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Chief of
Detectives

Unraveling the mystery
of Tony Hillerman

--.. TONY HILLER-
man identifies him-
self as a country
boy. The New York
Times identifies
him as a best-sell-
ing novelist. He's
published nearly
20 books, 11 of
them mysteries set
on the Navajo Res-

...... :....1 ervation. They have
such alluring tides as TheBlessingWay,
Talking Gad and Coyote Waits.He has
won high praise for his Navajo country
tales including the Edgar Allan Poe
Award for Dance Hall of theDead and
France's Grand Prix de Litterature Poli-
ciere. He has been named Grand Mas-
ter 1991 by the Mystery Writers of
America and this year serves as its
president. In addition, Hillerman has
lent his pen to several books of non-
fiction, including Hillerman Country,
a book celebrating Hillerman's love of
the land where his charaaers live, fea-
turing photos taken by his late brother
Barney. It is the land, the people (the
Dineh) and his fast-paced prose that
make Hillerman and his mysteries fa-
mous. His books are translated into 17
languages around the world. They are
on tape, in classrooms and libraries
and soon they will be on movie
screens. Pretty cosmopolitan for a self-
proclaimed red-neck from a small cot-
ton-gin town in Oklahoma,
Hillerrnan's collar hasn't been blue

in several decades and his neck is rela-
tively safe from the ravages of the sun.
The gentlemanly writer lives and
works in a contemporary adobe house
in a posh, yet rural development area
in Albuquerque's North Valley, the

Private eye ..Tony Hillerman at work
in his Albuquerque study.

closest thing to the country you can get
in New Mexico's largest City. Mount
Taylor is to his west. The Sandia Moun-
tains are to his east. Both hold a special
meaning to the Native Americans he
writes about. The jagged peaks are
clearly visible from his office windows.
And the landscape he has made fa-
mous stretches 25,000 square miles
west, north and south of his circular
drive. Perhaps Hillerman's surround-
ings keep him grounded as much as
his memories of rural Oklahoma do.
In any case, he's not the kind of novel-
ist to get his typewriter ribbon in a tan-
gle just because Robert Redford and
his company, Wildwood, are making
several of his books into films.
Even as Hillerman types at his word

processor, Redford's staff of talent
scouts are scouring reservations in the
Southwest searching for Native Ameri-
can actors who can play the parts of
Hillerman's famous detectives, Lt. Joe
Leaphorn and Officer Jim Chee, in the
film version of Tbief of Time,
it is the third such search and the

second film. The first is based on Hil-
lerman's The Dark Wind. Redford so
much wanted Native Americans to play
the leads that he reopened casting of-
fices to find the right actors. Direaor
Errol Morris (The Thin Blue Line),
however, decided on actors Lou Dia-
mond Philips for Chee and Fred Ward
for Leaphom. Hillerman himself played
a cameo role as a warden at a jail
where Chee (Philips), comes to look
after a prisoner. "He's quite good,"
says producer Patrick Markey Sadly,
the scene ended up on the cutting
room floor. Hillerman is nonplussed,
an attitude Markey finds refreshing.
The author may have his opinions
about movies--he generally doesn't
like them-but he wouldn't presume
to advise the likes of Redford or Mar-
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Hillerman gives us tastes of healing rituals,
dances, sand-painting ceremonies, but he never
reveals too much. Like a skilled striptease
artist, he pulls back the veil only so far

PROFILE

key. "Say you're a sculptor and some-
body wants to do a watercolor of your
sculpture. They're whole different
forms of art and take a whole different
body of knowledge. I'd be a total idiot
to try to get into that field. Besides, I'm
not interested," says Hillerman.
Oh, but things got interesting on the

set of The Dark Wind. Of the entire se-
ries of Hillerman mysteries, it is the
only one to include the Hopi Nation.
And, frankly, many Hopi did nor want
the honor. The climax takes place dur-

ing a tribal ceremony. Hillerman was
careful not to reveal tOOmuch of the
people's private traditions. But film is
more literal than language. The Hopi
Tnbal Council and religious leaders
launched a vociferous protest against
the moviernakers.
Producers agreed to rewrite the

script and hired a Hopi advisor, Eric
Polingyouma, to help them re-create
the ceremonial scenes. They hired Na-
vajo and Hopi actors as extras. And the
Wildwood company created a Native

