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Overview

As a resident of a small Wyoming town, David Romtvedt
has written the collection Windmill: Essays from Four
Mile Ranch (1997) about the rural West, using the
windmill as a metaphor. These pieces concern various
topics including his small town, the local economy and
culture, sheep, death, weather, and being a non-hunter.

his series includes books that depict different
aspects of what it means to live in Wyoming.
Each writer explores both the myth and the
reality of the people and place. Whether in the memaoirs,
short stories, poems or non-fiction narratives of this series,
each shows the loveliness and harshness, the humor and

the romance of life lived or imagined in Wyoming.

John Mcphee’s Rising from the Plains (1986) weaves
together the personal history of Rocky Mountain geologist
David Love and his family with the geology and history of
the region. He also details the search for resources and
the environment effects of their discovery.

The recently published anthology Deep West (2003)
offers a sample of the work of nineteen contemporary
Wyoming writers. Selections include poetry, short stories
and nonfiction and are accompanied by the authors’
essays assessing how living in Wyoming has influenced
their writing.

Pulitzer prizewinner Annie Proulx’s collection of eleven
short stories in Close Range (1999) deals with loneliness,
violence and love. Bound to disturb the reader who
anticipates myths of the West, the stories are both harsh
and humorous as they depict the lives of luckless cowboys
and ranchers left behind by the modern world.

In What You See in Clear Water (2000), Geoffrey O’Gara
traces the history of the Wind River Indian Reservation
and its residents, the Shoshone and the Arapaho, as they
face the hardships of poverty, suicide, and the indifference
or hostility of neighbors outside the reservation. O'Gara
narrates the story of the recent conflict between Indians
and whites over water rights to the Wind River.

Where Rivers Change Direction (1999) is Mark Spragg’s
memoir of growing up on a dude ranch in Wyoming,
wrangling horses for his father, hunting, meeting guests
from all over the country who have come to the west to
experience its mythology, marrying and divorcing, and
caring for his mother before her death. The essays are
compelling stories of place and self.

Twenty three people gathered to discuss this book. The
group included six men, all of whom spoke enthusiastically
about geology and David Love. | intend to follow up with
the men; why was this book a draw, what other books
would you like to read and discuss.

The library draws men - to check out books, read the
newspapers, etc - and I'm not giving up on the idea that
the right books would draw men to a reading group. |
decided with this new series | would try handing out
questions for discussion and, after biographical
information about the author, simply opening up the
discussion instead of going around the group and asking
their opinion about the book. I'm glad | did the questions;
nearly everyone spoke during the evening and yet they
were free to respond or not. A couple in the group had
made the trip to the Love Ranch, Ethel Waxham's school,
and the Mills Ranch and shared pictures. These were
wonderful to see.

Other people brought in maps and Carol Deering from our
CWC library furnished the Wyoming Geology Map,
minerals maps, and a map of the Love ranch. | mentioned
Roadside Geology of Wyoming and Lady's Choice as
books to consider. We talked geology, the importance of
family, how "place" matters in your upbringing, what it
means to be a scientist (in reference to Love's conflicts
over minerals and safekeeping of the environment), and
the future of Wyoming (both physically and politically). We
ended with a lively discussion of the impact the book had
made on us individually and decided that it made us proud
of our state, impressed with those who homesteaded and
persevered, and much more aware of our human
presence as being just a spark in the world's history.

Barbara Gose

On Monday, November 17th, eight of us met at the Fort
Casper Museum to discuss Annie Proulx’s book, Close
Range. It was our last meeting, and it was the one that |
was most concerned about: on my mind was Proulx’s
tendency to ignite the ire of Wyoming readers. | thought it
would be best to impose a little more structure than usual.
Alas, the best laid plans.

At the outset of the discussion, | said that we'd be talking
about two stories for certain: The Half-Skinned Steer and
Brokeback Mountain. | began with Steer, asking the group
members if they thought it was a post-modern rendering of
the parable of the Prodigal Son. They were nonplussed
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by the question, struggling to answer it even as they held
back their complaints. The question was only half-baked,
and to their credit, the group members did their best to
mine the text for answers. But it couldn’t last and soon
they railing against Proulx - the depressive stories, the
weird and crazy characters, the odd situations.

Given the evaluative mood, | mentioned that John Updike
had selected The Half-Skinned Steer as one of the 100
best stories of the 20th Century, and | asked the group
members if they agreed with Updike’s choice. Their
answers ranged from No, to Absolutely not, to wry
laughter. One reader said,The only story | liked in the
book was Brokeback Mountain.

So we moved away from The Half-Skinned Steer and
talked about the book in general, beginning with the
characters. Two months ago, when | told a friend of mine
that we would be discussing Proulx, he said, Proulx, ugh

. she doesn’t respect her characters. It's an intriguing
analysis; | shared it with the group and after some
discussion they agreed with it for the most part. Except for
Brokeback Mountain, said the reader who had mentioned
the story earlier. Several heads nodded as she said this.
They’re just so weird, one reader said. They’re not like real
people, said another, At least, | don’t know anyone like
them. | mentioned that this was not new in American
literature, bringing up Twain’s use of caricatures in The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in order to comment on
American society and to illuminate the few authentic
characters in the story. But unlike Twain, Proulx’s
purpose seems less clear. | asked if in making her
characters ridiculous the author was commenting on
human nature (particularly in a postmodern, 21st century
milieu). Their answers were inconclusive.

The conversation shifted here to questions about Proulx’s
personality (Maybe her characters are weird because
she’s weird, someone said) as well as her understanding
(or lack thereof) of her adopted state. One reader said
that she didn't think that Proulx really understood
Wyoming people. Another said that Proulx likely came
here to make money from the novelty of Wyoming. At this
point | shared with the group a few comments that Proulx
made to interviewer Matthew Testa in 2005
(http://www.planetjh.com/music_arts culture/A 100138.as
px): The innocent belief that only people who have
been born and brought up in a place can know it well
enough to write about it is more folklore than fact. It might
seem logical, but it is not the way literature works.
Certainly there have been many outstanding regional
American writers, but the outsider's eye is invaluable in
writing and art, and most American literature has been
written by outsiders, including much Western material:
Walter Van Tilburg Clark (“The Ox-Bow Incident," "Track
of the Cat") came from Maine, Owen Wister ("The
Virginian") came from Pennsylvania, Theodore Roosevelt
("The Winning of the West") from New York, Jack
Schaeffer ("Shane") had never been west of Toledo when
he wrote his novel of the Johnson County war. There is
room for both kinds of writers A- local people and
"outsiders." Outsiders certainly do not stop local people
from writing whatever they wish. There's a little thing
called "freedom of speech" which applies to writing.

Some readers seemed impressed by the evidence she
used in her argument, but others were steadfast in their
opposition.  After some discussion, we left the issue
unresolved.

Finally, we arrived at “Brokeback Mountain.” | read two
more quotations from the PJH interview - where Proulx
denies that her characters are “cowboys” and where
Proulx discusses Wyoming’'s fondness for the cowboy
myth - and we began to build our own definitions of the
term, “cowboy.” Someone even suggested that a Casper
College English instructor could be a cowboy. | was
buoyed by this, momentarily (could my childhood dream
come true?), until one reader said, “But not you, Patrick.
Your son told the class that you're an astronaut.” Did |
mention that my son’s kindergarten teacher is in the
group? Maybe | can be a space cowboy.

Anyway, the group seemed to decide that “cowboy” was
more of an attitude than an occupation. But when
confronted with the question of whether or not the men in
“Brokeback” were “cowboys” (Proulx’s comment
notwithstanding), the group was undecided. So | asked if
they thought the work could be termed “gay literature.”
Another half-baked question, because how do we define
“gay literature”? So | bounced back to the characters and
asked if they were caught up in something they didn'’t
understand. Yes, they said. Then | asked if that
contributed to the work’s verisimilitude. Here again, they
agreed. We talked about the story’s machinery and
artistry, finishing the subject positively, if desultorily.

As we wrapped up, | asked if they’d recommend Close
Range. A few said they would. Then | asked which book
they enjoyed most - John McPhee’s book was the hands-
down winner. At least one reader said that McPhee’s
book made them fall in love with Wyoming all over again.
We ended with smiles: | thanked the group for their
participation and said that | hoped to see them at another
reading series.

Reading Wyoming
Wyoming Humanities Council

The discussion of Close Range in Casper drew a much
smaller than normal audience (5, though included one new
member), but one that was very engaged and interested in
the book. | was a bit concerned going in that "Brokeback
Mountain" would overshadow the discussion, but this
concern did not materialize. As this was our first book in
the series, we discussed the intent of the series as well as
the format for discussions. This led into an interesting
discussion of the author herself before we dived into
Proulx's treatment of Wyoming. Her caricaturization of the
people of Wyoming seemed to draw in the readers who
had discussed the various personages with family and
friends (with the general conclusion that yes there are
people like that in Wyoming). The group believed that she
captured the Wyoming landscape (although leaving out
some of the more attractive aspects of the state) and the
Wyoming culture very well especially in "The Mud Below,"
"Job History," and "The Bunchgrass Edge of the World."
Her use of exaggeration and humor also appealed to the
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readers though some wondered how outsiders would
view Wyoming after reading her stories. The general
consensus of the group was that they really enjoyed the
descriptive tools used by Proulx as well as her ability to
make the characters "real" in spite of their exaggerated
qualities. This book seems to have been a great kick-off
for the series (despite the small numbers) although a
couple expressed an interest in updated looks at Wyoming
and its people (energy sector, etc.).

Discussion led on August 20 by Erich Frankland Casper

Close Range was our second book in the Wyoming series,
following Rising From the Plains. Sixteen intrepid readers
came to discuss Annie Proulx's short stories. Our group
reacted similarly to other group's discussions of these
stories; a few people loved them and defended them,
while most people, while agreeing that the evocation of
landscape and the writing is moving, so disliked the
content of the stories that they are put off by anything
"Proulx." | started with a biography of Proulx, followed by
reading five different quotations, some from reviews and
some from Proulx's interviews (dated, as she evidently
doesn't do interviews anymore). | hoped to build a case
for the stories. The room full of readers was chomping at
the bit to comment, and as soon as | finished they took
over.

Overwhelmingly, they want to know how a New York
Times reviewer (or any west or east coast reviewer) could
possibly know that Proulx was being authentic in her
description of Wyoming? One particularly astute and
critical reader pointed out inaccuracies and also her use of
real ranchers' names. He felt that the latter was unethical,
as the ranchers were cast in a very negative light. Other
negative comments: what will other parts of the United
States think of us, if this is all they read, the sex is ever
present and (nearly) always perverted, the vernacular
speech she uses for her characters isn't authentic and is
awkward, why was this book included over other Wyoming
books, and on and on. Those who liked the stories loved
them (as reviewers have said, you love or hate her work),
argued that it is fiction and meant to make a point, that we
all know people like this, that Proulx's stories are often
funny, that Proulx’'s passion for research pays off in these
stories, and that the nay-sayers are a little defensive. And
so it goes. As many have said before, controversial books
elicit the very best discussions. But it was a relief to many
in the group that we move on to Windmill!

Barbara Gose

group. On the other hand, some participants praised the
book for its prose style, its evocations of landscape, and
its portrayal of human character. Because the most
common criticism entailed the response that the book
gave a negative portrayal of Wyoming and its residents,
we spend some time discussing what treatments seemed
to be characteristic of or inherent to Wyoming.
Participants cited the weather, the landscape, the
isolation, the bleak employment and economic
opportunities, and the typical occupations. We also
observed the subtitle of the book, _Wyoming Stories_, and
some common features of the stories, such as dialect and
characterization. Several people commented that the
limited range of dialect was tiresome and unrealistic. We
also discussed some common features of the characters,
not necessarily inherent Wyoming characteristics but
aspects that seemed to portray Wyoming residents as not
having much diversity. Such features included socio-
economic class, consistently odd names, persistent vulgar
language, sexual fixation, and limited power to act.
Having explored general features of the collection, we
went on to discuss individual stories, where we discussed
interpretation of the individual story and also noted
features it had in common with the rest of the collection.
We discussed in detail “People in Hell Just Want a Drink
of Water,” “The Half-Skinned Steer,” “The Bunchgrass
Edge of the World,” “Pair a Spurs,” “Brokeback Mountain,”
and “The Governors of Wyoming.” In addition to
discussing caricature and stereotype (and “grotesque,” a
word occurring in some reviews of the book), participants
noted colorful and well-visualized characters, the use of
unique place names (both fictional and non-fictional,
including Lusk itself), and the tendency toward dramatic,
sensational action. The discussion ended with a
quotation, read by the librarian, from a review praising the
collection for its portrayal of Wyoming’s “fragile and subtle”
life. The time flew by in this session, which started at 7:00
p.m. and began to break up at 8:45 p.m., with many
participants stating that the discussion had helped clarify
the “meaning” of several of the stories.

