this? So I wanted this sequence of dumb robberies Jjust to see what would

l(xﬁppen. And indeed my sheriff is patiently waiting for the guy when he hits
asgow.

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

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 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 readmi i I was sure that people on long
voyages would suck on limes. 1was 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
matiresses overboard when they're off Sandy Hook. I had not known that,
although I had read quite a bit about immigration, but I came across that oneina
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, If 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 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 last summer to do a talk in a summer
seminar they do for their alummni 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.

1t 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. Idon't drink it away, I don't talk it away, it is able to incubate its way into
print. 1 see that as kind of a stroke of luck of personality, since 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.

[laughter]

I haven't 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. 1 do go out and give occasional talks and so on, but my level of success has
been a comfortable one. I'm 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 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 Thi

Sky did not win the National Book Award, when carried the
day, it dawned on me pretty promptly, "Well, this is going to my life easier."
And indeed it probably has. With that goes the realization that you probably only
get one crack at the National Book Award or Pulitzer or other prizes. 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 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.



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 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 Time, I was thinking
there is such a thing as Doig Time. Your prolific use of the Sflashback 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
8ift 10 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 T have,
too. These historical flashbacks are technically analogous to the characters liking to
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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-forwarded 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. Imean, 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 Wormholes, where his mind

goes off in every direction. You can kind of see how we %(i_%&fmmh e "The" is
out of that guy, that those great flash are there if writers ¥ of 4itla
can just find the shutter to click. _ . i

SRS

1t 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, Irealized 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  felt I'd be shortchanging both, actually, by trying to do both. So if they

advance from Dolly and clone all of us, why yeah, I'l be a teacher. But until then,
I gotta be a writer.
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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
Writers Day Award, arbl.d th‘]zzv'd W. and Beatrice C. Evans Biography Award.
This House of Sky was i 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 fregently 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 @ hen you decided ranch work wasn't in your future.
When did you know that wrigng would be? That you would become the
remembrancer, the tale-bringer’

when we were running sheep up above the Two Medicine river and a freezing rai
just after the sheep had been sheamd?s?nt a lot of them over aii old buffalo jump
and made many others simply lie down and give up their ghosban&%{ knew by
the time I went back to high school that autumn that I was going to do something
else wi inlife besides ranch work.) st :

i 1 dropped out of Future Farmers of America and took typing and Lanno

j—m-pu. That moved me a lot closer in my mind to the high school teacher who
became very influential in my becoming a writeref-eeme-lén?—H; name was

ue
Francis Tid%mﬁ's described at some length in This House of Sky. She-wa-rp——

ne of these impf)ssible prairie tornadoes who sometimes show up in small
schools. She taught all the high school English and then she would teach Latin



Cotha < f: & the
some g)cars, Spamw yea}’d, andfan the hl%h school paper and- annuals\and SO

on. e | ithin her reach thi he had me or the school paper
m ” pape ]I took most of he:

pretty promptly, and to a lesser extent, the school annual %F&—m 1y OWW

inclination for turning towards trying to become a journalis§ind so by the time I 04
was seriously applying for scholarships my senior year, that's where it hadY"

lefid.
e"d I 0 notion then that it was going to lezﬁ\;ard books. It's not very :
well knm%gwas a broadcast journalism major in college. My intention, if
anything, was to become Edward R. Murrow (laughter gy / The
radio had played an enormous role in our lives in Montana. It brought in whatever
wafts of dream we ha%\likc major league baseball, or drama, or comedy and it also

brought in the news which caught my attention. I think that kind of

magnet has proven a histoﬁcélly sound one. The great newsmen, particularly the M

CBS news crew which Murrow set up,@e last of mew few weeks ago

Ww did prove to be so superb that they were worthy .
S
’/}peeph-te model’meﬁ-o?.’lt wasn't until I got my master's degree at 1 ond

Northwestern that ] had to make the break between college and career-{that so many

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

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

W%med out to be a writimg-jeb,Phewspaper job, so that carried me on i}

writing.

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

a(m/ﬁ» Fne onoh
)‘hahit was. It's what was there. I came out at an awkward time of the year,
. s ke A 3

ple wqe‘”tit particularly hiring. Northwestern was
" well networked in placing its studeni¥3ut that happened o be the best-looking thing
at the moment, a job as an editorial writer for a chain of newspapers in down-state
Hlinoisgsd 1 promptly took it and seatty stayed with print media from then on.

How did your family take your decision to leave ranch work for 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 had. Within him too, I now realize, was the Scotch respect
for educat:og,\and his own limited education had been enough to show him that a
little schoohng could do quite a bit for ygu He only went through the eighth grade,

but he was good at arithmeti h went through
_)-—h’a life running crews of men where he had to keep track of WaWW SO
forth.
And he could count sheep.
ha eyan, A

)-He could Eunt sheep. could measure haystacks which is a fairly complicated
formula flaughter]. An\'?a'l'so he could write perfecﬂy well. His commas
are in the right place, words are spelled right 7 He hay hellish

handwriting [laughter], /6parently the Spenserian method did pot “ggt‘ down to the
end of his fingertips Mlt in terms of handling the languag%ifreally quite
good. So that's a long way of saying thatfas always all Tor me getting an w
J wﬁ:ﬁ a;rtzh;l(;ugh his orxgmal notion of how far I could go Xu-.the pinnacle of
F( g a pharmacist, a druggist. One of his nephe
had attained that and that's kind of what he could see. AndI've reahé’
W that was not too bad an idea from his viewpoint enhe?’ All those little
towns had drugstores in those days. There weren't malls or whatever. If indeed
you wanted a portable career in the small 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:.ﬂatever I wanted to dq,\meh?a_nd/
she would always end up telling me that. But she had so much mfiore of an embrace
of family and by the time I was leavmglghe had lost one of h%dren--my
mother-thmugh an mdeath Another one v&(badly crlpplod with Multiple