American apprenticeship program
through which thev trained locals to
be the behind-the-scenes crew. These
are skills they may use when Wild·
wood comes back to make more films
from Hillerrnan's books. Everyone
seemed happy.
With all the concessions and negoti

auons, it still seems Tbe Dark Wind
was born under a dark cloud. Currem-
Iy, the film is awaiting distribution be-
cause Carolco, the company scheduled
[0 manage the release, is in financial

trouble. 111en, last February, the Shun-
gopavi Village, a small, more tradition-
al Hopi faction, filed a defamation suit
against actor/director Robert Redford
and Hopi Chairman Vernon Masayesva
for compromising traditional and se-
cret religious ceremonies and rituals
in the making of Tbe Dark Wind.
Markey hopes that this, too. will

pass. Meanwhile, Wildwood will move
on to Tbief of Time WiU1Redford as di-
rector. And when it is finished, to Skin-
walkers. Markey hopes to make six of
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Hillerrnan's novels into films.
Hillerman is sympathetic with both

sides. He knows the folks from Holly-
wood did all they could to please the
Hopi and Navajo. But he can under-
stand how it must feel to the Shungo-

pavi to have a bunch of City boys
poking around in their private world.
Truth is, Hillerman is nothing if not

respectful of Native American culture.
Why else would he choose to tell his
tales through tribal policemen. two
country underdogs who solve murder
cases under the noses of the white FBI
agents' But Leaphorn and Chee have
what the by-the-book guys in starched
shirts don't have-an understanding
and respect for the Dineh and the Din-
etab, the holy Navajo landscape.
Hillerman would like to call his

books thinking man's mysteries-not
that it takes a genius to figure out who-
dunit. A seasoned mystery reader can
usually guess midway through the
book There is more to his mystery
than just a crime.
Hillerman introduces us to charac-

ters who believe whole heartedly in
the power of witches and skin-
walkers--the Navajo version of were-
wolves. He presents us with new rules
of etiquette. A good Navajo, for exam-
pie. never knocks. He lets us in on in-
side jokes and old Navajo sayings, such
as "a busybody is one who tells the
sheep where to graze." Hillerman tells
us about Yeibicbais (Talking Gods) and
Listening Women and gives us tastes of
healing rituals, dances, sand-painting
ceremonies, but he never reveals too
much. Like a skilled striptease artist, he
pulls back the veil only so far.

Lou Diamond Phillips and Arlene
Bowman in tbe film version of
Hillerman's The Dark Wind

Hillerman is brutally honest about
some aspects of life on the reservation.
His characters suffer, as many Native
Americans do, from alcoholism, diabe-
tes, glaucoma, crooked teeth, bowed
legs-evidence of poverty and poor

health. But, in Hillerman's books, the
Navajo come out ahead, in spite of the
odds. That's what makes Hillerman
such a hit on the "rez". Young and old
alike, the Dineh read Hillerman's nov-
els as if they were starved for words.
You'd never know they were written
by a belagana, a white guy. And, to
show their appreciation, the Navajo
Nation presented Hillerrnan with the
"Special Friend to the Dineh" award in
1987 for "authentically portraying the
strength and dignity of traditional Na-
vajo culture."
"That means more to me than just

about anything else." says Hillerrnan.
To understand the Navajo culture,

Hillerman had to understand the Nava-
jo's relationship to the land and nature.
And, almost without his conscious ef-
fort, Nature became as compelling a
character in his books as any who have
two legs.
"Frequently the landscape is crucial

to the plot. For example, this wouldn't
happen if this place weren't so isolat-
ed, if there were phone lines or a high-
way here." explains Hillerrnan. Our
heros are confounded by strong winds
that obscure a villain's footprints in the
dry earth. Or they are aided by rain
that makes it possible for trucks to
leave incriminating tread marks.
Being in balance with nature is es-

sential in the Navajo world if the peo-
ple are to preserve their hazro, says
Hilierman. "Hazro is being in peace
and harmony with whatever is happen-
ing that you can't change. Say there's a

(Continued on pag« 44)
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TONY BILtERMAN

(Continued from page 33)
big, heavy drought. The Presbyterian
or the Zuni would pray for rain. The
traditional Navajo would pray to be in
harmony with drought," he says. A
crime on the reservation, then, ismore
than a violation of local or federal law.
It may be perceived by the Navajo as a
disruption of nearly cosmic propor-
tions.

