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7 QUESTIONS

water when
crossing a.
ravine. "It

TOD,.DillermaD
Tony Hillerman is best known for his Jim
Chee and Joe Leaphorn mysteries set in the
Southwest, but his resume includes 30 years
as a newspaper reporter and editor, plus a
post as the head of the journalism program
at the University of New Mexico. He contin-
ues to writes fiction, essays, articles and
nonfiction of all kinds. His latest work is
Hunting Badger (HarperCollins), another
Leaphorn mystery based partly on a 1998
Navajo police/FBI manhunt on the Utah/
Arizona border.

I Your mysteries tend to emphasis set-
ting, description and culture, Do you -
consider yourself to be a
"pure" mystery writer?
I feel my first priority as a writer
is to entertain the audience. But
I'm also fascinated by the cul-
tures we have [in the
Southwest], and I think people
ought to know about them. My
second priority is to develop
plots that will force the reader to
attend a Native ceremony or get
involved in the religious tradi-
tion in order to follow the plot.
Sometimes it works better than
others.
I Are you a visual writer?
I have to go to the reservation) to the spot
I'll be writing about to get comfortable with
it. If something's going to happen in the late
evening, I want to be there at twilight and
listen to what's going on. Are the coyotes
out there? Even if I never use a lot of this
stuff, I like to feel at home in my mind with
the spot I have on the page. Maybe I don't
put in the creosote bush and what it smells
like when rainwater hits it, but I want to
know.
I Are there visnal clues that you in-
clude to entwine that setting with the
story?
I've been out hiking with a Navajo before
and noticed that he wouldn't step in the

Direct Quotes

"The life-giving
novel, like the the-
ater, despite occa-
sional flare-ups.
belongs to the past.
There is a limited
audience. Celine, in
an interview in The
Paris Review, said,
'Novels are some-
thing like lace ...
an art that went out
with the convent.'
Literature is not
dead-students still
read Dostoyevsky
and Whitman-but
it has lost its emi-
nence. The tide is
turning against it."

f------ James Salter
in "Once Upon a Time,
Literature. Now What?"

from TheNew York Times

Someone said
thatwritlng

iswm getting
reacquainted

with the person
youwere.

a longtime ago.
And it is.

a memoir

shows respect
for the water,"
he said, which makes sense in a dry country.
I try to remember those elements later on
and use them as clues in stories. They might
not tell a city cop anything, but they'll tell
Joe Leaphorn something.
I How have you gone about researching
for novels set outside the Southwest?
In Finding Moon, for example, I had
planned to go to Laos to do research, but I
couldn't get a visa at the time. I could only

get as far as Manila, so I modi-
fied the plot and went to
Palawan Island [between
Borneo and the Philippines]
and moved a lot of the action
there and to Manila. I have sons
who are the right age to know a
lot of Vietnam veterans, and I
imposed on some of them who
were in the so-called «Brown-
water Navy" [which patrolled
the Mekong in these little-bitty
boats] and picked their brains.
And, I did plenty of reading and

sifted through National Geographic photos
to get a sense of the setting and atmosphere.
I You're known for not liking to use
outlines for your fiction.
I would do it if I could, but I can't ever
think ahead that far. When I decided I want-
ed to [write fiction]' I analyzed what I had
going for me. I've been a journalist for years
and years. I knew what I was good at-nar-
rative and description. I had no idea if could
develop characters or a plot. That led me to ~
a place where the setting is important. both ~
in the landscape and the culture. Already ~
being interested in Navajo culture, I decided ~
the Southwest was a good place to do this. J
Hunting Badger, though, has less Navajo ~

culture in it. It involves a southern Ute leg- 'r
end, but it also involves a problem cops ~
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have, especially tribal cops-dealing with
the FBI. A couple of years ago, we had a hel- .
lacious manhunt in the Four Corners area.
A policeman was machine-gunned to death
by three guys .... Hunting Badger chronicles
a similar crime that takes place, and the fear
that spreads through the Four Corners area
because people are remembering what hap-
pened with this last manhunt. This story
turns on the local cops' work. [Joe Leap-
horn} connects this crime with a legendary
southern Ute hero who used to kill Navajos.
That's how the crime is solved, with the
local cops knowing the area and the pecu-
liarities of the culture.
I You've had to scrap a large number of
first chapters. Have you since found a
way to avoid that? .
Not yet. That happens when I've got the
chronology wrong. 1 like a book to cover a
relatively short period of time. Usually,
when that happens, I'm starting the book
too early in the event sequence, or it's going

to take too long for the principal character
to appear. If I start the chapter at that
point, I'll leave the main character hanging
so long that it will lose significance for the
reader.
I You're working on a memoir-can
you tell us about it?
I'm not sure what it's going to be about yet ..
I'm working on it right now. I've gotten
myself out of Pottawatomie County
[Oklahoma}, where I lived during the De-
pression, and right now a couple of guys
and I are winning WWIl. I've collected
notes-and diaries from other guys who were
in our company, and no two of us remem-
ber events the same way. I'm trying to write
it from the viewpoint of a 19-year-old kid.
Someone said that writing a memoir is like
getting reacquainted with the person you
were a long time ago. And it is. I hadn't
thought of it that way until I started doing
it. WD

-Brad Crawford
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Direct Quotes

"Unsurprisingiy, a
psychological survey
of the Iowa Work-
shop showed that
80% of writers
in the program
reported evidence
of manic depression,
alcoholism· or other
lovely addictions in
themselves or their
immediate families.
We're writers. Who
ever claimed we
were a tightly
wrapped bunch?"

f---- Tom Grimes
in the introduction to
The Workshop: Seven
Decades of the Iowa
Writers' Workshop

(Hyperion)

Book: Rails Under My Back (Farrar, Straus & Giroux). Set in a fictional US city of today,
an African-American family struggles to overcome a half-century of betrayals and disap-
pointments.

Hometown: Chicago. I've lived in New York City for the last seven years.

Author's quote: Writing is a tough hustle, the toughest there is, with few visible
rewards and many hidden.

Where and how you write: Mornings at home on the computer, and all hours of
the day in my notebook.

Day job and how it influences your writing: I'm a college professor who
specializes in creative writing) which keeps me in constant contact with the workshop
method and allows me to hone my skills.

Essential writing rule: Be an objective editor of your own work and the work of
others.

Advice for new writers: Respect your talent and believe in it.

What's next: A novel in the form of a collection of interrelated short stories.
-Brad Crawford