John D. Nesbitt ,Lusk

We began the discussion with each person giving a
general impression or assessment of the book. Some
people stated that they felt offended by the content and
language, others said that they felt personally insulted,
others said that they felt offended as residents of
Wyoming; one person said she would not have the book in
her house, and a couple said they would not have
continued reading if it had not been for the sense of
responsibility of participating in the book discussion

Once we got past the initial comments on the book’s more
controversial aspects, such as the use of four-letter words
and the comments on sexual behavior, we had a
wonderful discussion on how Proulx’s stories reflect, or do
not reflect, daily life in Wyoming. We discussed how this
book challenges the Wyoming’s Cowboy State image,
especially the state’s strong belief in rugged individualism.
The participants offered some wonderful stories from their
past to prove the accuracy or inaccuracy of the scenes
portrayed in Proulx’s stories. At the end of the discussion,
many of the participants wanted go back and reread the
book! So in the end, we managed to get through the
sensitive subjects and take away a more complex
appreciation of Close Range.

Jeremy Johnston, Powell group (Rocky Mountain Manor)
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Worland: We began the evening with a brief discussion of
the author's life and works, and then we reviewed her
essay from our first book DEEP WEST. Proulx wrote of
her ideas of outsiders writing about Wyoming and the
value of their "sharp, early impressions" of our state and
its people.

Some of us felt that her writings were too biased and/or
graphic for our tastes. Others saw a caricatural
presentation of Wyoming which left us asking, "What will
others think of us?" A conclusion we drew seemed quite
simple; if the short stories made us think, that's good.
Following the others' comments, Proulx also is influenced
by the Wyoming harsh and unforgiving landscape; thus,
her characters are hard-nosed, at times even vile, and
fiercely determined to get things done. Proulx disperses
doses of humor and sensitive observations of our land and
our weather to allow her stories to show us corners of
Wyoming that we may not see for ourselves. Overall,
however, the book was not enjoyed nor finished by many
of us.

Afton: Most of the people in the group disliked the book
because they felt the characters had no redeeming value
and were not like real people, or any people known by
most of the group. One member also thought the males in
our group ought to be outraged by the way Annie portrays
males. These comments led to a discussion of whether
these kinds of people do exist. One of our members
thought they did exist and that the way they were
described made them more universal literary characters
and not so much just western characters. The characters
in Proulx’s book were not shaped so much by the
Wyoming environment as the characters in some of the
other books.

We discussed Proulx's handling of the short story as
opposed to the novel. We noted that Proulx has said that
she finds the short story format to be challenging and
several people who had read That Old Ace in the Hole or
one of her other novels found those more satisfying
because the story was more complete. We discussed the
way she describes both people and places and almost all
loved and admired her descriptions. Perhaps with her and
her short stories it is important to think about and enjoy the
journey and not worry about the destination.

--Dave Kathka

I had the most amazing facilitator experience in the
Meeteetse book group’s discussion of Annie Proulx’s
Close Range. | am still amazed by how much more
productive a discussion can be when it turns on resistance
and dislike. Through the course of the sometimes tense
discussion, | ultimately feel that more people were faced
with challenging their own assumptions than in any other
group conversation | have had.

Reactions at the start were largely declarations of the
foreignness of this collection of stories to any of the
Wyoming experiences of the members. They did not
understand why the book was selected for the Writing
Wyoming series because it was not Wyoming. For

example, while most people acknowledged theirs or
other's conversations with machinery, why was it that
Annie Proulx’s talking tractor had to be sinister? Why did
the lost son who returned home damaged have to be a
pervert and whoever heard of people castrating an idiot?

It was about at this point that | began to wonder if there
might not be a few good frames to give readers before
they went off to read the book.

The genre of short-stories is made powerful by its twists.
These stories are not in the nature of biographical essay,
as were Spragg’s and Romtvedt's.

Perhaps the misleading part of the title is “Wyoming
Stories”. These are human stories set in Wyoming. Human
frailty, cruelty, endurance and failure are explored in the
unique setting that is Wyoming. This means that the
human relationship to land and history have some unique
features worth fleshing out as some of the major themes
of the book: human to Wyoming landscape (isolation,
inconsequence of human will to weather and other
powerful natural forces), human to human (sexuality,
family, friendship), . . .

One of the participants said that if she had been reading
these as ghost stories, she might have liked them. |
thought that very useful as another frame. It has been
argued that Toni Morrison belongs to the American Gothic
tradition, especially her book Beloved, and | saw many
parallels between Morrison’s unflinching look at the human
in the midst of overcoming forces and Proulx’s stories.
Perhaps Proulx also belongs to the American Gothic
tradition.

| love American Gothic. Hence, | also did not know what to
do with the repeated criticism that the stories were
depressing and what was the use of reading them. Again,
| think if one had a few frames with which to look at the
stories, for instance Proulx’s depiction of the human will in
contest with the forces of nature, one might not find the
characters themselves so depressing.

We contrasted the map of Wyoming that was drawn by
Spragg’s book, Romtvedt's book and Proulx’s. While
people recognized hard times, poverty, and isolation as
serious factors of people’s relationship to the land in
Wyoming, many members nevertheless rejected as alien a
map of Wyoming that depicted an underbelly of perversion
and despair.

The one person who had re-read the book and developed
an entirely new appreciation for it the second time around,
recommended that one shouldn’t read more than one
story a day because they are so depressing and so fixated
on detail. This participant had thought out some great
questions, including “Did Mero ever ‘escape’ Wyoming?”
She also tracked down most of the true stories from which
Annie had developed the short stories.

Drawing examples from the text, | argued for a different
reckoning. The power of her text spoke well for itself and |
think the room came around to a feeling of appreciation
that this collection might have some inspiration in it and
some merit. It is good fun to fight back from the endzone.
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--Mary Keller

Dubois: This was the most “controversial” of our series. It
had definitely brought out diverse opinions, and we all
learned from each other to see things differently. One
woman, whom | would have thought would not finish it,
said that, once started, each story “compelled one to the
finish”. We munched on Cheese Puffs that one reader had
brought — an element from one of the short stories — as we
examined the concepts of this book.

A long interview with the author that | had found on line
really helped us to know her apart from her writing.
Entitled “At Home with: E. Annie Proulx: At Midlife, a
Novelist is born”, it was taken from the NY Times archives,
June 23, 1994, and | recommend it highly:
http://www.nytimes.com/books/99/05/23/specials/proulx-
home.html. This was the year just before she moved to
Wyoming, but | could find nothing on why she chose to
move here. Readers were tending to identify her with her
style of characters and this brought out discussion of how
a writer can create fictional people without living their lives
herself.

One felt that the tractor was one of the warmer characters
in the whole book. Someone else said that the
Bunchgrass Edge of the World story, with the tractor,
reminded her of Stephen King’s writing. Most of Proulx’s
characters were described as folks that you would look at
out of the corner of your eye, and drive 40 miles to avoid
(The Wyoming equivalent of crossing to the other side of
the road!). It was felt that the character Ennis in Brokeback
Mountain was the one with the best chance of “living
happily ever after”, even after our discussion bringing out
personal feelings around the Matthew Shepard Kkilling in
Laramie, and relating that to the killings in the story.

One reader wrote a few more lines to bring an ending to
the Half-Skinned Steer that for him was there, just a little
further down the road. He said that her characters all had
the chance, like us, to “recognize, accept, and transcend”
their situations, but few did, and he felt that Mero had
finally recognized and accepted — and needed the few
lines added to transcend. (It was noted that Proulx must
not know Dubois, as she always used the term “going
DOWN to Dubois”. We are always critical when Dubois is
mentioned!)

It was felt that Proulx strips her characters down to their
worst rather than their best (with the comment “I wonder
what she would do with me?”), rather like the dry lands get
stripped by the wind. One reader felt that some of the
descriptions of landscape were really creative, and so
“right on”, especially Brokeback Mountain, while others
said “she didn't describe MY Wyoming!” Someone
commented that the writing about “bar scenes” was a
terribly realistic, creative study of that element in our small
towns. “She tells it like it is, and like we don’t want to
hear.” That provoked personal stories of the “old days”
when the Rustic Pine was a bit rougher than now! We also
remembered bar scenes from “Where Rivers Change
Direction”. It was interesting that many of the violent

incidents (like the car crash in Casper) were described in
conversations. We felt that that was how most of us
learned about things like that happening in our town — at
the Post Office, or in an aisle at the Market.

After the discussion it was noted by some that they had
felt that they would not like to meet Annie Proulx at all, in
any way, but now they were intrigued and would welcome
the chance to engage her in conversation. It was noted
that Brokeback Mountain is coming out as a movie, and
we may try to get together to see it when that is possible.

--Mary Ellen Honsaker

Story: | was quite nervous about the response |
anticipated about Close Range, but actually, the
discussion was animated and interesting. Of course,
several people expressed dislike for the book: “it was a
‘downer,” “altogether too depressing,” “a limited and
skewed view of Wyoming people,” etc. After reviewing
Annie Proulx’s background, including her other books and
her connection to Wyoming, we talked about what themes
emerged from this collection. Immediately the effect of the
landscape on the lives and character of the inhabitants
came into the discussion; as did the issues of a culture in
transition, the difficulties of living “different” life styles in
Wyoming, a sense of fatalism, and the paucity of human
nature. We had spent some time last month, when we did
Deep West, talking about elements of the western myth,
so we discussed how Proulx generally debunks this

” o«

One defender of the book said that, while at first he didn’t
respond to the book much at all, it seemed to “stick with
him” and made him think about it afterwards. He said he
finally saw the book to be really about suffering and about
variances of human response to suffering. He also pointed
out that most of the characters seemed to be addicted to
something that controlled their choices and affected their
lives. This led to our looking at several of the stories with
that perspective.

| had asked that they note particular passages that
illustrate some point they wanted to make about the book
(positive or negative) while they were reading the stories.
Even those who were most negative about the book
admitted that there were some wonderful descriptions and
certainly attention to the details of setting. They even
noted a few examples of humor, albeit dark humor.

Riverton: | started the evening with a brief lecture on
Proulx. One question | couldn't answer: "Why did she
move to Wyoming?" | said | assumed she wanted to get
out of New England and to a more rural area. Does
anyone know? The answer matters, of course, because
several people believe she doesn't like Wyoming very
much. And yet these Lander readers are an open minded,
well read, and thinking group, and we proceeded to have a
vigorous and often contentious discussion. We went
around the room with each of us choosing a story to
discuss. The group loved some, were appalled by some,
and found at least one funny. We discussed why Proulx
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writes dark stories (she thinks human nature and life in
general is bleak), the reason she writes about men more
than women (they - the men - still run things), her beautiful
writing, her sense of place (this isn't our Wyoming, but in
many ways it is), how she does her research (which is her
favorite part of the writing process), her foray into magical
thinking (Lander did the Mexico series, which helped), and
whether or not her characters come alive to us (most
agreed that, while we may not like them or think they are
the mainstream Wyoming people, we all know people like
this). One question we kept coming back to was posed by
one of our readers: "How does she get away with saying
this stuff about people?" The answers were varied; people
are like that, this is fiction, she sees the dark side of life.

The reader persisted: "Would she be able to say this
about a racial group, an ethnic group?" Other readers
pointed out that there are negative characters in books
about the south, etc. Others commented that the book is
set in Wyoming, but could be set in other places. My, it
was an invigorating discussion! It was fun to be part of it.

--Barbara Gose

Rock Springs: We started the discussion with biographical
information about Annie Proulx. We discussed her family
background and the influence it might have had on her
writing. She says she gets her work habits from her father
and her eye for detail from her mother. She also notes
she was the oldest of five sisters. Her mother's family had
a long tradition of oral story telling. We also discussed her
career as a journalist prior to writing fiction. We also
discussed comments she has made about her interest in
rural places and characters and the characteristics they
share. We revisited her essay in Deep West to look at
some of those comments.

We spent some time discussing characteristics common to
most of the stories including the kinds of people, her rich
descriptions of characters and landscapes, her use of
coarse language (which no one felt was inappropriate to
the characters), her eye for edetail, and her ability to
capture a male perspective.

Much of the discussion focused on the group's general
distaste for the people she writes about. Several people
felt she was making these people out to be representative
of Wyoming but the more we discussed this the more they
agreed that people like this do exist in Wyoming and that
they can have sympathy for the characters even if they did
not like them.

Finally we discussed the elements of unreality that are the
theme of the book. This is a good book for a group like this
because it can force people to look beyond their first
impressions and see the human struggles that going on.

--Dave Kathka

writer of magazine articles and non-fiction books on
hunting, crafts and cooking before the publication of her
first collection of fiction in her early fifties. | shared some
of her other books and mentioned the many awards she
has won for Shipping News, Accordion Crimes, etc.

One of the group members who works at the State Library
brought in and shared with the group the current issue of
“Wyoming Library Round-up” which features an interview
with the author and pictures of her in her Centennial
home.

After this introduction our discussion quickly turned to how
much many of the group members disliked the stories in
“Close Range”. Only about half managed to finish the
book. One newly arrived transplant from Colorado
wondered if she still would have moved to Wyoming if she
had read this book before the move.