Sclerosis. A in Australia. So she had already
seen a lot of people she cherished go from her, and-a?’y going out of state
weighed M hecl;-b

In English Creek you write, "Those firstborn aiways, 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



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 chorewen keep pretty much the
same working hours that I grew up with on a ranch. I'm up very early Tt
always u?gefore dawn, down here starting to milk the thesaurus about the time |
would have been milking cows on a Montana ranch. 1s something I've tried
to do some serious thinking about. There is a kind of physicality to the habit of | Py "
" writing too, of -ﬁhoz?vords 3 oming out the ends of my fingeﬁ ot
always clear to me that they've lingered oqﬁt';euel;\ in my brain before they show up
: - there on the feyboard I've tal ed with some am$t friends about this, the sculptor
@ Tony Ange}‘xs one of t.he h;us(%n a watercolor artist. I've
talked with them separatc what the sculptor has put a name on--
"Getting it in the ﬁngerbw Oftenro-nrﬁpnsed how the physicality
of sitting and caressing the languagemo%rdoduces physically produces,
the work I'm after. So there's that sort of.ﬂsucal lmk‘l—gue@gip
The parts of ranch work I miss would be oriented to the land, I thmk’perek.
The way of life still is as tough as I figured out it was going to bgmu%\lkeep
in touch around the West as best I can and it's still pretty
preposterous fo?s.lxteen,\yeaerld kid today to think he's going to be a farmer or
rancher if there's no land in the famﬂy and it's almost as difficult even if there isg

W Sgasa v1able fi way of life, there's still not that much
to be missed thete r tﬂe Rocky Mountain efront

on a good day on a tractor is a pretty damn ﬁne ﬂnn e of the lessons of life in
northern Montana is that you aren't gonna have thatﬁxauy good days sitting on

tractors or trailing sheep The ones that you do age going to be
everlasting pageants in your whmmmmbcrmeg;ut the incessant
wind, the?ﬁf drought €Normous wmtelg\—%

kicks a lot of the romance out of the outdoor life. There are people, my-ef-wbem—g_‘
>_l-lmen\ some of whom are my high school friends alc%o do seem to be cut)/

out for that kind of life. Wﬁ: smart-mouthed



I invented for Ride With e, Mariah Montana, |
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 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.

1t‘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 eut there that I don't feel compelied to rush
out into a blizzard .puﬁealaﬂ?;nymore But the Montana droughts I have gone fam & wod
o experience because they weren't around as wcxouleparJEﬁffh.; . ""“Ml u—?@
warming of the earth is now wheeling them around. -

Wellh I've read in Elizabeth Simpson's book about your thorough research habits,
how’: you really take the time to know your material.
Rigto e
I've always tried to go take a look at}uhu‘ 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. W

Did the story of the draft horse come from Scotland?

It did, it did. The opening one. Now this is the danger of bemg an mtemewe}

because 4 . hotions about how carefully thmgs are structured sometimes get
disappointed

i f 1 did come across, in a Scottish newspaper, an by the time
incident noted far from the one that opens Dancing at the Rascal Fair, a horse I'm done with
- g - them.
being dragged into the Greenock mrbor by a cart that ﬂlppcd off the dockg, ,
but itmu thavg taken me a year and a half, Derek, before I Hg O hav
somcthm ward the climax of the book. And even at that point when Rob goes ;because of that _
into the reservoir on a horse, it wasn't £ Scottish horse. It was a horse
some years later

ridden across a similar reservoipand I made it safely, of course, bua husky young | "4, 2 o000

37
WMn did nocf) rsleosite-tn-tho-nont—<2___ (ranch




g HGDIOP #drowned in a
il appened’t‘o Rob : Y ‘
Cian,
w Someone inghe audienm:nic oncfﬁow how did you carefullw
pw those two horse drownings?" MWWW
simply-using-theTesearchedexpesience in hoth instences—

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

gtz

-

Well, good. I'm giad 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. Movaxo{
€ry to bring to a book everything yoﬁ’ﬁavm
thing 1 have is fe’xperience of nearly drowning,as told in This House of Sky. M
Consequently, I don't know how many drowniﬁgs there have been in my?‘eokg“"

ever been through and bring it into the fiction moughW
.Lu (”I'should have gone out and taken swimming lessons
after that. But I've xbeaghe since, "No, no, this is a very useful fear for me to have ;

one in T_hi_?_&m ; . two L Thnsaa.
somewhere else. I've been aﬁle to draw on gt as pf_obfbly the closest risk I've

as a writer." It's like boatin% 4 get seasick very prompﬂy,\y_.m
i just belp when 1 iting The Sea R , 10
m as just a great help when I was writing The Sea Runners
wa‘L. :
Misery.

Wennberges, o ‘
Yes...to give misery NMW

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

[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.

hed
Yes, I read that yomcquairued 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
é;’s::‘eﬂ mj’m, it'd been reviewed lby 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 s;:f his mother-in-
law on him. [laughter]

Weli, 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 faét, 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? 3
AL
You can get away with wearing the landscape sandwich board)asieflf you are a
) poet than you can if you are a fiction write;}because reviewers and critics will
o &M—f ©N —ICRIY AP You on the back of the sandwich board and leave the piece of paper that
w"'r"'" 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 An)lencan Wes‘t_\ M—-
2



,t«ar'ﬁ Norman Maclean, down through the younger gcncraﬁog’oe;agw,-say, Deidre
x.__? ST

McNamer, and somebody like Melanie Rae Thon. (sp?). I'm
mostly familiar with writers more or less my own agg‘ elclt; &.ryh Clearman
BlewCraig Lesleyy Y You read books and

)—ynh there's a lot of landscape in them but God there's pretty danm wonderful
dialogue and I think a level of charactenzanon in Western fiction which, if we

hadn't put landscape in, the critics would say, "Well, it's a sense of persop that

these westerners grew up with." we're not just writing
travelogues here e sense of place, tag can too easily suggest.