Nature comes back into balance of-
ten in subtle and mysterious ways.
Consequently, it's rare that either Chee
or Leaphom have to pull the trigger to
do away with the bad guy. Nature, be it
in the form of an angry mob at a Zuni
ceremonial dance or a young mother
crazed by the death of her child,
moves in and does what is necessary to
right the wrong and get the Dineh
back into the Beauty Way. And rarely
do Chee or Leaphorn ask for or get any
credit for having solved the mysteries.
Too much praise messes with your
hozro, says Hillerman.

Hillerman explains: "My friend's
brother used to be a really good, hot
shot, fanatical rodeo Cowboy-a Nava-
jo. There was a rodeo at the Navajo Na-
tion Fair in Window Rock. And I asked
[my friend] if his brother was going to
win the belt. He said, 'No. He's getting
to be too good. He's getting out of
hozro, He's getting out of sync. He's
wmrung too much.' "

So how does Hillerman, winner of
many awards and the subjea of lauda-
tory reviews keep his hozro in check'

He plays poker. .
Every Tuesday night for 17 years, he

and a group of male friends get togeth-
er for cards and conversation. It's male
bonding and ego control, saysJim Bel-
shaw, columnist for the Albuquerque
Journal. The men take turns ribbing
each other ~?r deeds both noble and
ndlculous. Hillerman is the mega-
star, so he gets the mega-barbs" says
Belshaw, a former student in ;'liller-
man's journalism classes. Not that Hil-
lerman IS any more likely to become a
braggart th~, he is to use an unneces-
sary adver~: He and Marie are genu-
me people, says Belshaw.

Marie still imagines that all this fam
and fortune is painful for her husban:
She goes WIthhim to speaking engage-
ments to offer moral suPPOrt. "She
cannot believe that I have this thick
streak of ham 10 me," Hillerman says
But he doesn't take all the attention se~
rtously-not even the full-page ads for

his books in Newsweek. "It probab~
would have [changed me way I seemy·
self] if it started happening while Iw~
in my thirties. But I'm 67. When you
look at yourself and you see a 67-year·
old who's overweight, you've got to be
wise enough to know all this doesn't
make a damn bit of difference."

Perhaps it's hard to be anythingbill
humble having grown up as he didin
Sacred Heart, Oklahoma, population
60. His best friends were Potawatorne
and Seminole Indians-or county
boys. Hillerman shared an economic
and social status with his Indian friendl
mat was more binding in his opinion
man blood or religion. In Talking MJ"
teries (The University of New Mexico
Press), Ernie Bulow's interviews with
Tony Hillerman, Hillerrnan recalls:

"TIle town boys got their hair cutin
barber shops, knew how to shoot
pool, didn't carry their lunch in sacks,
wore belt pants and low cuts insteadoI
overalls and work shoes, had spending
money, knew about calling people on
telephones and were otherwise ur-
bane and sophisticated.

"When I met the Navajos Inow SO
often write about, I recognized kin·
dred spirits. Country boys. More ofus
Folks among whom I felt at ease. When
I saw them standing around the frmges
of a Zuni Shalako ceremonial, dressed
in their 'going to town' velvet and sil
ver but still looking ill at ease, bashful,
and very much impressed by the pow
er of me town-boy neighbors, I saw
myself, and my kinfolks and my coun·
try friends."

Of course, as a country boy,Hi!·
lerman never considered IJ<;'

d'dntcoming a writer. He 1·therexpect to graduate from college er .
When World War II broke out, he en·
listed. He was in France only f~~ ~_
months when something explo
underneam him. Bam legs were b:
ken and one eye was severely burn an
He spent months in a body cast tO

herarmy hospital where he and 0\ r
wounded compatriots played po e
day and night. Ier

Hillerman was awarded the Sl~

star and bronze star and purple ~oca!
for his pains. To celebrate the DaiO'
hero, a feature writer for the rHi!.
Oklahoman wrote an article abou had
lerman based on letters Hillerman o!
sent home to his mother. When he g
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TONY HILLERMAN.............................