Most felt that Proulx had done Wyoming a disservice to
depict “typical” Wyomingites as so violent and
unsympathetic. | pointed out that Proulx’s characters in all
her books are like that whether she is depicting New
Englanders, Texans, Newfoundlanders or Wyomingites.
However, the group agreed that Proulx’s stories with their
gritty, harsh and vivid images are hard to forget.

We then discussed particular stories such as “The Half-
Skinned Steer” which is a story of a modern day journey
laced with flashbacks to a “tall tale” the protagonist heard
as a young man and “Brokeback Mountain” which is a
tragic story about forbidden love between two gay
cowboys. For the half of the group that did finish the book,
“Brokeback Mountain” (the last story in the collection) was
a one of their favorites. We discussed the upcoming
release of the film version of the story and wondered if it
would be good or bad for Wyoming’s reputation. Other
favorite stories were the hilarious story “The Blood Bay”,
and “The Bunchgrass End of the World” about Ottaline
and the talking tractor which has the feeling of a fairytale.
Despite, or possibly because of the intense feelings of
dislike Proulx’s stories elicit we had quite a lively
discussion.

--Elaine Jones Hayes

Cheyenne: | introduced Annie Proulx and her career as a
writer. We discussed her many years as a free-lance

Dirty. Nasty. Filthy. No redeeming value. Smutty. Trash.
Porn. These descriptors almost universally sum up the
initial reaction to Close Range. For the most part, this
group was thoroughly disgusted by the stories in this
collection. They thought it a cruel and unfair depiction of
Wyoming and its inhabitants.

Once the purging was done, we discussed more neutral
aspects of the stories, such as the inherent imprint
landscape has on people; the deft way the author
describes places and people; difficulties in making a
point through short stories; and really, how maybe the
stories aren't so far removed from the reality of the "West"
as perhaps we ourselves are not exposed to some of
these harsher realities. (According to a mental health
professional friend of mine, there is far more animal
mutilation here than one would care to guess).
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Naturally, with the release of Brokeback Mountain, we had
quite a bit of discussion on the issues in that story. Views
ranged from," there's black and white and some grey, but
right is right and this isn't right,” to another woman (a
great-grandmother) sharing a personal story regarding a
long-time friend who recently confided in her he is a
homosexual. She talked about how it really didn't change
a thing. We also talked about homosexuality in general in
this country and worldwide and how different cultures have
many ways of incorporating it into their culture. Still, it
didn't feel like this group had much wiggle room in this
area.

We drifted around the stories a bit, recalling odd parts,
favorite people, and in the end | feel like, although no one
was hot to run out to buy Annie Proulx, there was
more acceptance of what she was trying to say and how
her blunt methods may well serve her purpose. "Earthy" is
how one women said her daughter, who read some of the
stories, put it. | think that is just right.

Kim Knowlton, Pine Bluffs

Katie Curtiss, Sheridan

I must admit | was a bit nervous about the upcoming
discussion of Close Range at the Sheridan Library. The
discussion, however, was wonderful. | never should have
doubted this terrific group of readers. | began with
background information on Annie Proulx and then opened
the discussion on the book by asking for some general
comments on the book. Several people did not necessarily
like the language or some of the graphically described
incidents but were ready to move beyond that and focus
on what they enjoyed in the book. The incidents and
language they did not like, did not stop any of them from
finishing the book. Several in the group, who had read the
book twice, liked it better the second time.

Next | asked them which characters they could identify
with and/or found believable. They had lots of ideas and
we had a terrific discussion about many of the characters -
particularly in the stories Job History, A Lonely Coast and
The Bunchgrass Edge of the World. We discussed how
isolation, weather and landscape had an impact on
characters. No one was offended by the book's title
"Wyoming Stories"; most agreed they were stories about
rural life and not necessarily bashing Wyoming. We had a
discussion about the words cowboy, rancher and
sheepherder and the "myth of the cowboy". We also
discussed the book in terms of New West and Old West
and some members of the group had re-read the Annie
Proulx comments on writing about the west. | suggested
that Proulx was challenging us to look at the west in a new
way. Everyone agreed and one member of the group read
the passage "reality's never been much use out here";
many had that very same sentence underlined.
Interestingly several found the names in That Ace in the
Hole humorous and interesting but in Close Range the
names bothered them and did not seem to click with the
stories as they had in That Old Ace in the Hole. Then we
launched into a discussion of favorite descriptive phrases.
It was a good discussion.

Interesting discussion of Annie Proulx's Close Range at
the Eppson Center for Seniors. | brought in some
biographical information, cleverly obtained by me from
AnnieProulx.com. Most readers agreed that the book was
very dark, although often comic, and the stories hard to
read back to back. Only one person characterized the
book as "garbage." Even that person was able to discuss
the ideas of the book fully, in spite of her feel for the
stories themselves. One person mentioned that the people
in the stories don't really represent Wyoming, and that the
types they represent are really just transient sorts and not
really Wyomingites. That set off a really interesting
conversation about what constitutes culture. Aren't all
places, including this one, shaped and defined by
transients and long-termers alike? | suggested that maybe
one job of writers like AP is to mediate between the
mainstream culture and the downtrodden, marginalized
folks that exist everywhere. That led to more exploration of
what we think Wyoming is, what we think the West is, and
whether people in other places share those views. We
talked about the movie Brokeback Mountain, of course.
Most of the group had seen it; all who had seen it thought
it was a dandy.

There were 15 of us in the group. One more book to go.
They are already excited about next year, and don't yet
know about the planned program changes.

- Julianne Couch, Laramie

The Medicine Bow group had mixed reactions to Close
Range. They thought a few stories were o.k. but mostly
disliked the subject matter. We had read works by Annie
Proux before, and the group members had disliked her
writing. Anticipating their reaction, | began by asking if
they would like to read a story about a person who gets up
at 5 every day to milk the cows and collect eggs, comes in
for breakfast, works in the field all day, and then collapses
in bed after the evening meal. Having led lives such as
that or known people who have led such lives, they agreed
that it would be hard to write an interesting story about
such a character. From there we talked about the desire of
writers to have interesting characters.

They objected to Wyoming being portrayed as Annie
Proulx portrays it, and they said characters such as hers
don't really live in Wyoming. We talked about exaggeration
sometimes being used for effect, but we also talked about
the possibility that the type of people who appear in
Proulx's works could be part of the Wyoming culture.
Admittedly, Proulx is drawn to the down and out, the
unusual, but with the help of a few group members, other
members did acknowledge that perhaps a few down and
out people could live in Wyoming.

Most group members also did not believe that the bar
scene is as Proulx describes it. With the help of a group
member, | was able to convince the group that the bar
scene is very active in places in Wyoming.
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Group members wondered why Proulx always has sex in
every story, and they objected to the sex. We discussed
the fact that although she does have some out-of-the-
ordinary sexual encounters, sex is part of reality and is an
important part in some people's lives.

The group members did not have much to say about
Brokeback Mountain. One person did think it was one of
the better stories. We looked at the story as it was
originally published in The New Yorker (the original story
does not have the same beginning) and talked about how
the story was represented in the movie (a few had seen
the movie). One person said, "Why did she [Proulx] have
to put the story in Wyoming?"

We decided the overall theme of the stories is "life is
tough"--not a big revelation, but people agreed that Proulx
shows how different people react to the toughness of life.

Maggie Garner, Medicine Bow

We had 9 people show up for our discussion of Annie
Proulx, At Close Range. The discussion began with a
description of Proulx’ other writings, her life here in
Wyoming, interactions members of the group have had
with Proulx and artifacts found on the internet brought in
by myself and others.

We discussed the concern many of the members had
about whether or not we felt this book was an accurate
description of Wyoming and its people through the years.
The general conscience was that the descriptions of the
landscapes and Proulx’s way with words were the best
part of the book. We enjoyed her delicate explanation of
the snow, wind, trees, etc. We enjoyed the names used in
the book as quit enjoyable and unique.

We were less than thrilled with the dialogue and felt as
though she left many of the stories without ending or that
she spent too much time stereotyping the “average”
Wyoming Native.

Over all, the book was received well for its literary
descriptions and less for the content of stories. The
turnout for people was great, discussion was lively, and
we had treats.

Our next book, Where Rivers Change Direction, is
scheduled for September 21st.

Angela M. Jaime

conversation going and helped us to cover the variety of
authors that people had discovered.

With regard to favorite authors, we found that people
enjoyed these authors' descriptions of their relationship to
the land, the concluding essay by the authors, as much as
their prose.

People planned to look further for the work of their
favorites and were pleased to have been introduced to the
variety of writers, though few people were moved by
abstract poems. The poignant story, "The Promise" spoke
to many people's hearts and opened the conversation
about development in the state.

My own research interest these days is in the cultural
landscape of Wyoming and the ways in which Native
Americans are present/absent in that imagination, so the
serious absence of Native American authors as well as
Native American characters meant that for me, the
collection is remarkable for what I call "playing in the red",
following Toni Morrison's landmark lectures "Playing in the
Dark." The collection performs "whiteness" even while it
cultivates the remarkable variety of European Americans
in Wyoming through poetry such as Barbara Smith's
moving depiction of her boomtown hometown of immigrant
heritage. Like the painting on the book's cover, the book is
predominantly a collection of the consciousness of the
conqueror's trails.

On the previous meeting of the group | asked people to
read some poetry and some prose from each of the three
sections of the collection. On the night of, we began by
going around the table asking about what was read and
what was enjoyed in the first section, then we did the circle
for the second section, and then for the third. This kept the

We had our first meeting in Gillette on Wednesday—and |
felt very fortunate to have the 4 women present (as it was
my first time). Our first book is an anthology of Wyoming
writers, called Deep West. Writers were asked to
contribute both works that they had done prior to this
specific compilation (so we had a variety of short stories
and poems about the Wyoming area to discuss)—but
writers were also asked to create an essay specific to this
collection, addressing the question: How has “place”
affected your work as a writer?

Interestingly enough, that same question became a part
of our discussion as well—with the twist of how “place”
has impacted each of us. (The four ladies who were at the
table with me are all “from” Wyoming and/or ranch
backgrounds, while | am the recent “transplant” to the
area, and have yet to set foot on a ranch.)

We also took turns talking about which of the many
authors would be considered a “favorite,” and which piece
of the compilation each connected with the most. (And, in
spite of being such a small nhumber, we managed to “run
over” the time limit with these lively discussions of place!)
Before the meeting came to an end, the next book was
presented, and a general discussion took place about
“where might so-and-so be? Wasn't s/he going to attend
as well?” (We are all aware that we need a larger group to
keep it going.)

(Did | cover everything that | needed to mention?)

Jeanette Lukowski
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This fall's book discussion series at the Niobrara County
Library in Lusk began with a discussion of Deep West.
Because of the length of the book and the number of
contributors, | did not expect to cover everything. Rather
than start at the beginning and try to work through
systematically, then, | opened up the discussion to
whatever topics or authors the participants wanted to
discuss. We discussed some short stories, essays, and
poems in detail, and we considered some excerpts from
the essays on place. We kicked around the terms “myth”
and “regionalism,” discussing the issues inherent in those
terms in addition to examining the terms themselves. We
also used some of the pieces as points of departure to
discuss land ownership, Wyoming legislators, the role of
agriculture in Wyoming’s economy (especially in the
eastern part of the state), outsiders and transplants, and
authenticity of cowboys. | offered some direction in
reading autonomous pieces for shape and form, and |
offered some suggestions for reading modern poetry, a
mode that several participants seemed at least a little
hesitant to approach. Also, upon request, | explained how
(according to my observations as a contributor) the
anthology Deep West came about. By the end of the
evening’s discussion (almost two hours), | could see that
even though we had covered a great many topics, we had
discussed some works and authors but fleetingly and had
not touched upon some contributors’ work at all. For
things left underdone and undone, | expressed and again
express my apology for anything that got shorted. We
look forward to the next three sessions, in which we will
discuss Close Range, What You See in Clear Water, and
Where Rivers Change Direction.

John D. Neshitt , Torrington

some ways this is understandable. Authors often look for
the extraordinary or the unusual, as that is the more
exciting happening. As a result, the group suggested that
what Wyoming really is at the core is misrepresented and,
thus, misunderstood by those whose only exposure to the
state is through literary representations. We did conclude
on an up note, finding that most of the essays include the
incredible sense of place and its particular effect on those
who live here, which was clearly a common thread. An
interesting discussion. Perhaps others might have
suggestions or methods for using Deep West in better
ways to jump into discussion.