to keep a journal of the writing of she-beelsDere
so I've got the old file cards and entries on?th? show quite conscxously 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/ characte& Put it lﬁmst nonfiction tgrms.
Just write a description of the coast and the tides and so on and maybe the are
in the scene and maybe they're not. Aﬂ«d&&%&efﬁo&oﬁmbably

to make the landscaacharactebn : ;
1 Idndltpnw?’nscmuslym he Sea crs. Fhat-the-one-boe
I\%Ianaged mbook vi-dicite And

show{ it to a lesser exten : But the landscape, for me,

is probably in the same creative territory as it is for Hugo. I'mq%m 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 characte; in the book I'm writing now \the

going back to the abandoned homestead in Scotch Heaven esd-i¢'s Busan Duff who

@s a prized schoolgirl in Angus McCaskill's one-room schoolhouse,,
o

Ninian's daughter.

Yes, she's going back in 1924 and the place has been abandoned since '18 or '1%
and cows have gotten in the b&use as they tended to do in old homestead cabug SO

she's there scrubbing up after the N&ﬁfws but the mountains are out too -
2 >

The landscape is a character in your work. Is it a character in your life as well?

7
f’\'f\,h
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Oh Aycah‘ It has let me down on the long rope of life to the Puget Sound here.
Cafol and I were married in Evanston, [llinois, a suburb north of Chicago. That's
where we'd had our education and &Mem we'd had pretty good magazine
jobs, and we found ourselves driving into northern Wisconsin on
weekends to see scrubby little pine treegyss 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 Parkc9 i We've
)—ee 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 itsul\ling into Seattle on an August
day in 1966. Carol and I left Chicago with thetemperature and humidity wor?bﬁh
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. i
' o —=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] Thie-oki And Seattle had a lot of immediate
amcﬁongf.a"&%o theater life. The university was a handsome campusto . W«d
)—ﬁmsetfof)t on. The firss time we walked in the quadrangle there{fffooked like it ‘
had been there since Diﬁk Stover came west from Yale. It was puggompﬂy 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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)_Xeahl think it doei to akind of intriguing extent.
' .

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

Y eah, although when I'm i(tting around here, what I think I'm working on is
usually the language. Butﬁ?generaﬂy pounding away on one of those three
themes destipmensen—e—
The way that the landscape of the 'gest has fixed a lot of people into place
and kept them there maybe even against their better interest4
perhaps leading hopeless ways of life, as the larger world would
look at ig(-yeah there certainly has to be a lot of unarticulated love that keeps
;——Qf 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 plac"g'to live in the West, f(nd I've
chosen one which has its own appeal. It's not the Rocky Mountam front out
there but pretty damn good mountamé"‘ P . -

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

_ﬂ—#-eah‘ 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, varjous peopie who have spent their whole lives on
a flat disc of earth maybe z{%ﬁnzlles across. And it apparently doesn't bother them

a-\f MM& waiting for them because I've tried to admoe-thea to coax
et to shame them {laughter if T had been brought up in that, maybe 1
would prize the banks of the Mississippi River, or the Fox River Valiey of

Wiseonsm as deeply I do these places of the West. So, yes, I think where youdoP’
land into hfe does put some kind of a parenthesns of vision x%ﬁ%_s_
know when I worked in Bvanston on the Rotarian magazine as a young

assistant editor, anythm the Jvest was just to me, and

my habl at lunch, one guys}ek?mc onccwg::l? go off by myself

down to Lake Michigan n&hﬂﬁuﬁiﬂm than going to the cafeteuao e - S




)ﬂvﬁm—l certainly wasn't trying to mark myself off as "the lone westerner” but
——
theq guys bnen-:ll worked with knew I wass

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

Wcll,fit's pretty close to a tie. There are a few enlightened countries in the world--1
think Ireland is mn.yﬁ:ne——that give you dual &tizenship. And I've had something
like that ingg\vn'ting and S.tkhe reception thsg. I've been exceedingly
fortunate being able to go back to Montana andx'caders there ask m} "Why don't
you live in Montana?" hen I point out to them that I'y economically starved
out, my wife's job is inggl‘e, and I‘mmtimmch%can b;\aﬂdg@-—ﬁ-—-

'__}en..therc doesn't seem any kind of rancor there—>—"

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

)—-\‘emb, ;ight. we felt very fortunate in that reception,, /Kd I haven't felt any

rancor for living out here and writing the majority of m)"z ﬁction-al-leagafout 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.ﬁ({nething I once h Wallace Stegner talk aboubg_ortunately it was long after
Istamddoingit;mﬂsoitonlyconﬁnnedn&." pc-aboutdrieps

-----

-

reTTaTTY 5 o OTile U Gva

o sete-a-hell-of-a-lol-chshortSiones-M-ar-aayrant-Wwon-some U TICITy

Mﬂdsmﬂ'm. He was speaking in Portland and someone in the audience had—S="
asked him Why he had stopped writing short stories, and he said, "W;lg,\
you use up your capital all the time." And he meant in terms of charactcrizaﬁo&k..ﬂ.—-

mk, That certainlykm‘one thing Mﬂlkncr 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."
Ws long family line which¥-tead-tomasdsas/a kind of a trellis that my

characters grow their lives op. That tcndito be Rocky Mountain. It wouldn't have
tobe. WhenIw i ing.Ql

stions
j-nfmrvmds about thafw my family spmfm itdarmed-onrme it ——
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Yw 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.