Hillerman (far right) as a prison warden in a scene
that was cut from The Dark Wind

home there was a message waiting for fered me post of bureau manager and
him to call the journalist. "You should political reporter in Santa Fe in 1952,
be a writer," she told him which brought him closer to me Indi-
While on a convalescent furlough, ans he now so dearly loves. In 1954 he

Hillerman took a job driving a truck- took a job as political reporter, men as
load of pipe from Oklahoma City to an editor, for me New Mexican, me Santa
oil drilling site in Arizona on the Nava- Fe paper.
jo reservations. "Suddenly, a party of Hillerman maintains mat working as
about twenty Navajo horsemen (and a journalist was me best training he
women) emerged from the pinons could have had for becoming a novel-
and crossed me dirt road in front of ist. "For one thing, when you're a jour-
me. They were wearing ceremonial re- nalist you write something like six
galia and me man in front was carrying million words a year. You learn me
something tied to a coup stick," he re- language.
calls in Talking Mysteries. He found "Even more inlpOrtant, you're not
out later that me Navajo were perform- inside your apartment looking at me
ing an Enemy Way ceremony to help inside of your skull. You're at the fire
return their war-weary men to the talking to me kid who saved himself in-
Beauty Way. "I was fascinated," he stead of going back inside and getting
writes. And he was moved. Wim a bum his brother, You're talking to the guy
leg of his own and a patch over one who just killed his Wife and is hand-
eye, Hillerman could have benefitted cuffed and is now a mixture of defi-
from such a ceremony. He was in- ance and dread and horror at what he's
spired to learn more about the Navajo, done. You're talking to the guy on
which he eventually did by reading an- dearh row. Tomorrow he's going to be
thropology books in me stacks at me dead and he knows it. ... You're really
University of New Mexico library years getting the raw material of life as a
later. And like the good writer he was journalist. You get more of mat experi-
meant to be, Hillerman filed mat scene ence in a rnonth as a reporter man the
in me back of his mind. Twenty-five ivory tower writers get in their life."
years later, he used it as me glue mat WritiI,lg hard news during the day
held together me plot for his first Nava- and fiction at night was next to imposs-
jo mystery, The Blessing Way. ible, however. He did little more man
After gaining a journalism degree fiddle wim the first chapter for his

from me University of Oklal,oma in would-be novel and feel depressed.
1948, Hillerman landed a newswriting Then Marie said, "Tony, if you're gOing
job in Texas, men moved to a paper in to do it, you better do it."
Oklahoma before coming to rest wim Hillerman was 38 years old when he
United Press International. He was of- gUit me New Mexican and took a part-
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time job as an assistant to me presidem
of me University of New Mexicoand
set to writing in earnest. He alsosigned
up as a graduate student in Englishlit·
erature with me intention of learning
how to write better. Soon, the first
chapter that had been accumulmmg
dust and punitive marks from Hille
man's own red pen started to grow.
"I was going to write the redred

version of Catcher in the Rye," he sal'
But he believed he lacked the skillsto
do it justice. So he thought he'd Sl3il

over with something easier-a ml~-
tery He started with The BlessingWIlJ'
"It took a long time to wnte II be

cause I'd be overcome by sane m~
rnerus when it dawned on me I I,I,r;JS

wasting my time." When he finallyfm·I;.~f'i:~
ished he sent it to his agent, who hJd
helped him sell his non/inion. Sh~
said.l'Get rid of all that Indian stuff

Mercifully, Hillerman didn'II."
ten. He sent his manu.scrt~f
to the mystery editor 0

'h ]1Harper and Row, Joan Kahn. Wit 10 III
days she had accepted the book,
me condition that he rewrite the bl
chapter and beef up on me interesu~
but minor character, Joe LeaphorlI·

th
:

c1id It was published III 1970.And
. .' ml~'was me beginning of Hillermans .

