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TALKING PODS:
TONY HILLERMAN

MELISSAT. STOCK

Ihadto face it. Tony Hillerman's
books are not exactly chock-full
of culinary delights. In fact, Jim

Chee, the main character in his
Navajo detective mysteries, rarely
whips up more than a bologna
sandwich. Not good. A cold sweat
has begun to appear on my fore-
head-I was wondering, where's
the chile?
Fortunately, Tony Hillerman is an

aficionado of the pod in his own
right. So I started with the basics:
What is one of the best chile dishes
he had ever tasted?
"Well-crafted Navajo Tacos with

lots of red chile," Hillerman replied.
And the worst, I wondered? "Well-
crafted Navajo Tacos with lots of
chile," he said with a smirk.
The best and the worst?! I needed

an explanation. I found my answer
in Hillerman's recipe.
"Take a slab of fry bread cooked

to perfection in last autumn's mut-
ton grease. Then place layers of
mutton cooked in 90-day-old mut-
ton grease on top of the fry bread.
Top the mutton/ fry bread concoc-
tion with beans, lettuce, tomatoes
and excellent green chile. Gar-nish
with a dose of Pepto Bismal."
Hillerman attributes his tongue-

in-cheek knowledge of this diamet-
rically opposed cuisine to the fact
that he's spent a lot of time hanging
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around reservation
general stores and
tribal celebrations-
occasionally over-
ind ulging in this
two-faced taco.
And hanging

around is certainly a
modest way to put
it. Hillerman has
spent two decades
studying the Navajo
culture, exploring
and experiencing life
on the reservation,
which encompasses
thousands of square
miles throughout the
Four Corners area of
Utah, Colorado,
New Mexico and
Arizona. Those expe-
riences have translat-
ed into eight novels
involving the Navajo
Tribal Police and
Navajo culture; three
of which earned
places on the covet-
ed New York Times best seller List.
His list of literary honors are

long, including the Edgar Allen Poe
Award in 1973, for Dance Hall of the
Dead as best mystery of the year.
His Thief of Time was awarded the
Golden Spur by the Western Writers
of America, chosen as the year's

AUTHOR OF THE NATIONAL BESTSELLER CarafE WAIfS.

best novel of the West. The Navajo
Nation also honored his work in
1987by recognizing him as "Special
Friend to the Dineh."
Born in 1925,Hillerman grew up

in the small farming community of
Sacred Heart, Oklahoma. A World
War II veteran, he received both the



Silver Star and Bronze Star before
being wounded and discharged.
After earning a B.A. in Journalism,
he spent seventeen years as a news-
paper man, and another twenty
years in academia as a journalism
professor at the University of New
Mexico.

It was during an assignment as a
reporter for United Press
International that he experienced
the true joys of chile. "It was 1952
and I was just into New Mexico
from Oklahoma. Something took
me to Rio Arriba County. I was up
there in Tres Piedras, and I stopped
at a little tin diner on the side of the
road. The lady brought me a large
bowl of green chile stew, and I took
a huge spoonful. I've been hooked
from that point forward," he said.
But what inspired him to become

a mystery writer? According to
Hillerman, it was because "myster-
ies looked like they would be easy
to write. I figured I am good at
description, that way if it ends up
being a bad play, they can always
look at the stage." The Navajo cul-
ture and reservation was a natural,
as he had good contacts and great
interest in the subject matter.
An im pressi ve background I

thought, but what about food-
specifically the hot and spicy type? I
wanted to know how a guy who
admits to being influenced by Jan
Van Weltering, a chef himself
whose cop character was always
thinking about food, would not
include a little culinary cleverness
in his literary bag of tricks?
"My guys are rarely thinking

about food," said Hillerman.
"Navajos have many fine points in
their culture, but they mostly eat
what's available. Food," he said,
"does not have high social signifi-
cance--they don't make a fetish out
of it as do the Anglos." I supposed
the fetish theory could be true--after
all [ do work for a food magazine.
And since this article was going

in said magazine, Hillerman
thought one of our readers might be
able to help him find out the mys-
tery ingredient in a hot dish he had
in the Philippines. "I was on the
Polowan Islands in the Philippines.
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The whole island had only eight
miles of paved road-our driver
kept a spare axle in the back seat. It
also had a prison, which didn't
even have a wall. They figured out
whether somebody was gone by
watching who showed up to dinner.
If an inmate missed two meals in a
row, he was assumed to have
escaped," said Hillerman. While
visiting that prison, Hillerman sam-
pled a "fiercely spicy" stew consist-
ing of what he thought was elderly
water buffalo. He said he had
always wondered what made that
stew so "damn hot ." If anyone
could find out, [ said, it would be
our readers.
Do you have an idea what this

ingredient might be? Drop a line to
Chile Pepper and let us know!
Tony Hillerman's next Navajo

detective mystery is titled Sacred
Clowns and is due out in October.
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