)...&nhﬁ'-e& And the one I always cita_i(gce 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. Fart f that unfortunately means the shirking of perfectly good citizenship,
whxch if Ihas'in Montana I wquld feel quite compelled to pitch in on. Here,)fh?

largcf populauon in the stateyvith greater resources to the society, I've felt @'lot

more free to hole up in a suburb and worlj\ al-whaﬁ-ﬁid de MM
—_)-an)ﬁng else. J

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

environment?

el .,l.?’
MTUCSO editor ed and said, "Wel!\lf
u hadn't left you might be writing about the Grand Canyon country, might you‘?"

M eondaral s

No. 1 PR : : : s :

.o, ess that than ‘ cipating m\*( ed ‘Sgal commumty or something el.se
Jim Welch servegon the parole M something like ten years. Kittredge
is kind of a circuit riding preacher, all the things he does. I think I would have to
dg‘ at the very leas‘t" writing conferences and poetz's;in;the:schools and so on.

/ J '

@

Seatf‘e frees you 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 one of thé state humanities councils or
some kind of p Dature gonscrvanc 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.
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You mentioned earlier that your aim in the writing is to get the words}rig, not
necessarily 1o 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 1o 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?" 1 know she was responding to the poetry under the prose. Can you
talk about that?
S unep

‘1 did keep a journal part-time when I wasmw. It

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

dozen years. Butjl wouldfevery so often put down what I was trying to d%@nd

there is an entry somewhere back there--evidently after what 1 thougg 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 getthe 444, Looh,

poetry in, is that I simply mhbadssgw\m'ked on it and worked on it as ifM
an epic poem.

Did you read it aloud as you worked on it?

\ L)

Yeah, I would read aloud some. gis 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@:a:fd Ron Hojgate singing as he later would on
Broadwajb%nd my best friend was a theat€r major, An& I went to many of the
rehearsals in what was a marvelous theater departiment, and I read a lot of
Shakespeare, read a lot of dramatists, and se®'Was qui€ aware of the wonderful
trickeries of the language. Allied with that was my own mercifully
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 working_
i 3 » - , = over the words
within the sentence which meant going bacﬁTon’t know if I consciously diditon countless times

This House of Sky or not | Derek, but it's the same process. On some books I have
7
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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

: QV s
en mwm%mk atpadjecﬁve . trysg 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.

whether to
take it out
or leave it
in.

one of the thingsJthiak I'm somi-eeascieusﬂimbarked on now is, in : .
fiction, to see how much I can drop it back a notch and still have W A v’“‘ ij
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. $

“ W So I've been l(-'md:glsciously tinkering with=-thttramie.

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 1
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 Mouniain TimeAbetieve? T 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 Vailey, when I saw these two deer leap away from the road and 1
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 rightnesg,a validity WIETyOTgerthose-vorces—

i 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

Wyou see these file cards back hev%lot of these are Tt S
=



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

W which is largely Scotchisms, many of them picked up from
: trips to Scotland, senslarious 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 Af%erican westem% who grew up there
in the Two Medicine country. -5 i('s been interesting to find that lingo. I've given
him a Sergeant in the black cavalry as a fathe;\ and so all these neighborhoods of
colloquialisms are there to be visited and it's dn aspect of language that constantly
tickles at peopl#m’nds. 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 ms(aﬂly their own colloquial language as rich as cowboys And

teenagers who don%@”ow the time of dayWare as busy

at it as Shakespeare.

And we still have "cool."

And "cool" comes ba;cliﬁd back and back. ke 1 &
>——-&M I think this isge*third time around in my lifg"1 got  card today from the

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

cagles and the guy says, "It's going to be cold but it'll be cool.” W

itg/One of the most Tertile lLingo like that
is
What I ’

'-' 1 W should be hedged in by something I should have mentioned
i carler, that I'm a more natural editor than a writee,o8irst drafter, and se-Hetmk |

come at a lot of these things from the editing experience icked up in

journalism and probably from an inclination w;:mg}-
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'@¢ the , Jo4
. water, you have to do thus and such. So I see inkering with the way
N asare ut I've been thinking a lot lately too about how mu
e Sl ) . ' CW At
&Where do you draw the line? I feel fine in my own worls\ g"ve been
trying to put together a talk sometime for a speech request about how other writers

have done it, w how sometimes it's bee o:;rdonc
Flannery O'Connor was pretty vocal on how much you do. Wcry
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it seems to me
much, according to her. In fiction writing, | you

E_e_o’pi_ty____w———t}m to sound like perhaps clever bits of Vaudevnllg{n the Shakespearean

sense with the wonderful clowns. You don't want thcm to sound like Burlesque.
So, it is a line to walk.

move pp. 25-26
"work habits"
juestion &
jnswer to
1ere

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 Faigy l)/
It had dawned on
W st of #v¢ books were turning out to l‘\'éll ven chapters or
74&\:05 sectnons I thought, "Well, maybe I oughtta take a look at
this." And so I took the ycllow pad and tried to do an outline of where I Ehough‘tu‘a\
Rascal Fair would go, and it didn &md%wmﬁ&dr
seven chapters: I start with is an arc of Umg\whxch i kno“kwhat the time span

of the book is going to b@u&ﬁat becomes an afmature 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%c‘omes 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 workjhgq;ther in your work.

So the timescape is usually the plotting framework and within that.\vinl_o/us kinds
of patchwork is done. How a character is going to' talk will someﬁmes shape Xhen-
personality. In English Creek, Jick fairly caﬂyﬁﬁeg;( his mothe hen
you start to hear her capital letters, you're in trouble. I simply knew I wanted some
character who had that tral}and I didn't necessarily know it was going to be her.

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

The Sea Runners, the blacksmith probably the least hkely to have

Wﬁrﬁm}mamspom se-ttie-s-Daok Lo-er—

A R U "y i'l"’ 3 30 2E 2 Soysmv e an NS O]

somethimrabout-tie-Bibk by the time-+hnt=had occurred to that I needed one
y for 19th Century

flavor
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were already shaped us
charactcr\s\kén&eoom@-b&hhhuw and I{thought, "Well, by God, let's

make it mteresting Let's give it to the least likely guy." And so those kinds of
decisions shape personalities and thereby the plots. some
turns in% skirmishes in them, will come about because sou 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 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.