Wayne Deahl, LaGrange

What do you get when you combine Wyoming show
flurries, Wyoming wind, and a rural discussion to which the
participants are asked to travel “a fair piece?” If it is
LaGrange, and if the book is Deep West, apparently the
answer is 4 participants and a difficult discussion. After
introducing the book and its origins, | asked the ladies in
attendance to give me passages which they found
memorable, engaging plots, best commentaries, and the
like. | had prefaced the text at the last discussion with an
explanation of the many writers and styles to be found in
the book, which is both a plus and a minus. Most of those
who attended had noted page numbers or copied quotes,
so we at least had a starting point. Many suggested that
free verse poetry is not to their liking (names were
specifically mentioned), but at least one poem was found
to be memorable, so | read it aloud to hear the sound and
rhythm of the words. And then we hit the wall. After some
prodding, it became clear that only one had read the entire
text, most had picked and randomly sampled here and
there, and one woman said, “We didn’t like the book or
being forced to read it.” A bit more prodding, and |
discovered that, apparently, an interesting thing had
happened. The first author is Annie Proulx, and as the
book is Wyoming writers, the group was offended to be
represented by this writer as being a “Wyomingite.” And in

Worland: A short introductory discussion indicated that the
majority of the readers were more interested in "Wyoming-
-the Place" essays than the selections themselves.
Consequently, the first part of the evening was spent
trying to come to terms with the three parts of the
anthology: The West, Farther West, and No West. We
soon discovered that the personality of place--any place--
has been more important than some hypothetical division
of that West. We changed our focus to themes in the
essays. Isolation and loneliness, hostile environments,
relentless weather patterns, water and lack of it, finding or
developing a love of Wyoming in strange places, blue sky,
and landscapes do influence the Wyoming writer. We also
read that the authors wrote of conflicts between myth and
reality or those who helped form the West from those who
are buying it. Next we addressed regional versus
provincial literature. Since most of the individuals in the
group are in love with the West, they sometimes seek out
literature which hs been labeled as regional and see no
problem with that -classification. They still consider
themselves to be sophisticated readers. At the end of the
discussion we turned to the writers' selections. Whether
stories are written as prose or poetry, they enable us to
experience the past or present through the senses and
imaginations of the writers. Page Lambert may have
summarized the importance of stories when she wrote
about the thousands of displaced souls who have lived in
Wyoming. "They (the stories) encode us with new genetic
maps to guide the ancient tissues of our modern minds."

Big Piney: The group generally liked reading "Deep West",
the only questionable part was some of the poetry which |
think is understandable. Fewer people seem to be
interested in reading poetry. The group spent little time
discussing what the authors submitted to the anthology
from their written material and were more interested in
discussing what the authors had to say about answering
the question of how place affected their writing and what it
meant to be called a Wyoming writer. Most seemed to like
the writers who had similar life-living experience. Some
were born and raised here while others had come here
from other parts of the country recently or some years
ago. All three had a different idea about what living in
Wyoming meant to them. The great economic change
seen by the immense gas drilling program locally has had
a great impact on how born locals see their area changing
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and they could feel for some of the writers who came
looking for who-knows-what and found something else.
One of the great characteristics of this group is their ability
to disagree during the discussion and accept the other's
opinion. It was a good discussion to have their thinking
broadened.

Afton: Because of the number of pieces in this anthology
we spent most of the time discussing the concept of place
- especially the West and Wyoming - and then drawing on
different essays of poems to illustrate our points. We
discussed how a place like the West might be defined. We
discussed characteristics of the place and people who live
there and how accurate they might be. Could
characteristics we think define Wyoming also be found in
the people of say New England? We discussed how
people who come to a place might differ from those who
stay in place. Our group has both kinds so we had a good
discussion about that. We also discussed how most of the
authors in Deep West were not natives of Wyoming
though the book was to showcase Wyoming authors. We
then discussed how a Wyoming writer was defined by the
publishers and by the group. We also discussed the
nature of regional literature.

--David Kathka

"outsiders” found authors that looked with their eyes.
Boom and Bust times were discussed around the Rock
Springs stories. All Wyoming towns have their own
version. The emotional energy it takes to form, and loose,
relationships was looked at closely, both in regard to
moving into a small town, and when things go bust and
long-timers have to leave to find work. One has to learn to
love isolation and be strong about beliefs. Being "just who
you are" allows relationships to happen. We discussed the
difference between tolerance and acceptance in small
towns. Vicki talked about her writing in isolation, coming
from the city. She compared: "New York is to Women's
Relationships as Wyoming is to EIk - they are just there."

We discussed the meaning of the divisions in the book:
the West, Farther West, and No West. It was noted that
some writers could relate to their past homes more clearly
from their open space experience of Wyoming.

--Mary Ellen Honsaker

TenSleep: | reviewed the Foreward and Preface of DEEP
WEST to help set the tone and reasoning behind this
anthology, i.e., how Wyoming--the place--does or does not
influence Wyoming writings. As we discussed the writers
and essays, we compared how the impact of weather,
loneliness, landscape, etc. affected the characters and
events in most of Wyoming writings. We seemed to spend
most of the evening, however, commenting on the various
reactions of the writers' views of "regional literature." Just
as writers have different interpretations and reactions to
so-called "local" writings, the readers were also defensive
of their Wyoming literature. It is not merely "provincial” as
Mark Jenkins wrote because regional literature can and
does "transcend its environment." The group is anxiously
awaiting the reading and discussions of the five remaining
books in the series.

--Jim Fassler

Dubois: This book was a great one with which to start this
series. Everyone had something that they loved as well as
questioned or disliked. Bookmarks abounded, passages
were read and tastes varied. Hazners was one of the
authors that | had tried to find out more about (there was
not much. Vicki Lindner said he was an "ordinary" lyric
poet at first, she said, until he "dropped out" of the
bookstore to raise goats and write, and, she said, his
poetry "soared". We compared it to moving from reality
into imagination, as a modern artist plays with his medium
and his thoughts.

Our varied backgrounds "choose" our favorites. Some
"old-timers" found their own stories told, and some

Encampment: | began by asking if Wyoming was a broad
and diverse enough topic for a book discussion series.
Many people responded by saying "they loved this book."
Deep West is a collection of short stories, poems, letters,
and essays about Wyoming and the West. The denizens
of Encampment and Riverside are entrenched in
rural/small-town Wyoming. The group embraced Annie
Proulx's description of life in a small town -- in fact, there
were many places in the collection where the group
affirmed the description of ranch, farm, or small town life.
Our most fruitful discussions revolved around questions of
what | would designate "problematic" Wyoming. For
example, David Romtvedt's poem, "Something Inside,"
where a neighboring rancher slices the eyeballs out of a
neighbor's horse because the horse, Marthe had been
grazing in his meadow, elicited much comment. "Why
would the poet choose to include this?" the group asked.
One member insightfully argued that the blinding of the
horse was a metaphor for the callousness that "rugged
individualism" could engender. If a rancher becomes so
entrenched in his individual rights, perhaps he becomes
blind to the overtures of community. Other stories
discussed included Warren Adler's "The Promise," which
the group argued was an excellent representation of the
problems facing Jackson; and Mark Jenkins' "To
Timbuktu." Why was there a story about female
circumcision that had nothing to do with Wyoming? The
group concluded that Wyoming was not as insular as it
might seem or as this collection might suggest. At the end
of "The River," the Chief tells Jenkins that they cannot
possibly be the same. This led to a discussion about life
here and elsewhere, further boosted by the observation
that many writers in this collection have their roots
elsewhere-- New Jersey, New York, or California, for
example. The group seemed to conclude that people are
similar, but place has a large impact on how they perceive
the world, a notion shared by many of the writers in this
collection.

--Clifford J. Marks
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Meeteetse: The general feedback from the book was
warmly appreciative of having read the collection. We
began by discussing our responses to the concluding
essays that followed each writer's contribution, and
generally agreed that these essays marked a wonderful
contribution to the reading experience. We shared
favorites and least favorites, noted which authors "grew
up" in Wyoming versus transplants, and the helpful
distinctions made by several of the authors regarding
regionalism, provincialism, and universal themes. After the
concluding essays we headed into the writings. We spent
a bit of time on the author who most identified herself as a
stranger or outsider, Vicki Lindner, and how her status as
an outsider who was a careful observer helped highlight
and elucidate characteristics which many of us considered
"ours" by contrasting her experience of loneliness in
Wyoming with her experiences of female friendships back
East. People shared their favorite lines and their favorite
poems. A sense of awe at the richness of the literary tour
was expressed, and moments of humor shared. Gaps in
the tour were noted-little Native American reference for
example. Like the 1994 Solvay Trona Mine disaster that
many of had largely forgotten until it was recalled in poetry
by C.L. Rawlins, the things remembered and the things
forgotten on the tour are not only representing a reality,
but also creating a topography. The topography of this tour
is significant and | am guessing that the readers in this
group will pick up any further collections edited by this
group. We met for our first discussion on the Wyoming
series. | was glad we started with Deep West since it
included all the other writers we will be looking at during
the series. We started by having each person tell what
their connection to Wyoming is. Interestingly, in the group
of about 20, only two were really Wyoming natives. The
rest seemed at some point to have made a conscious
choice to be in Wyoming. This parallels with the writers
represented in the book. | asked the group to talk about
what expectations they bring to this particular series, what
kind of themes they expected and what kind of writing.
This round about related to the structure of the book which
we then looked at. We discussed the "western myth" at
length -- and, of course, how it contrasts with the "real"
west (whatever that is!). | asked what themes they actually
saw in the book. This discussion got us into several of the
selections, but never in any particular order. We talked
about the landscape and weather and how both affect us,
the way people relate to each other, community or lack of,
land use issues, and so on. Some strong feeling emerged
in response to some of the selections. The discussion was
lively with lots of arguing lots of participation.

There were widely divergent attuitudes about the book in
general. Some loved it and a few intensely disliked it, but
they all had something to say. To a person they said they
simply didn't "get" Dainis' poetry, even though | tried to
explain how they might think of approaching it (not so
literally). Frankly, | was worried about this series. It's a
different kind of writing from the usual emphasis on fiction
we have had. But now I'm looking forward to seeing how
the group will respond to the various writers' works.

--Norleen Healy

Most of the group enjoyed the book and many expressed
a desire to buy it if it was available (it's currently out of
print). | drew a map on the board of Wyoming (from the
map at the front of the book) to help us locate all the
authors geographically. | introduced myself, explained the
Wyoming Council for the Humanities' book discussion
programs and explained why and how the book "Deep
West" is organized into the sections "West", "Farther
West" and "No West". We first discussed some of the
issues brought up in the book's introductory chapters such
as "What is a Wyoming writer?", "What is regionalist
literature and is it truly literary?", etc. Next | brought up the
fact that the book's subtitle is "A Literary Tour of Wyoming"
and asked if they thought that a person who had never
lived in Wyoming would understand Wyoming better after
reading the book? Most group members thought that there
were so many different views of Wyoming portrayed that it
did give an overall accurate picture. They mentioned
stories and poems such as Barbara Smith's "Boom Town
Grocery Store" and "I-80", "The Promise" by Warren Adler,
"Cowboy Heart" by John Nesbitt and Vicki Lindner's
"Lonely in Wyoming". We then discussed other stories,
poems and essays in the collection that group members
found interesting or intriguing.

Everyone loved David Romtvedt's poem "Where the
DeerHave Slept" and were horrified and saddened (as
was intended) by his next poem "Something Inside". We
enjoyed characters such as the eccentric Frenchman
portrayed in "Calcutta" by Jon Billman and the ranchers in
Annie Proulx's stories "The Coffeepot" and "The Box
Hammerhandle". When a group member brought up the
fact that she liked the essay "Everything | Know | Learned
From My Horse" by Linda Hasselstrom remarked that she
lived here in Cheyenne and another group member
revealed that she was actually sitting in the group with us.
Yes, we had an undercover author in the room! We
discussed her essays for a few minutes and asked her a
few questions about her ranching background before
moving on to other stories. We found it a bit difficult to
keep 19 authors straight in our heads but overall found
that "Deep West" was a good introduction to the series.

--Elaine Jones Hayes

We spent a lot of time discussing the concepts of an "old
West" and a "new West". We also spent time discussing
what a Wyoming writer might be and whether a good
writer can be from anywhere as long as the story touches
universal human experiences.

Since there are so many pieces in this book we did not
attempt to discuss them all concentrating instead on the
stories/authors they liked the best and least. Annie Proulx
generated the most feeling both pro and con though
mostly con since people did not like her characters. There
was no clear cut favorite though Barbara Smith had many
supporters.

--Dave Kathka
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Medicine Bow: | tried to tie together the discussion by
looking at common ideas that ran through many of the
pieces in the anthology, such as the Old West versus the
New West, the effects of the vastness of Wyoming, and
the weather (of course). We talked about a few of the
essays about place and the effect of place. The general
consensus was that place always affects writers whether
they focus on place in their writing or not. Then we talked
a little about the ideas about regionalism.

Someone mentioned that all the stories were about
ranching, and there aren't that many ranchers in Wyoming.
But as we looked at the work of Warren Adler and
Barbara Smith, people realized that other aspects of the
Wyoming experience are covered. People liked Alyson
Hagy's story; they were interested in both of the pieces by
Vicki Lindner. They were not enthusiastic about reading
poetry so | had asked them to at least read the poetry of
Robert Roripaugh, which they did, and it seemed as if they
found it accessible.