terious career. . easier,
Subsequent mystenes came du;

in part because Hillerrnan sroppe letS
ing outlines. These days he IU~lhej
One chapter lead to the next as I yd.
following a string left by hISmuse.
lains change mid-story someumes'lh
do motivations. The solutIon 10 I
mystery is often as much a surpnse
Hillerman as it is to his readers. fled
Hillerman supplemented hiSurn~'

ling writing career by teachrng 1° "I
fN w MexiCO.ism at the University o. e V'e1Oam

loved teaching," he said, The IrOle;!'
War was raging students wei e p

, d wasing and the National Guar I re to
d ere rneCall1pus. And stu ents w rade>

learn Without worry about gHill~'
Which was good, because IO

han
IiJl

man's classes A's were rarer t When
lexes on the reservatron. d6
students got more interested 10 ~red
than in learning, Hillermanhr~p"~
That was in 1986. By ulen he ad f(lll
lished nine books of fiaron an
nonfiCtion works. ilehil
Hillerman still wants to wr"E,'e

redneck Catcher in the Rye.
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time [ think about going back to it I
think I've got to develop a little more
skill to pull this sucker off," he says. No
surprise, he's his own worst critic. Oc-
casionally he is pleased with a scene or
two. But when it comes to delving into
complexities of human emotion and
motivation, "invariably I'm disappoint-
ed," he says. Readers are far less criti-
cal. And those who are astute can see
the evolution of his characters
throughout his Navajo mystery series.
We find in Seinualeers that the old ra-
tionalist Leaphorn is deeply in love
with his wife and, in Thief of Time, he
grieves terribly when she dies. Idealist
Chee struggles miserably to reconcile
his often opposing roles as tribal sha-
man and cop-a conflict that is coming
to a head in Hillerman's new book in
progress.
As it is with every book, Hillerman

hit chapter five and inspiration hit the
road. He is blocked. The proven reme
dy is to get in his Isuzu four-wheel
drive and head out to the reservation.
"l've always found I can make a break-

through when I get out where the ac-
tion takes place," he says. "It helps me
a great deal if in my mind I have a very
clean, fresh, clear-cut mental picture of
exactly where it's happening-i-wbeth-
er it's by the mailbox beside the road
here or near an old dried up winter-
blown aster, or if the culvert is clogged
up with tumbleweeds, or whether or
not you can see the top of Franklin
mountains, how the light looks. A lot of
that doesn't get in the book. Very little
of it gets in the book. But it makes it
easier for me to write."
He drives up to a general store

where country boys like himself sit
and tell stories. After a few minutes, the
locals get over the fact that he has wax
on his car and recently soled boots and
they set to talking. He learns more
about the people this way than he ever
did reading anthropology books in the
stacks at the University of New Mexico.
Belagana or not, Hillerman fits in on
the porch or under the big, dry, thun-
derous clouds of summer. He is, after
all, in Hillerman Country. •

CHEE'S WITCH

(continued from page 35)
''yes,'' Chee said.
"Well, s. .," Wells said. "Yo

shouldn't have. What do you knor
about him?"
"Showed up maybe three monms

ago. Moved into one of those u.s. PUO
lie Health service houses over by the
Kayenta clinic. Stranger. Keeps to lun
self. From off the reservationsore
where. [ figured you federals puth'
here to keep hi m out of sight."
Wells frowned. "How long you

known about him?"
"Quite a while," Chee said. He'd

known about Begay within a weekf
tel' his arrival.
"He's a witness," Wells said. '111~

broke a car theft operation inLosAn
les. Big deal. National conneCllOnl
One of those where they have hie
hands picking up expensive mrxlels
and they drive 'em right on the shipand
off load in South America.l1lis Beg<JY
one of the hired hands. Nobody much
(continued on page 53)

IN BUSINESS~
You DON~TGET
WHAT You

DESERVE~YOU
GET WHAT

You NEGOTIATE.
Now, more than ever,

successful people turn to Karrass.
Forbes Magazine said it simply: "Sure, there are dozens of guys
- too many-running around giving seminars. But Karrass' client list
is a breed apart: Mobil, General Motors, Ford, IBM, General
Electric, Arco, Shell, ITT, Phillips Petroleum,-9 out of the nation's
15 largest companies - plus 140 others." Forbes added:

"Kaiser Aluminum & Chemical, which spent about $15,000
over several years on Karrass Seminars, asked employees to identify
specific savings they had made through better company negotiating.
The total ran into millions of dollars. A Boeing sales executive says
-the same about a single Mideast negotiation. At General Electric,
renowned for its own in-house training programs, 90 percent of the
employees called the Karrass course their most significant career

~ continued on next page