)whamm (havc no idea where mm@loment

Sticks and stones.

Sticks and ston ok [ had come acros wspaper gt
. cks and stones. Hlug\ptobaﬁ come ac s c pap w
j—-oﬁorhuppm& of someone robbing jewelry stores tiross the nghlme

Montana. It's a funny serial robbery to do bccausaﬁc towns are about ﬁfty miles
apart. And you wonde?;ﬁow smart is this?),
rsE I wanted this sequence qubbencq%ce what would

i happcn.wci 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.

W Lit'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 hagg@e\b Bush in that plot. The guy's brother is governor
of the state? Come on. by 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.

Dancing at the Rascal Fair
When I was readirw 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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I don't remember where I got that. 1do remember something similar,
coming acrosg’ and saying, "Oh yeah, that's going in." Throwing the
straw mattresses oyerboard when they're off Sandy Hoo mpleeé\l had not
known tha‘;%&ﬁad read,@\qsuite a bit about immigration, but I came

across that one@ a letter in the Scottish archives. W
.)—lboheud. w detail often the little watch spring parts that I imagine
i oty

- i earlier- -and Progress wnhﬁtapml-#

W Your books are a living record
of the West, particularly Montana. WW@W&%J
W If I knew someone who was interested in the history of
" Montana, I could just point him to a stack of your books.
W When I'm in Montana doing book signings
d say, "Oh I read book and edh
M peopl%ne up and say read your %n }OV ere. "
And this is a little more responsibility than I or my books want/%c of the -dl-yy
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 Englzsh Creek in history courses about the West. Carol and I were down
at Stanﬁ;rﬁg do a talk in a summer senunar they do for their alumni M , (wj

Wrwas introduced by Richard " Whlt%vxﬁ' iSatnend of I
rs, but he's also one of the hottest Western historians, the most encyclopedic,y

ou

— Thtroduced me as belng to my astonistmg:t
more interested in history than historians are_)'mé at ment 1 thought, "That's —
a funny way to put it." But I've spent part of this xitﬂﬁ'sﬁing around here “( week
going back through a book emdlﬁ:alled Im@mm&%hich is about
Medieval agriculture, and how things were done, and what%i-gr{ookcd like, and
how turns of phrase likc-h&pining image" came out of "splitting image'ﬁ
cutting trees exactly in half so you would have matching beams in ships F-To's;c’r housebulilding.

7—M And I got to thinking that maybe Richard saw me in the right ligh&bj__
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It vitalizes you and then you vitalize it in your writing.

Yeah, it's kind oz a shaped accider& I gave up dissipating it into
magazine work Yl 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, /ﬁ is able to

incubate its way into prin with-me, I sce that as kind of a stroke of luck of
mmondit&%l haven't utterly forged myself.
) ey

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?

F)._.We& 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
workshoﬁfusu&hat I think can take a lot of.p:}if&, ﬂ%&ﬂﬁon. I'm
pleased that others are able to, and there are so many}aonfeopléthat I'm not really
needed there. I do go out and give-@iccasional talks and so on, but my level of
success has beenseatly a @mfomble one. I'm a fairly rare birdA: l"m%l’
middle class novelist,&gusg‘glthat my books don't sell Stephen King or
John Grisham levels, but they seil healthily and consistently. 50 I've been
abl&'gia_rgely on the basis of my writing and, always with the undeﬁiinning of
Carol's teaching career, in terms of medical coverage and some kind of pension to
look forward to, y to come from a three room railroad shack in
= g A e A
Ringling to this place. That's been aqug’ 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, whe carried
the day, it dawned on me pretty ngmptly, "Well, this is going to make my life
easier.” And indeed it probably . with that goes the realization that you v
probably only get one crack at . But life doesn't end if you don't phe National
. . —— : Book Award or
get it on that one crack. As long as you've got #éhe other books to write, your health [, "5 1 (tzer
or other prizes,
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and a decent life and a good spouse and so forth. Hugo had ehaésui:n alot
growlier way, that same attitude because we, were around him when he lost on the

Pulitzer to poplﬂiDonald f ustice mmear 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 9’ )
Well, M&Et‘e’mal stroke of luc% When I was a

magazine freelancer for ten years, I wrote incessantly. I wrote a couple dozen
pieces a year. It tumns out that working on the books Waned me off that
entirely. I don't feel a compulsion now to do any of the shorter pieces that
are asked of me. “ﬁ\

Financially speaking, you don't have to.

o -
Financially, I don't have to, and even though 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, ,8’0 I've conmbuted my bit to those great scales of reviewing justice.
-**W“" AStCotpre of book reviews—thatl would

b L L R

I —xvvery hard on thom, and & had the habit--1 got it m?nagﬂnc days- )l '
-of including a paragraph which' cut for reasons of M

that pmagrap%ways bv.i‘niﬁut so that the illustration goosed up. And I
got to thinking, "Uh-uh. I'm not going to spend, the weekend thinking ug a good
sentence or paragrapt;\and then the graphic de§ ‘ﬁafnlln out of ther(eafeﬁha_ﬁ-_

W

/ 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.”

i

2



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
atthe UW. 1 found it a vitalizing way of life. But it took me ove 100. So
it's a question of what are you going to be taken over by. And a lot of ﬁeople can
balance them, but I simply have a hea : #’mulls only in one direction.