--Maggie Garner

We also discussed Annie Proulx. Those who have read
her work mostly didn't have a positive response to that
work. Our next book is Close Range, so that should elicit
much more discussion. It seems the best discussions
surround the more controversial/unpleasant/hard topics.

--Kim Knowlton

Laramie: A dozen of us talked about what makes
Wyoming Wyoming, and what makes the West the West.
We used the pieces from Deep West to help us do that
work. We talked about the difference between being
Wyoming import vs. Wyoming native, and whether and to
what degree those of us who are imports felt like
outsiders. The conclusion seems to be that there really is
a Wyoming character that really does center on a need for
space and sense of place. Wyoming character, it seems,
is not a fabrication of writers, but a real thing. Everyone in
the group talked about which pieces they enjoyed most or
identified with most, and reasons why.

--Julianne Couch

Asking about the title and the section names didn't lead
anywhere. Many had not finished the book for various
reasons, although the quality of the writings didn't seem to
be one. We did have a good talk about women and
friendships and how and why they are different in the West
from other regions or even other cultures. We agreed that
women bond around far different topics, East than West,
and how open spaces might create privacy and distance
of a different sort here. We also talked about how hard it
can be to establish new friendships in the West. One lady
commented that many people live and die in the same
small communities and are already busy with their lives so
don't have the time or maybe energy, to invest in creating
new bonds.

The story on female circumcision evoked strong feelings
and discussion of why, why, why? And just who does
control women's sexuality globally and here? And why is
that sexuality controlled? Much horror and some anger
found expression with Romtvedt's poem "Something
Inside." Mainly the women wondered why he would
choose to include this poem.

| began asking them to tell the group about a poem or
story that they particularly liked or connected to, in the
book. Most of the poems and stories were chosen from
the first part of the book (the west). The discussion went in
a myriad of directions and | honestly had a hard time
keeping the discussion focused! We discussed the
structure of the book, what the terms "old west" and "new
west" meant. Many were quite unsure as to why the last
selections of the book were included. | explained the
meaning of "no west". They responded with a thank
goodness for the discussion series!; because the
discussions always lead them to see things in new
ways. A fun discussion ensued after | asked them if
someone from another state or country read Deep West,
would they have a deeper understanding of Wyoming?
There were many answers. Some felt that one had to
experience Wyoming to know it; others expressed that one
had to have a sense of the Wyoming character to
understand it. | asked just what is Wyoming (in line with a
discussion on a "sense of place")? The responses led to
much laughter - it is like the song - A New York State of
mind, only it is a Wyoming state of mind; it is like no place
on earth! it is the last best place! Cliches just poured forth!
| also asked which voices were missing, in the book. The
voice of the Native American was mentioned, as well as
Mark Spragg (a favorite of this group). The group was
disturbed by Romtvedt's piece Something Inside.

Everyone wanted to talk about Warren Adler's pieces. By
the end of the discussion all agreed that Wyoming has a
rich in writers and writing, of which Wyomingites should be
very proud! Many were going to use the web site and list
of authors at the back of the book to read more Wyoming
authors.

Katie Curtiss

This was the last book in our Reading Wyoming series.
We each picked out writers and/or works that we
particularly liked or disliked and read from them. Then we
discussed them; why they were included, what they had
to say about place, whether or not the work had to be
specific to Wyoming. We enjoyed having this book last in
our series because Deep West included work by most of
the authors we had read. We noted how many of the
authors had come from other places, just as we readers
had. We speculated on other writers who might be
included in future works - CJ Box, Sam Western, Mark
Spragg, Bill Close. Finally, we evaluated the series as a
whole. We speculated on the myth of the west and the so
called real west. We traced themes we found in the
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series. And we looked at the strengths and weaknesses
of each book. Overall, the series was very successful for
the Lander reading group. We look forward to the rural
series for next year.

Barbara Gose , Lander

With 19 authors included in this anthology, | didn't attempt
to share biographical information about them, but just had
everyone introduce themselves for the benefit of the
newcomers and dove into discussion. Thankfully, we got
past Annie Proulx quickly; some were glad she had left the
state and felt sorry for her new subjects, the folks of New
Mexico.

Some objected to David Romtvedt's gruesome description
of animal mutilation, but they enjoyed his innocent poem
"Where the Deer have Slept."

Barbara Smith descriptive poetry was praised, so | read
aloud part of "Interstate 80".

"whiteout white knuckle terror
braced against the blast of triple trailers
whipping like rattlers in the ruts."

| told the group it was my job to bring up the difficult poetry
writer in the anthology, Dainis Hazners, and read one of
his more accessible poems, about the birth of a calf,
"come farm-pond preamble...." One person exclaimed,
"Oh, now that you read it aloud, | can tell what it means."
We talked about his fascination with alliterative words:
"greedy guzzle-nuzzle. "

Asked who else might be included in a future anthology,
someone mentioned a new Wyoming transplant and writer
in Ten Sleep, Ms. Shreve Stockton, author of The Daily
Coyote.

Claire Gabriel Dunne, Basin

Rising from the Plains

We had a full table of at least a dozen readers for our first
session in the Writing Wyoming series on John McPhee’s
Rising from the Plains. Using the archives to find some
great tips, | googled re-assembling California to find a U
Tube of a seminar in which John McPhee discussed his
other archeological gem Assembling California with the
geologist whose work and life he presented in that book. |
directed the discussion group to the web site should they
want a little virtual human contact with the author. | also
printed out an early section of the transcript from the
seminar with McPhee’s humorous and beautiful paragraph
regarding why he as a writer writes about the science of
geology in such depth. | was relieved to find out that I'm
not the only one who finds the word orogeny to be a

humorously stimulating word. My thanks to all who have
done research in the past from which | have benefited.

| very much liked the idea of reading a few of the letters
from “Lady’s Choice” given the general feedback from the
archives that readers loved the sections of the book on the
Love family, while readers were hot and cold on the rigors
of reading the geology, and when | realized that with our
library closed for its move to a new building asked about
for a copy. Luckily, though my efforts did not pan out, one
of our readers arrived with the book so that we could look
at the pictures and maps from it, though we did not get
around to reading selections which | think would have
been the right thing to do.

Our group’s response to the book seemed to be on course
with other groups, with everyone delighted in the sections
on the Love family and the lover’s of rock feeling that they
had been generously treated to lectures on Wyoming
geology to which they would return in their travels across
the state, while others throwing their hands up and wishing
that at least there were more visuals to make the text
more understandable. We agreed that the book would
make a good National geographic special with dramatic
visuals depicting the movement of the hot spots around
the globe, etc.

A shared response was to be very moved by the
description of the Love’s home when McPhee and Love
return to find it blowing in the wind. People recalled
whether the houses in which they grew up were still there
in good shape or whether they had gone home to their or
their grandparent’s houses to face the dissolution of the
building or its neighborhood. The juxtaposition with Love’s
family and life’s work feeling so profoundly substantial and
enduring with the impermanence of the homestead that
had cultivated his tenacity and curiosity was a testament
to McPhee’s artistry. The book ends of his mother’s first
journey and the sagging roof for a book that gave us all a
re-awakened appreciation for geological time scales—very
moving.

Group dynamic query to all: Discussion was dominated,
perhaps even up to 70%, by a woman who had something
to say about everything and something to add to everyone
else’s thoughts. | haven't spoken with the group
coordinator yet to see how she felt about it, but | don’t
want to let it happen again. Do | speak directly to the
person telling her of my interest in nurturing a space in
which shy members will feel they have the space to
participate? Do | address the whole group next time telling
them that part of my interest in being a facilitator is to be
very cognizant of the group dynamics in order to foster the
greatest participation? | am asking them each to be aware
of how our respective levels of involvement as
speakers/listeners is “working” in the room and | will
intervene to promote broad participation. Is this a group
issue in which the members become a conscious team,
responsible for the creation of the space? Is it a
facilitator’s job?

We also had one very powerful exchange between two
members when one member said she’d never read
another Annie Proulx story because her characters were
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depraved with no redeeming qualities. Another member
said “Well then, you’ve just shut the door on a very real
part of Wyoming because those characters are as much a
part of this state as are any others. Perhaps you'd feel
more comfortable in the mid-West if you want to shut the
door on that part of Wyoming.”

Was that a pin dropping? | think that exchange is the
reason that reading groups are incredibly important social
spaces. We are learning to talk across differences.

Mary L. Keller, Ph. D.
Adjunct, Religious Studies Program and African American
Studies Program, University of Wyoming

I'm happy to report that our first Reading Wyoming
discussion meeting went well. Erin Rose had provided a
nice room for us, with plenty of snacks and refreshments
standing by.

We began our discussion of Rising from the Plains by
talking about fascinating geology of Wyoming. The fact
that none of us was an expert in geology could have been
an obstacle to our discussion, but in fact, McPhee’s
engaging descriptions inspired us to share our new
appreciation for the subject and for what we once thought
were “just rocks.” “After reading this book, I'll never look
at a rock the same,”one group member said. There were
nods of agreement all around the room.

Part of this effect, we agreed, was a result of McPhee'’s
occasionally poetic rendering of the land: “It was as if
mountains had appeared in Ohio, inboard of the
Appalachian thrust sheets, like a family of hogs waking
beneath a large blanket. We discussed the meaning of
the word “orogeny,” and then talked on a bit about the
remarkable events that led to the shaping (and reshaping)
of the Rocky Mountains, our rivers, and the high plains. |
noted McPhee’s point that Wyoming breeds a special kind
of geologist, and then | asked whether the public school
curriculum had taken advantage of this in an effort to
inspire more students to study geology. The answers
were mixed - it seems to depend on the teacher more than
anything. It seems a shame that some Wyoming kids may
miss an opportunity to learn about this unique place.

| also brought along my trusty Bill Bryson book, A Short
History of Nearly Everything. McPhee’s discussion of
plate tectonics had reminded me of Bryson’s description of
the Yellowstone supervolcano. | read a tiny bit from
Bryson’s book, and then the conversation darted around
the room about the role of plate tectonics with respect to
the supervolcano, as well as about McPhee’s descriptions
of it.

I may have misstepped when | looked to make something
of Norman MacLean’s reference to “the basement” in his
conclusion of A River Runs Through It: “The river was cut
by the world’s great flood, and runs over rocks from the
basement of time. | asked if we could be talking about the
same basement as McPhee’s geological “basement” - not
a good question, really.

Quickly | spun off a question aimed at both authors’
apparent appreciation of the extraordinary geology of the
region. But we had already trodden most of that ground,
so the question did little more than wilt. Given another
chance, | would have handled that differently - perhaps as
more of a comment (and probably at the end of the
discussion), a mere invitation to explore another author’s
love of the land (and its waters).Yet out of this near-aporia
came admissions, first from one member, and then from
several others, that despite its excellent descriptions, if the
book had been entirely about geology, they couldn’t have
stayed with it. At least one other went so far as to say that
she began skimming the geological descriptions so she
could get back to the story of David Love and his colorful
family. The consensus was that the David Love story
“made” the book.

We talked about Johnny Love's toughness and
persistence, from his arrival in Wyoming (when, after his
horses died, he decided to continue on foot for over 200
miles), to his 5 year courtship of a schoolmarm who lived
60 miles away. These observations led to a discussion of
just how hard it was to live in Wyoming a century ago.
The conversation moved around from the difficulty of
travel and mere winter survival (“some people just curled
up and died,” one member said), to Ethel's calloused
nursing of wounded cowboys | asked whether or not the
group was familiar with the Chief Washakie story (as a
transplant from California, I'm a novice when it comes to
Wyoming history). After some brief elaboration from the
group, we explored the theme that rises from the chief's
explanation of why he ate his opponent’'s heart: When
you're young and full of life, you do strange things ... From
here we made several lines of connection to Johnny Love
and to his son, David.

We also discussed the values that formed the bedrock of
the Love household. We looked at how Johnny Love’s
toughness found its way into David’s makeup (the elder
Love’s prohibition of tents, for example). And we spent
some time talking about his mother's influences,
particularly in his reverence for learning: “When David as a
child saw sunbeams leaping off the books, he thought the
contents were escaping.

But let's not suggest that his mother wasn’t tough,” one
member said. We all agreed. She had come to Wyoming
all alone; she had endured the hardships of raising a
family in a remote location; and, as another reader
reminded us, she made her children continue their lessons
as correspondence whenever she was away from home.

We briefly explored Mother Love’s appreciation for David’s
mature perspective (“a coyote is the whole world to a
flea”), and went from there to talk about some of David’s
other observations throughout the book. His lessons
about fossils in the stones of St. Matthew’s (and several
other buildings) in Laramie brought expressions of
appreciation -- and a few chuckles (since McPhee
suggests that St. Matthews fired Love for teaching
geological evolution to their Sunday school students). His
passion for geology, the depth of his love of the land
clearly inspired McPhee, and, in turn, inspired several
members of the group.