And rather than sho@zange 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,

\Fl-*fgotta be a writer. @

You referred to some early Doig poems. How much money would the Seattle
Review have to come up,&) be able to reprint those?

with
[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 up."é_itde bit in Mariah Montana. Riley does a column
about homesteads l-ehigind he alludes to Thomas Jefferson and "the red school

house of his hcatg W

"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 fictio:}\ I
must add--but I have written all the sons of bitches. . #

I wondered about that. Particularly in Dancing at the Rascal Fair because the song
is so integral to the book.
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however. 1 wrote that song because I wa to |
ot LaEEte Lt o N e Tl

)W ’g‘one of thatW was early poetry, nd I'm writing now, Lord
: help me, spirituals for the current book. Aﬂswiped a few lines I had left over in
a notebook the other day for something there;.."Does the hawk know its shadO\;i"

-

So we have managed 1o get some Doig poetry in here.

for free, no less, you clever devil.
[laungter]

ora'r o
W 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?
)%L _girhi@o@'ears, I hope they'll be seeing this MPI;/W

Gbout motives and how much they canbe read by /7t has
other people,and even by ourselves, and what's mixed in with them. ’rthr—e?t"__
principal ch’z)tractenb Susan Duff, grown from schoolgirlhood in Dancing at the |

has beco [ Bycbeimg a singing teacher in Helena. She's been jéiough the Suffrage \@ figure in
g Movement deng-mrwa%lnthat was a vital piece of history in the West. The

guLtrage Wrmded the constitutional amendment by a number of years.

amendment s i : 3 .

So Susan's been through those political wars. In the course &f them she met an

had an affair with kind of bull moose progressivle\ eddy Roosevelt sort

of politician. But he's one of the Wifliamsons of the hamfgw Ranch js-ali-my—=""

He's a World War One hero,W ﬂut 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@l want him to have different scars on him

than the absolute kind of mandatory, stamped-out scars thathhf.xe been attributed to

that socalied Lost Generation. He's not lost. He's rich anHF lot of other things.

e But he has lost the governorship of Montana because he and Susan}uﬁgeéaught .

e i'"n'iﬁi_s affair and he got.blackmaxled ou.t of ). Rﬁmp in her life four years - w"ﬁ 1;ngsow -

late;\ in 1924. He surprises her, walks into t}le house, Xy sayﬁﬁhc has a prize e
student for hebénd it's his black chauffeury WWS grown up on the WW,

Monty Rathbun,
a ranch hand



ca on the place.
the son of the A‘}r}american Iaunanessr Out of this comes the plot: What is

with this ﬁryone up to hefaSo it's a pretty interesting book to write. It's given me an
1

singing scheme

A Monty charactezi\

- excuse to write som sew I didn't know were in me. The
Sdes, as it tum%u Wi.li”s\at down to write, h&*}ﬁs_f background as a rodeo clown.

at's been his pexfomnngﬂrg&)rd so far, kSo the first time you see m

barrel that they hop in when the B Aﬁf(gafter them. $o There arcsiner  CRuLL.

There's probably going to be dne back in Scotland between Susan and the

politician, ¥1irting tooth and mail outside the Castle kn Edinburgh.
3

inforeseen
scenes in
shis book.

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
o Sk on T becaise 1 senfof the manuscript o ge'editor just before the holidays. The one
useful thing the computer can do for us is count every Goddamned word now. ,
eyond that #ea mixed bag. But you do‘ﬁoy‘v how many words you have 'Q‘}iays
anymore Tﬂughter] So that's the course of thxgook There%rne flashbacks in
it. It's a‘kaek where time tunnels backwards into what has happened to
shape the motives of these characters and how they respond to it.

writing on
a computer
is

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, -suppess, I also see it as going with the “,j
storytelling impulse th*gf lot of my characters have, that I grew up around, and

have togy aag mesgﬁashb‘a%ﬁmwm tomeriindofy
technically analogous to the characters liking to tell stories. I've had §0@d-umm——
reinforcement from readers out on the bookstore mul who tell me&hgihey like the
flashbacks. They don't see them as intrusive or somcthmg to be fast-forwarded

over with the eye. ybody who's going to read my boofs}knows they're
going to have to spend some time wnhf And mk%ack to tell them
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w.
more about a character, Wthcy probablghke that. Se-tmt-'s-psobabbh—-g"—-

W I don't know if T would ever try to write a book in the flat,
ehnon
" contemporaneous straight Jhm@‘”l mean,| there's a certain appeal if you just sit
down and tell a story from finger snap to tﬂundcrcl a-the-eg\l admire that stuff,
)

but I'm not sure it's in me. I've been reading John Fowles' book of
essays called LV_Q;@Q@, where his mind goes off in every direction. You can

kind of see how we got the French Li 's Woman out of that guy, that thoseA_L'eat/
flashbacks are there if just find th&shutter to click.

Only maybe totalk arouAtrd
gOne ACToss it 11 a 10t Of W2

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

MOVE TO
Pe 17

his sharpened, number two pencils. :
Alva assdly
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. e
discovered I have to have these Goddamn Ticonderogas. 1blame it on the pencil
industry becayse 1t‘s gettm : hﬁ\han ‘ harder these days to pick up any pencil
these days gné ndith dnriness-to-it B usns-eut these small
thlng&,.ﬁere s&famous ‘Hugo stoxyx{‘_ 'm not sure this is craft or what it L e
1s"'but he'd be Wworkmg awa he'd say, "Ripley, could % sl 2t Sis

you get me a cup of coffee?" [imitates Hugo's vonce} i elbow,
@e couldn't be disturbed that far.

type his Wo

{laughter]

Iﬁ:rry and Vernon Clinkenborg (sp") who writes the NWXQrk
Wﬂ’mﬂ%&lbns, NI ewEitien 2
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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 ffSome of it is just

the tiny touches):\LJtry to put into dialogue. As an exmnpleﬂtw——“—

Wmﬁ Dancing at the Rascal Fair--again, I'm aware
of this because I consciously thought it up--Ninian Duff uses w

Scottish "Ay" at the start of sentences, and Lucas Bar. uses it at the end of

sentences. ['ve heard it both ways in Montana Scotch. I deliberately did that so

that thesegnys—-onc’s a Bible banger and one's a bartender—ﬂake akind of -

dialogue parenthesij‘te-eaebsw show that they have a commonality g oot Far

th be, And that'
2 s s

of language and expression, even houélm

—ranch hand and

sung with the piano. At one peint 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 pian&“;-l think he's gonna

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

5 j,‘"\the way I heard the bunkhouse guys on my dad's crews say it .)
q

air, Adair shows up. As I once heard, in New
here, foreigner's difficulty in remembering "coyote”
his which. There's a historian who's written about the

dialogue interest me a lot and I think help push the books into the reader's mind, the
way mine-have-gene—Fharsabourai-ths

v f let's use the "surrounded by teachers” material on PP. 2122 as
a stronger ending,




Conversation with a Middle Class Cosmic Mechanic

s

Born in White Sulphur Springs, Montana, Ivan Doig has been a ranch hand, m .
newspaperman, and magazine editor and writer. His novels are The Sea Runners i
(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...

r”/

I've read that you weré [6 when you decided ranch work wasn't in your future.
When did you know that writing would be? That you would become the

remembrancer, the tale-bringer?

A
Well that turning point at age sixteen'was in the midst of a@weMedici‘ﬂ_t]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 ghosm I knew by
the time I went back to high school that autumn that I was gomg to do something
elsc@nkmysdf*m%fe 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.,,
<hatyear. That moved me a lot closer in my mind to the high school teacher who
became vcry influential in my becoming a wnter@&sem@hg Her name was |
Francis Tldpman She's described at some length in This House 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
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some years, Spanish anether yeain,“and | ran the high school papegand annual and so

on. Bj&ﬁ#d-mol mn her reach@a-iswaglgﬁ had me on the schog%pggg_r_ TRt «}u Liel west
pretty promptly, and to a lesser extent, the school annuaw%g?-’e@{i’iy own (}( bor elagse By
inclination for turning towards trying to become a joumalist'\ and so by the time I i
was seriously applying for scholarships my senior year, why, that's where it had
lead.
I h?gu 2’0 notion then that it was going to lead toward books. It's not very
well known[\l 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 engrmous role in our lives in Montana. It brought in whatever
wafts of dream we had like rriajor league baseball, or drama, or comedy and it also
[Sﬁeouﬁsébrought in the news,which caught my attention. I think that kind of
magnet has proven a historically sound one. The ériat nfvs;smgrkdpanicularly the

B

ot 1T \fou™
CBS news crew which Murrow set up( the last of ﬁe%ﬁﬁu“s‘f]digg‘p few weeks ago)

id prove to be so superb that i:hey were worthy
peoph:lpmodel(zudﬂm. It wasn't until I got my master's degree at
Northwestern thah L}?o(cle th IT};&EC the break between college and career--that so many
guys my age had to, ,she 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- ey [u.,!k“
job,”it turned out to be m a newspaper job, so that carried me on in ‘v

writing.

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

of the Aia Fovees Muaﬁ? )
Yeah 155 was. It's wt&t ng there. I came out,at an awkward time of the year, K
think-1-came-outin-Mareh- yeople weren't particularly hiring. Northwestern was
well networked in placing its students sut-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‘;.i promptly took it and@l-lg stayed with print media from then on.

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

N
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 tha;l\ they had had. Within him too, I now realize, was the Scotch respect
for educatioxband 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 wasﬁultg good at anthmeﬂcplheymdn-t-hwe-mathrbut 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.

A
He could count sheep. He could measure haystacks)which is a fairly complicated
formula [laughter]. And also he could write perfectly well. His letters and commas
are in the right place, words are spelled right and so forth. He hag hellish
handwriting [laughter]. Apparently the Spenserian method did nﬁt §g£_§9wn to the
end of his fingertips the#®, but in terms of handling the languageg_wi_g] 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 vn"i’s;: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 malls orwhatever. If indeed
you wanted a(gwﬂ:y—geedjportable 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_g_h‘atever I wanted to do was-ekay 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 $e my going out of state

weighed ily/on her until-L-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



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_leiven keep pretty much the
same working hours that I grew up with on a ranch. I'm up very early). L=
always @p before dawn, down here starting to milk the thesaurus about the time |
would have been milking cows on a Montana ranch. > 1s something I've tried
to do some serious thinking about. There is a kind of physicality to the habit of . , /_
writing, too, of these words@cormgg out the ends of my ﬁnger?r;:)t s
always clear to me that they've lingered or, been in my brain before they show up
there on the keyboard I've ta}lfgd with some artist friends about this, the sculptor
Tony Angebé one of them 2 jazz musician, and there’s a watercolor artist. I've
talked with them separatcly We all have what t}e sculptor has put a name on--
"Getting it in the ﬁngers" -sa-we-emtkit. Often we'se surprised how the physicality
of sitting and caressing the lanouageg;»my-eaee-]produces physically produces,
the work I'm after. So there's that sort ofmmtlcal hnk;@to it.
The parts of ranch work I miss would be oriented to the land, I think)Derck.
The way of life still is as tough as I figured out it was going to bg atssixteem | keep
in touch around the West as best I can and read as much as I can and it's still pretty
preposterous for sixteenyear-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 s,
@‘me-lanéinﬂthe»famﬂﬂ So as a viable fiscal way of life there's $6H not that much
to be nﬁsseq,thmae-far-ae-l-ean-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, er-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<itjust really
kick‘g; 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 iagfa®; who do seem to be cut-
out for that kind of life. Now-I-putin-one-of-the-beeks...Riley, the smart-mouthed
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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 pestictlaily anymore. But the Montetil drogjgahss‘lﬁgaye gone

(W) I
back to experience because they weren't around as v1c1oustA .apparently the T
warming of the earth is now wheeling them around.