Wyoming Council for the Humanities:
Book Discussion Series Archives

We ended our discussion by reaffirming that the book had
given us a new appreciation for the land and the invisible
bonds that connect us all. In a way, Rising from the Plains
is a book about memory and the bridges between memory
and experience. As | think about this, my own history
intervenes. Years ago, on a trail in Yosemite, | paused to
read a sign that bore a quotation by Johnny Love’s uncle,
John Muir: “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we
find it hitched to everything else in the Universe.

The Casper discussion of John McPhee's Rising from the
Plains drew 7 participants including a geologist and a
couple of amateur geologists. The initial enthusiasm for
the book and pending discussion was successfully ramped
up with an overview of the author's impressive resume
(most members jotted down the other titles so as to
pursue his writings further). In addition, we also discussed
David Love and the Love family's legacy here in Wyoming.
The discussion of the book itself really took off and ended
up lasting nearly 2 hours. The consensus was that the
energy and excitement of the author definitely made the
subject matter and the state come alive for the reader.
The author's broad exploration of the different geological
aspects of Wyoming as well as the array of geological
theories went over well with the participants. Although
some felt a few of the descriptions went on a bit long, they
felt the author's powerful and creative use of language
revived them (e.g., Wyoming being "acupunctured for
energy" on page 179). The one minor complaint was the
group wanted to learn more about the Love family and
only felt their appetite had been whetted regarding them.
The depth and breadth of information presented by
McPhee was truly amazing and also readable for us non-
geologists. He answered a lot of unspoken questions and
provoked some new ones. We also spent a fair amount of
time musing over Love's character and his complexities
regarding geology and Wyoming, and how those are
perhaps indicative of many Wyoming residents
(development vs. conservation, etc.). We also discussed
the current resource disputes (e.g., coalbed methane) and
how Love, and McPhee, would handle those. Love's
mother Ethel especially piqued the group’s interest and we
would have liked to learn a lot more about her.
Fortunately, my geologist participant knew a fair amount
about Love's impact on geology and Wyoming, but | would
suggest to future discussion leaders that they devote
some time to researching the Loves before leading
discussion on this book. It seems that the series is getting
progressively better for the participants given their levels
of interest and enthusiasm for the discussion (starting with
Proulx to Spragg to McPhee now). A couple of the
members lamented that we were only going to cover 4 of
the 6 books in the series and expressed a wish that the
Council return back to the year long format (thought the
Council would want to know).

Erich Frankland
Casper

| should preface this by letting you know that the Frontier
School of the Bible (non-accredited fundamentalist
“college”) is located in LaGrange and the area is very
conservative. You can, perhaps, imagine my concerns
with starting a discussion session with a book about
geological evolution. But off we went. After some
background about the book discussions, we introduced
ourselves. Two of the group were staff at the school, but
we found an excellent starting point as the group had been
discussing a picture of Bear Mountain which hangs in the
library. Bear Mountain is a limestone formation which,
through erosion, resembles a bear standing on the edge of
a butte just west of LaGrange. Using their discussion of
what it looks like now, other suggestions for what it may
have looked like, and Wyoming wind and weather wear,
we were able to begin looking at the unique geology of
Wyoming as presented in our text. The questions of
creation and age never arose, as the group was willing to
discuss geology and change. Most were indifferent to the
text, likely because of not understanding much of the
geological terminology. After my limited, freshman-level
“rocks for jocks,” presentation, some showed more
interest. As is often the case with this sort of text, the
group suggested that more of the family story would have
made them enjoy the book more. In all, a couple
particularly enjoyed the book, most were so-so, and only a
couple found it not to their liking; however, all seemed to
understand the importance of the text and the literary
analysis of the landforms of Wyoming. This was a broad-
ranging discussion, and the book was a fine starting point
to look at how place is part of what defines groups and
becomes part of culture.

Wayne Deahl, LaGrange

A book about Wyoming, David Love and high-country
geology, McPhee's Rising from the Plains is, in my
opinion, a mandatory read for anyone who has any
association with  Wyoming. It illuminates how this
state is well nigh the crucible of the geology of existence,
interspersed with vignettes as below.

So it was very sad that only one person showed up, and
besides a convivial, albeit rudimentary, exchange there
was no discussion to speak of.

“Homesteader and cowboy, [Bill Grace] was one of the
most celebrated murderers in central Wyoming, and he
had served time, but people generally disagreed with the
judiciary and felt that Bill ... had only been ‘doing his civic
duty.” At the height of his fame, he stopped at the [Love]
ranch one afternoon and stayed for dinner. Although David
and Allan were young boys, they knew exactly who he
was, and in his presence were struck dumb with awe. As it
happened, they had come upon and dispatched a
rattlesnake that day — a big one, over five feet long. Their
mother decided to serve it creamed on toast for dinner.
She and their father sternly instructed David and Allan not
to use the word ‘rattlesnake’ at the table. They were to
refer to it as chicken, since a possibility existed that Bill
Grace might not be an eater of adequate sophistication to
enjoy the truth. The excitement was too much for the boys.
Despite the parental injunction, gradually their
conversation at the table fished its way toward the snake.
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Casually — while the meal was going down — the boys
raised the subject of poisonous vipers, gave their
estimates of the contents of local dens, told stories of
snake encounters, and so forth. Finally, one of them
remarked on how very good rattlers were to eat.

Bill Grace said, “By god, if anybody ever gave me
rattlesnake meat I'd kill them.”

The boys went into a state of catatonic paralysis. In the
pure silence, their mother said, “More chicken, Bill?”

“Don’'t mind if | do,” said Bill Grace.”

Gigi Jaatine, Alta

Worland: First, we discussed our ignorance of geology
and the wish that we had taken at least one course in
Geology 101. Two of the readers had not only taken such
a course, but they also had spent many years working in
Wyoming's landscape so they became our resident
"geologists" for the evening. We then voiced our
appreciation of McPhee's opening of the book with his
biographical introduction of the Love family and their
tremendous impact on early to preset-day Wyoming. "It
read like a novel," was heard more than once during the
evening. We focused on the two areas of Wyoming which
interested us the most: the Big Horn Basin/Big Horn
Mountains and the Teton Mountains/Yellowstone National
Park. Dave Love's interest in geology and his
determination to find out why and how Wyoming's
landscape developed was admired and enjoyed by us in
spite of our lack of background. Of course, we felt that few
authors could weave a family biography and study of the
earth's crust so well. A variety of humor throughout the
book was engaging in both the reading and the
discussion. --

Big Piney Without fail everyone greatly enjoyed it. Most of
the group had travelled Wyoming to some extent and said
they had no idea, or very primitive ideas, how the hills,
mountains, rocks and valleys were formed. It certainly
made them look at the state in a much different way. They
were amazed to learn that the earth is still changing as
much as the book explained. They asked about the author
believing he must be a well trained scientist and were
surprised to find out he is not a scientist at all but a writer
and has been for years. We talked about several of his
other books to let the group know how broad the author's
ability spans in his writing. Then we talked about the story
of the Love family. One lady in the group has run cows on
the old Love place and the people enjoyed hearing about
that. Another lady knows one of David Love's sons and his
wife quite well. Charles, one of David's sons, teaches at
Western Wyoming College in Rock Springs.

--Richard Kalber

in hand. Even better would be to take road trips with the
book and be where David and John stood and talked.

| looked in the Library and Museum for David's maps of
Wyoming. But all | had were three copies of the 1925
Wyoming map (and have since ordered the 1985 map for
the Library! I'd like to get the 1955 one too.) We poured
over this old detailed map at the beginning, wondering at
how many changes Dr. Love had discovered and made.
But we spent even more time looking at a 1972 Energy
Resources map from the Geological Survey laid out on the
table. The abundance of energy resources - here
considered coal, gas, uranium, etc. - is overwhelming,
and, back in our seats, brought much discussion of what in
Wyoming to value, use, protect, etc. Wind seems to be the
new addition to these resources, but is it mapped?

| once did a road geology class with Dr. Love and could
describe him as a teacher, and tell about the formations
along our highway that he pointed out that he had named.
The one section of geology in the book that was easier to
grasp for us was Jackson Hole - close to us, and more
contained and visible - in a current form much different
from much of its past. We all wondered what it would have
been like to stand there in the 14th century when the
Tetons rose a few feet in seconds! Fossils, giant lakes,
prospects for the geologic future - all opened our minds up
to the wonders of this earth, and this man who could look
at it and understand what had gone on so long ago.

The parts of the story concerning his parents brought out
the phenomenon of educated people who came to
Wyoming and lived in such isolated places. We decided
that Ethel had a great gift for writing. | brought in "Lady's
Choice: Ethel Waxham's Journals and Letters, 1905-
1910", compiled by David and Jane's daughters. It is a
beautiful publication. At the end | simply opened it up
randomly and read two letters (p.138 - 143), one from
Ethel in Boulder, CO involving the rescue of her thesis
from a house fire, and John's response. Their remarkable
relationship just jumps off the pages. There is a scramble
to getin line to borrow the Library's copy.

--Mary Ellen Honsaker

Dubois: All those who came had loved all parts of the
book, but we all admitted to the need to reread, road maps

Encampment: | came prepared with handouts from various
websites, including a statement by McPhee about why he
writes so much about geology which can be found in
McPhee, John and Moores, Eldridge. "Re-Assembling
California’: A dialogue with John McPhee and Eldridge
Moores."

http://repositories.cdlib.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=100

0&context=prhc.

This statement led to a discussion about the language of
geology and how the geological setting, usually viewed as
passive, was far more active than most people believe.
We can't see continental flows in human time, but we can
see them in geological time. The notion of geological time
allowed us to comprehend the shortness of human time.
Dwelling on the fact that the Grand Tetons only appeared
in the last .2% of geological time, we realized that .2% of
4.6 billion years is probably many millions of years. The
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clarity of McPhee's writing allows the reader to experience
science in a personal and active sense. We need only to
look out the windows at the present landscape to
understand the truth of Love's insights about Wyoming
and nature. At the end, | led the group to discuss Love's
ability to serve industry, the environment, and science.
How could he discover large uranium deposits and be on
the boards of many environmental organizations? Love
always tried to serve humanity, and as he said in the book,
he didn't know how his actions in the present would play
out over time

--Clifford J. Marks

ADDED NOTE: "Lady's Choice: Ethel Waxham's Journals
and Letters, 1905-1910" was compiled and edited by two
of David Love's daughters Barbara Love and Frances
Love Froidevaux (McPhee wrote the foreword). It was
originally published by University of New Mexico Press in
1993, with subsequent reprintings ever since.

Documentary film-maker Ken Burns also "discovered"
Ethel's writings, and featured the story of Ethel and John
Love's courtship as a major piece of the PBS-produced
mini-series, "The West." FYI: Francie and her husband live
in Laramie (where she takes care of her mother, who is
alone since David Love's death two years ago) when
they're not visiting their home here in Teton Valley. Just
this summer, she sent off the second manuscript of their
grandmother's journals (1910-1915) which may be
published as early as next year.

-- Jeanne Anderson

agenda. Several people said they appreciated Love's
reasonable views - showing the negative effects as well as
understanding the necessity and appreciating when
resource development is done with respect to the
environment. We talked about how, when the world is
viewed through a geologist's eyes, the span of time takes
on a different meaning. | told them how McPhee's
daughter says the books he wrote on geology had a
powerful influence on him in terms of how he viewed his
own mortality and the brevity of human life in relation to
the earth.

One person pointed out that the book really interwove two
biographies: that of Wyoming and that of David Love.
Even those who aren't particularly interested in the
geology said they found the book captivating because of
the way it wove the two together. We discussed the kind of
people those early settlers who endured had to be. We
wondered if there are people anymore like David Love's
parents, even in rural Wyoming. We mourned the demise
of his family ranch.

-- Norleen Healy

| began the discussion with some background on McPhee.
We went through the list of his books and talked about the
various subjects they encompassed. | explained that he
generally does what we read in Rising from the Plains that
is approaching a subject through people who are
intimately involved with it and learning from their
perspective. One reviewer explained that McPhee is "a
student of how people who are good at something do what
they do, and people, who in a private way, thrive." We
were all impressed with the range of McPhee's interest
and knowledge.

In our discussion of the book, | asked them what they
learned about Wyoming from the book. | told them that the
fact that intrigued me was to learn that our current
mountain ranges exist because of erosion (hence the title).
The discussion took off from there. The discussion offered
a lot about the geological features of this particular area as
well as other places in Wyoming that some were familiar
with. | learned about the book Roadside Geology of
Wyoming from them (I intend to buy it). We talked about
how unique Wyoming is in terms of geology. We, of
course, all had our own stories about the wind.

We talked about where both McPhee and Love stood in
the clash between environmentalists and land and
resource developers. We didn't think either had a strong

Afton: All of the members of our group who attended this
session like this book, but for different reasons. One
especially liked the book because she is interested in
geology, while the others liked the book for the story of the
Love family. The latter found the geology interesting but
not as interesting as the human story. All agreed that John
McPhee had done an outstanding job of portraying both
the geology and the Loves.