’ﬁ've read in Elizabeth Simpson's book about your thorough research habits,
how you really take the time to know your material.

g £69 g a i}k )
Yeah; I've always tried to go take a look M Tm wrltmg 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 ,(2*)’%§bor 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 w0

Coup bl AK O AL
ridden across a similar reservoir and I made it safely, of course b t a husky young

gay—who-lrad-reeenﬂyeeme-eut—ef-&he Manned did not m&ke-n.—l-nathe-mxt

, W p—
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e.Iese had drowned in an
% donr'ﬁt thﬁk 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 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. You-knows you
try to use everything you have, try to bring to a book everything you have and one

thing I have is %xpcrience 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. 'gl've been able to draw onmgg}ohﬁgSI; the schll‘os;:t risk I've
ever been through and bring it into the fiction. hw-smm&me&-&heaght that should
have taught me somcthmg I should have gone out and taken swimming lessons A
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 boatmgm First-of-alt I get seasick very promptly, «h
Which-helped; was just a great help when I was writing The Sea Runners, to

give...uh...
Misery.

w [ sl
g = g /2
Yes...to give misery to V@nbcrgt@ but also this very healthy respectm

fear of water is a very valuable thing forme.
J,J
Richard Hugo writes, "Poets turn 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.

_Jbﬁww
Yes, I read that you been acquainted with him in Montana, and Mwhole group of

Montana wrzteermm

Yeah. It's kind of an odd loop ueur¢ase 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
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 uB_l}sually wonderful
kidding opportunities on Hugo. We could always threaten to sic 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?

woye <eas “Z
You can get away with wearing the landscape sandwich board gaswx\lf you area
poet than you an, if you are a ﬁctlon writer because reviewers and critics will
quickly slap oix 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 t&i_nk there's so

much more going on in the writing in and about the American West by=my==
2



(I?\I/o'nnan l\jlaclean}d‘own through the yeunger gencrations ce#hg—e& say, Deidre -
McNamer, F-suppose, and somebody like Melanie Rae Thon (sp?). I'm .
mostlﬁrmhar with writers more or leg myuo;vr;“age Welch Mary Clearman
Blew Cran Lesley,,2 and-of-eourse-Norman-Maelean. You read &e books and
weah there's a lot of landscape in them butjGod)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 m we're not just writing
travelogues out herf that the landscape, sense of place, tag can too easﬂy suggest.
m. I dry to make the landscape character WM
tﬁ-rrrg-tvdtr I did iEpeetty conscwusly in The Sea Runners. Fhat's-the-one-boeke=
I'e managed to keep a journal of thswntmgwp Berek,mt And
so I've got the old file (iards angd 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-beeke Put it in almost nonfiction terms.
Just write a description of the coast and the tides and so on and mayPe the guys are

in the scene and maybe they're not. i 4 other ﬁM-c‘ﬁen-probably
frep. But the landscape, for me,

show] it to a lesser extent
is probably in the same creatlve territory as it is for Hugo. I'm Guite-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 charactersgm‘, in the book I'm writing now, is
going back to the abandoned homestead in Scotch Heaver; and-it's{Susan Duff who +‘f H,

was a prized schoolgirl in Angus McCaskill's one-room schoolhm’tﬁ.

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=, cowS but the mountains are out too.

The landscape is a character in your work. Is it a character in your life as well?
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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 treesksethat began to tell us something. Within
not much over a year, it had led us out here. 'ﬁle 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 unmm-ef-the%hwmm We've walked

%e much of the shorelme 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..:s\eulling into Seattle on an August
day in 1966. Carol and I left Chicago with the temperature and humidity weré 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. e tiad beer there for SIXty five yeurs--they

— were hiding out in their basement because the temperature was almost 80. I very

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

right." [laughter] ThlS climate feels wonderful. And Seattle had a lot of immediate
attractions M theater life. The university was a handsome campus to
£IEst set foot on. The first time we walked in the quadrangle ##e#® it looked like it
had been there since Dick Stover came west from Yale. It was pfétfy 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?



Yeeah | think it does to a.j(;irld:of\iptriguing 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  Lsuppese.
The way that the landscape of the west has fixed a lot of people into place

and kept them there maybe even agamst their better 1ntere;tdw
stoward.earli perhaps leadmg hopeless ways of life, as the larger world would
look at 1 eah there certainly has to be a lot of unarticulated love that keeps-aal»et-
_efpeople 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 WesB /nd I've

chosen one which has fe-mé its own appeal. It's not the Rocky Mountain front out
there but pretty damn good mountains.

o

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 eagt.h maybe aOmxles across. And it apparently doesn't bother them
that thl%:l; q‘éﬁ; Bert: 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 yofd;_'
land into life does put some kind of a parenthesis of vision of what you're looking
forsqferhaps, in scenery, in what you want to surround yourself with. Bécause 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‘qilanded 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-haveJunch.sather than going to the cafeteria er-
¥



ml certainly wasn't trying to mark myself off as "the lone westerner" but
the; guys lenewsit=— T was Rad witth Mmew TD weag

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

IS
Well it's pretty close to a tie. There are a few enlightened countries in the world--I
think Ireland is fn&ybe 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 f'ggé'é‘rs there ask me "Why don't
you live in Montana?" Bat when I point out to them that I'm econorrxcally starved

W‘,l “h e

out, my wife's job is in Seattle and I'm out here as much as I can be and-so
}there doesn't seem any kind of rancorut-hon

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

¥eah, right. & I've felt very fortunate in that reception )y nd I haven't felt any

rancor for living out here and writing the majority of my fiction &feast 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

s_:ﬁﬂlethmg I once heard Wallace Stegner talk about, ‘fbortunately it was long after

I started doing 1@ so it only confirmed me., nCe d-abo S P

as a short story writer which-is-net-partieplasly=Wel Fown-but-it-turmsout the

> '- carty aay dI1d" WO, m@m
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