Throughout the series we have talked about how each of
the books described this place and it was the consensus
of the group that McPhee did an excellent job of
describing Wyoming and creating that sense of place. We
also discussed whether it was McPhee or David Love that
had provided most of that description.

We spent some time discussing how geology has
influenced the human development of Wyoming and how
necessary it is to understand geology as we try to
understand Wyoming.The book describes how humans
have used the geology of the area in both positive and
negative ways. And McPhee also notes the negative
consequences on humans of not understanding such
thisgs as selenium.

We were disappointed in the book for not spending a bit
more time on souithwestern Wyoming. Since Dr. Love
spent some time in the Afton area during WWII the group
was amazed at how little this story is known in the area.

--Dave Kathka

| introduced the group to John McPhee and a short review
of some of his many books. The readers were impressed
with McPhee's wide range of interests as reflective in his
variety of essays. McPhee's blend of Geology 101 and the
Love family biography made this book one of the group's
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favorites. His beautiful descriptions of life in early
Wyoming and his ability to take Love's geological interests
and convey those loves into an easily read book made for
feel-good evening of analyzing and reminiscing. The
discussion of the unique five-year courtship between Ethel
Waxman and John Love led to a newly published book
LADY'S CHOICE, a collection of letters and journals by
the couple. The extreme hardships encountered by the
Love family and the valuable geological knowledge
collected by Love were sources of several wonderful
questions and comments within the group.

Medicine Bow: We began discussion of Rising from the
Plains by talking about the reasons we like this book so
much, more specifically the methods McPhee uses to
attract and keep the attention of his readers, most of
whom are not geologists. We talked about the melding of
the family story with the geology and how the two aspects
complement each other. We discussed how the Loves,
like other Wyoming families, form the bedrock of the state,
and how David Love, in particular, embodied so many
Wyoming values.

| read an LA Times obituary on David Love, an obituary
that emphasizes his environmental bent and his well-
principled nature. | also read some of his remarks when he
accepted the Legendary Geoscientist Award in 1999.

Some of the book-related issues that we discussed are the
following:
e the conflict of wanting to preserve Wyoming and
wanting it to succeed economically;
the tension between field and lab goelogists;
the ecological effects of mining;
the theory of hot spots;
health issues related to geology;
how people reflect their environment.

--Maggie Garner

Laramie: The group consists of quite a few retired nurses
and teacher from subjects in the sciences. They had a
grand time talking over geology, and places in Wyoming
where rocks do this or that. A few group members had
known Dr. Love personally, one having even climbed the
Tetons with his team to meaure glaciers. Our conversation
ranged from hot spots to plate tectonics to mining on into
related subjects such as paleontology. We also talked
about the book A Ladies Choice, which was published
from Dr. Love's parents' correspondence and is
referenced heavily in McPhee's book. We talked a bit
about McPhee's ability to turn just about any sort of
specialized experience into a subject of nearly universal
fascination. One message from McPhee's body of work
seems to be how individuals see the world from such
different, but fascinating, prisms, and how human nature
and human experience is every bit as worthy of close
study as a science such as geology.

Julianne Couch

Everyone enjoyed the book, agreed they learned some
geology and wanted to learn even more, and decided
they'd like to read more McPhee. We talked about the
following: 1 - geology, including whether there could be a
David Love today, the origin of dirt, how geology plays a
part in the recent hurricane, among other topics, 2 - the
Love family, including a lively discussion of Ladies Choice,
3 - McPhee's books and the type of writing he does, and 4
- the writing style of both John McPhee and Ethel
Waxham.

Our guest geologist brought a map, the library provided
maps, and we were intrigued by the locations of mineral
deposits and fascinated to locate areas discussed in the
book. Several people commented on the difficulty of
getting our heads around the idea of geologic time. |
shared McPhee's comments on "deep time."

--Barbara Gose

Pine Bluffs: The discussion was scattered and “hit and
miss.” We seemed to hop from topic to topic without being
able to settle into a coherent discussion, maybe somewhat
like the geology of Wyoming itself. The readers liked the
story of the Loves and the courtship. None were familiar
with the publication of the Waxham journals, but one lady
had seen the Ken Burns production referring to her.
Another reader liked the personal story, but felt it
distracted her from the main topic of historical geology of
the State. Several admitted skipping the dictionary for this
book, which is probably wise as it would disrupt the
reading constantly for some.

| again brought the Wyoming Atlas, which | spent a huge
amount of time locating every reference McPhee made. It
seemed a very disjointed reading for me by taking the time
to locate places in the atlas. In addition, | brought in color
maps showing the geology and time periods for Wyoming
as well as the tectonic plates and hot spots of the globe.
Passing these around probably contributed to the
“splintering off” of sub-groups. The maps were useful,
though and | recommend using them.

We discussed natural resources quite a bit including
Wyoming'’s wealth and the good and bad that entails. We
feel fortunate to benefit from the mineral wealth of the
state while being concerned about the “costs” of
extraction.

It was a pleasant surprise to us to have Pine Bluffs
included in the story. Many of the interesting references
exist nearby, including the gangplank, and several women
thought a road trip would be in order. We also talked
about how literal believers in the Bible reconcile geological
time with biblical time. The consensus was that both are
valid as one relates to science, i.e., knowledge and the
other to belief, i.e., spirituality.

--Kim Knowlton




Wyoming Council for the Humanities:
Book Discussion Series Archives

Sheridan: | began by showing the Ken Burns segment on
David Love (as some one previously suggested in the
archived discussions. | apologize that | can not remember
who made the suggestion!). Since this was our first
meeting | suggested some of the themes to look for as we
move through the series, and how we might tie things
together.

| began by asking what themes they pulled from the book.
Then we talked about David Love, his character, how the
land shaped his career and “sense of place”. | asked if the
geology got in anyone’s way. Only two mentioned that it
got in their way quite a bit; the rest of the group said even
thought they were sometimes bewildered by the science
and language, it did not ruin the flow of the book or the
story. We discussed the incredible span of time covered
in the geologic eras and layers. In this vein we talked
about the geology unique to Wyoming.

| threw out the question — “how does Love serve industry,
the environment and science? | also asked “how does he
show a rational approach to analyzing the cost to the
environment of development, as well as considering the
benefits to the nation and state. This led to a discussion of
how the book is still timely because Love and McPhee ask
questions we are still asking today; some of the concerns
are still present and in some cases, we have not learned
from the past. Of course the historian in me necessitated
that | ask how the geology of Wyoming has shaped
Wyoming’s history and the history of the Love family within
the context of Wyoming history. We began with the UP
and then went in many interesting historical directions and
to many levels; so to speak.

Everyone agreed it was a great book for the series.
Additionally they all said that now when they drive around
the state, they will see the land with a new eye and
perspective.

--Katie Curtiss

We concluded our discussion by looking back on the
series and talking about how various books captured or
did not capture the West as a place

-David Kathka

We began the evening by watching the two excerpts from
Ken Burns' The West series that featureed the Love family
and interviews with David Love. The group agreed these
added to the discussion since they could see the ranch
and the characters.

We then discussed the following questions:

e What does the book tell us about homestead life
in 20th century Wyoming?

e Does the book make a stronger case for rugged
individualism or community as a characteristic of
life in the West?

e What does the book tell you about the impact of
geology on the place and the people of the
American West?

e What is the nature of geology as a science as
practiced by David Love?

e How do you relate this book to other books in the
series?

For this discussion | brought in the USGS topographical
map of the Love Ranch, Part 9 of the PBS documentary
"The West" which features the Love family, and a copy of
"Lady's Choice: Ethel Waxham's Journals and Letters".
We started the discussion with a short review of John
McPhee's life and other writings. | had written some
simple questions on the board and asked the group
members to answer at least one of the questions as we
went around the circle. The questions were: What did you
learn from the book?, What did you like or dislike about
the book? and Would you recommend the book to others
and why or why not? This segue was enough to get the
group talking about all the issues | hoped to touch upon in
the book. Most loved the book, many thought it was either
the best or one of the best books in the series. Most
enjoyed the part about the John and Ethel Love the best
but appreciated all the geology they learned in such an
enjoyable and "easy to digest" way. A few mentioned the
need to re-read difficult passages and the desire they had
to run to a Wyoming map occasionally to figure out "where
they were". The small map in the front of the book just
wasn't enough. We discussed the harsh life of Wyoming
pioneers, the erosional effect of the persistent Wyoming
wind, plate tectonics, hot spots, oil shale, uranium, trona,
and betonite mining in Wyoming and the environmental
impact of this mining. We were lucky enough to have a
retired geologist, a BLM employee, a ranch wife and a
former oil company employee on hand to lend their
opinions and expertise to the discussion. We also
discussed the colorful stories and anecdotes that McPhee
injected into the story of Wyoming geology and several
group members read from their favorite passages. When
several people mentioned a desire to know more about
Ethel Waxham Love | shared some passages out of her
journals and letters. | also told them about the changes
coming to "Reading Wyoming" and asked them to choose
which 4 books out of the 6 they thought best fit in the
"Writing Wyoming" series. Most said they would choose to
exclude Annie Proulx's "Close Range" and Geoff O'Gara's
"What you see in Clear Water". | disagreed about "Close
Range" because | remember what a great discussion we
had about Proulx's book just because everyone seemed to
have such strong feelings about it. When it seemed we
were pretty much talked out | played the section from the
PBS documentary series "The West" which talks about the
life of John and Ethel Love. This section of the video is
just 12 minutes long and highly recommended. You get to
see still photographs of John and Ethel and all 3 of their
children, pictures of the ranch and the surrounding
countryside along with narration from Ethel's journals and
commentary from their son geologist David Love who
figures so prominently in the book. Altogether it was a
great discussion, a great series, a great group, and I'm
sorry that this was our last discussion of the season.

Elaine Hayes
Cheyenne
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Last Tuesday, eleven participants gathered at the Powell
Branch Library to discuss “Rising from the Plains” by John
McPhee, a book which chronicles the geology of Wyoming
as well as the personal and professional background of
Wyoming geologist David Love. The discussion was the
first installment of the “Writing Wyoming “ discussion
series. All of the participants greatly enjoyed the book for
its two main stories: the rugged and isolated geology of
Wyoming and the story of David Love and his family. As
many of the participants noted, it was the lovely narrative
of David Love, his mother, and his father that made the
story of rocks and mountains come alive in very
memorable ways. Several of the participants contributed
stories of growing up or living in Wyoming while others
brought geologic maps; we all found these ideas to be
very much in the spirit of the book and helpful to
understanding some of the more complicated, scientific
passages. Overall, we greatly enjoyed our discussion of
“Rising from the Plains,” especially the interrelated
relationship between how humans shape a place and how
places shape humans.

Michael Konsmo

McPhee was of interest also to the group. | explained his
background and talked about some other (of the many
books he's published) pointing out how he approaches a
subject through people who are intimately involved with it.

At least one person plans read the other three books in
the series that Rising From the Plains comes from.

This was our last discussion in the Wyoming series, and
probably our best. Most agreed that they had to work
harder on the reading of this series (I wish we could have
included all six of the books for the balance), but that they
learned a lot, read books they probably wouldn't have read
otherwise, and enjoyed the discussions. It's a varied
group in many ways who are wonderfully responsive and
respectful of each other's points of view.

Norleen Healy

I knew the group would enjoy the Love's story, and | did
use (thanks to Elaine Hayes' suggestion and Katie Curtiss'
loan of the series) the portion of the PBS series THE
WEST that featured Ethel and John Love to begin the
discussion. Predictably, there was great interest in that
part of the book. | mentioned that our library has copies of
the book, Ladies Choice: Ethel Waxham Love's Journals
and Letters , that her daughter and daughter-in-law
published.

| was pleasantly surprised at the groups enthusiastic
reaction to the rest of the book. The geology did not throw
them off, as | feared it might, although some
acknowledged difficulties with parts. We talked about the
wonderful visuals McPhee asked us to imagine about what
Wyoming looked like at various points in the geological
progression. When | asked them what they learned about
Wyoming, they covered most of the aspects of the book |
had hoped to discuss. Everyone contributed, and the
librarian thoughtfully provided colored coded geological
maps of Wyoming which helped us place much of our
discussion as well as a map that pinpointed exactly the
area where Muskrat Creek and the Love ranch were.

One person was particularly interested in Love's
subspecialty of the medical effects of geology and the
examples he gave. (Sheridan County is once again
undergoing heated debate about putting flouridation in the
water, so of course we segued into that controversy!)

We had quite a discussion about the energy resources
Love (and McPhee) acknowledge in Wyoming and the pro
and cons there-in. The group appreciated the balanced
view Love gave of the need for resource development vs
environmental protection.

Seventeen people attended the discussion. We began
with administrative things, briefly, and then plunged in.
Many people were amazed at McPhee's ability to make
geology exciting and interesting. As a matter of fact, we
spent relatively little time discussing the love (Love) story
and most of the time on the humanities implications of the
geological narrative.

We discussed the central issue of exploitation versus
conservation of natural resources. This led to a
discussion of the ways in which all of us are complicit in
the problem of exploitation, yet all of us have the
opportunity to change our behavior midnfully, if we are
willing to. For many participants, this was the first time
they had thought of geology as the core of our
environment (along with the atmosphere). A couple of
people contrasted the indigenous approach to the
environment with that of western technological culture.

The book led to a revision of many people's vision of a
clear-cut distinction among the categories of animal,
vegetable and mineral. Vegetable matter becomes
mineral; animal bones become mineral; minerals nourish
both plants and animals. This led to a wider-ranging
discussion of the unclear boundaries among many
categories that were held, in the past, to be absolutely
discreet.

We also discussed the issues of time and space,
especially the huge difference between geologic time and
human time, and between the vast spaces of geology and
what we experience as space for ourselves. Some people
found it comforting to think that the earth will continue to
take its course over such eons of time that human strife
and turmoil are insignificant. Others found that idea
troubling. So we briefly commented on the Einsteinian
idea of the conservation of matter and energy, of which we
humans are a part, although our own consciousness of
being in this incarnation may be a mere flicker in the light
of geologic time.

We also discussed this book as a Wyoming story, both the
love story and the tale of geology. The idea of the
Rockies as a geological anomaly intrigued people. Since
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this is Jackson, many of the participants, who -call
themselves Wyomingites, had been to precious few other
parts of the state. | encouraged people to get out of Teton
County and into the rest of the state, and to look at the
geology and experience the feel of the land. | don't know
if anyone will, but David Love's example of a field
geologist is compelling. There is a parallel between the
field geologist and the black box geologist, and the reader
about Wyoming and the person who drives dirt roads and
gets out and walks the sage and bitter brush draws and
basins.

People expressed a good deal of admiration for Ethel
Waxham and her courage, and even passed around a
picture of the hotel in Rawlins (now refurbished into a bed
and breakfast) where she stayed the night she got off the
train. We discussed the enterprize and determination she
displayed.

Altogether, this book was a happy surprize for many of the
participants, who had expected to slog grimly through a
book about geology. The discussion lasted the full two
hours, and a couple of participants expressed surprize that
the time went so swiftly.

Stephen Lottridge

What You See in Clear Water

Despite the VP debate and the Cubs, we had a bursting
full table ready to discuss this book, with many people
bringing their maps.

| just realized that | forgot to ask my best question: Was
O’Gara writing the landscape itself into the book as
agentive character? Was the Double Downs itself a place
that played a role in the story? Does the shape of the river
play a role in the story as it influenced the development of
a northern and southern divide, white/Indian,
infrastructure/no infrastructure? Wind Rivers as a force
that creates a water table that creates a reality that people
react to?

| was recently reading a Native American theory collection
where an author asked generally about writing nature’s
agency into the text: “When will the water get its credit as
a player in the narrative?” | can’t find the article right now
to give you its brilliant author, but it triggered the question:
Was O’Gara writing a story where the land and the water
plays a role?

Some people indicated that this book was more
documentary than literature, and they were a bit
disappointed that they didn’t get to immerse themselves in
a literary examination of clear water in Wyoming as they
had anticipated from the book’s title. Couple that with
O’Gara’s references to dozens and dozens of players, and
they were overwhelmed at times rather than carried along.
This was not a float, it was a dad burned work your way up
the river book.

Like McPhee, many remembered the human stories as the
best part of the book, and the part that kept them going,

though they would have liked greater follow-through rather
than passing postcards of the characters.

Group management went better, and | introduced the
discussion asking each participant to be conscious of their
role in speaking/not speaking with reference to “Ma,” a
Japanese aesthetic idea of the silence between two notes
of music, or the emptiness of a painting that allows the
image to appear. Nevertheless, | actually cut off my most
eager participant twice. We had a good laugh afterwards
about it, which makes me feel far more comfortable now.

The work accomplished by reading the book as a group
was very important from my perspective as a Wyomingite
who thinks “we” don't look very honestly at our heritage
with regard to the First Nation’s People who preceded us
in the region by 10,000 years. | think everyone now has at
least a sense of a messy net of hydro-politics that rolls
down from the Winds and across the Res. That is hugely
important for building an honest sense of who we are in
our co-existence. The humanness of the white irrigators in
all their hard work and all their desires to forget who paid
for their irrigation system and the humanness of the
survivors on the reservation, with their intergenerational
struggles to carve out a meaningful present and future—
memory, history, manners.

Mary L. Keller, Ph. D.
Adjunct, Religious Studies Program and African American
Studies Program, University of Wyoming

On Monday, October 13th we met at Fort Casper to
discuss What You See in Clear Water. In addition to Erin
and |, there were seven readers present.

| began the discussion with a film clip, a trailer from a
documentary called Wind River, featuring a few of the
people mentioned in the book. You can find the clip here:

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cplAAXR1gTc

Then, given O’Gara’s discussion of the Arapaho language,
| thought it would be interesting to hear it spoken. | played
a few of Berkeley linguist Lisa Conathan’s collection of
Arapaho recordings, including a discussion of respectful
speech, a lullaby song, the Lord’s Prayer, a rendition of “O
Come All Ye Faithful,” and finally, the Arapaho Pledge of
Allegiance. The recording | really wanted to play, entitled
“The sacredness of water,” wasn’t available as MP3. The
recordings | used (and more) can be found at this address:

http://linquistics.berkeley.edu/~arapaho/recording_index/a
udio_index.html

| thought it was an important moment, all of us listening
respectfully, earnestly, (but without understanding) to the
rhythms of a conquered and fading language. It's difficult
to listen without wanting to understand. But is this the
mindset of the conqueror? It's an uncomfortable space,
but perhaps it's good to immerse ourselves in this kind of
perplexity.



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cpIAAXR1gTc
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I’'m reminded here of Homi K. Bhabha’s exploration of the
bewildering complexity of post-contact cultures (in his
essay, “Signs Taken for Wonders,” | think). This is grossly
simplified, but Bhabha basically contends that contact is a
“first space” event, and that once it occurs, there’s no
returning to a pre-contact world view, although subsequent
representations (e.g. stories, songs, etc.) of the moment of
contact may be attempts to do just that. These
representations are “second space” events. “Third space”
events can be any further representations of those
representations of contact - O’Gara’s book, for example -
and they are places of intense ambiguity, where cultural
identity is reconstructed, negotiated, challenged by the
swirling eddies of past and present. We touched on this,
lightly - Bhabha can be daunting. You can find his April
‘08 presentation on global memory and the barbaric
transmission of culture at this address:

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Fp6{90zpn4

Leaving behind the film and audio clips, we shared our
favorite passages of O’Gara’s book. One of the readers
pointed out the wonderfully woven structure of the book,
particularly in the first chapter. | asked what they thought
O'Gara was trying to say as he alternated between
recounting the history of water-related negotiations and
describing the dangerous rapids. After a few comments
on this, we went back to sharing favorite passages, among
which was this line: “If rock is the stoic straight man, water
is all chuckles and action.” A couple of readers shared
their appreciation for the lyrical passages in the book, and
the way O’Gara blends them into straight-forward
reporting. To me it seemed at times that he couldn’t
decide whether he was a poet or a journalist, but the
balance he achieves is satisfying, even compelling.

We went on to define the problem, and | said, “It seems to
me that at the base of this issue is the confluence of how
you use the land (and water) and how you love the land
(and water) - and whether one kind of use and love is
somehow worth more than the other. What do you think?”
This opened the door to the third space, and we examined
the dizzying complexity of relationships between the
Shoshone, the Arapho, the Sho-Raps, the farmers and
ranchers, the state, the federal government, the Joint
Business Council, etc. This is also where we dipped into
Bhabha and glossed the concept of the Other.

The group agreed that O’Gara’s book clearly slanted
toward the Indians, and we explored some the difficulties
he must have faced as he wrote his story. Having
encountered unpleasant people on both sides, was he fair
in his presentation of them? | brought up his treatment of
Johnnie Hubenka. One reader said that O’Gara was just
reporting what Hubenka said. Other readers
acknowledged that O’Gara had a difficult job of deciding
how to tell the truth (and how much of the truth totell)
without seeming mean-spirited.

| also brought up his use of “The Water-Sprinkling OId
Men” and asked whether or not the group thought that it
was a device, a little mystery thrown in to keep readers
involved. While | was at it, | asked the question that
troubled me most about his use of these ancient ones: Is

this the cliché of the magical Indians that runs throughout
so many of our popular culture’s representations of
indigenous people? Many of the readers said that it
clearly wasn’t, because throughout the book O’Gara
provides such a realistic, warts-and-all look at many
persons in the tribes.

A couple of readers said they were happy to see David
Love in this book. And one reader warmly remembered
him to us. This seemed an obvious place to compare both
McPhee’s and O’Gara’s use of personal stories to convey
more difficult (and, in a few readers’ opinions, otherwise
tedious) information to their audiences. A couple of
readers said they were happy to have read both books.

We ended our discussion with one reader’s story about a
trip to Washakie Plunge. He said that he took his wife and
kids to the Plunge without knowing that their visit
coincided with a tribal celebration. He said that as the
only whites at the Plunge, they were getting a number of
very dark looks from the many Native Americans who
were there. He recounted feeling very uncomfortable,
nervous that situation could worsen, when his smallest
child walked up to an old Indian woman and put his arms
up, as if he wanted to be held. She bent down and lifted
him into her arms. “After that,” he said, “everything was
okay.”

Reading Wyoming
Wyoming Humanities Council

We had our second meeting last night, and | was excited
to see a new member joining our group. (She’s actually an
“established” member, but she was new to me—and
rounded out our group at 6 participants.) This time, we
talked about Geoffrey O’Gara’s book What You See in
Clear Water; it basically describes the history behind the
“battle” over water rights in the Wind River Reservation in
central Wyoming.

| was a bit nervous about this book, and how discussion
would go, because | hadn’t seen a very good review of it in
the New York Times (on-line)—but it all turned out fine in
the end. While the discussion began on water rights, it
branched off in many other directions (just as streams and
rivers do) to other surface-versus-mineral rights issues...
winding its way around to a lengthy discussion of “types”
of peoples / cultures, and how individual perspectives on
any issue “color” the way we see them. (The “battle,” as
far as | could see from the book, is between the Native
Americans who live on the Wind River Reservation, and
the ranchers and farmers who live downstream of the
reservation.)

One line from the book that really resonated with me, that |
chose to share with the group, is a simple statement
O’Gara makes: “No river begins in just one place” (262).
So, | asked the women to think about how anyone/any
group can even claim to “own” something like water
rights? (Is that the non-native Wyoming-ness in me
showing through? Probably—but 1 also have the
“perspective” of never having “owned” any property more
than a simple house.)



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Fp6j9Ozpn4
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(Before we left, we did have a brief discussion about how

we could get more people from the community to attend—
do we change the time? The day? The location? The
women who have been attending all seem to really enjoy
the discussions, and want it to continue being offered...
we just don’t have any “ready response” as to why the
numbers are so low this time around.)

Jeanette Lukowski

Although the Casper discussion of O'Gara’'s What You
See in Clear Water drew a small group (4), we had over 1
1/2 hours of quality discussion. 2 of the 4 had extensive
experience in the Wind River area so they had a lot to add
about the geography and culture of the reservation; in
addition | had additional background material since | cover
the water dispute in my Environmental Politics class (see
short film entitled Wind River from Bullfrog Films). The
usual background of the author was accentuated by the
personal knowledge of the author by one of the
participants. The thing that struck us most initially was the
obvious wonder and enthusiasm the author possessed for
the natural surroundings of the Wind River region. His
vivid descriptions and obvious sentimentality about the
rivers, woods, mountains, etc. truly do justice to the
reservation and surrounding environs. Our discussion of
the author's treatment of "place" led to many personal
reflections on Wyoming as well as a comparison to the
other three books in the series. The other major
component of the discussion centered on O'Gara's
portrayal of the -cultures, histories and personalities
associated with the two tribes. The consensus was that
he effectively portrayed the two tribes and their awkward
relationship with each other. In addition, we spent time
discussing the relationship of the tribes to the neighboring
communities (especially Lander and Riverton), and
compared that to our own experiences living near native
peoples (everyone in the group had had this experience at
least once). This led to an exploration of the role of
sports, especially basketball, in tribal life and in the tribes’
interactions with the outside world. Ironically, we spent
less time on the water dispute central to the book than |
had anticipated. A couple of the participants expressed a
sense of boredom or being overwhelmed with these
sections of the book. We did nonetheless discuss the
essentials of the dispute and evaluated how O'Gara
related it to his readers ( the assessment was that he was
pretty balanced in his coverage). All in all, our small group
thoroughly enjoyed the book as well as the series though
a common suggestion came up that it would have been
nice to have at least one of the authors available over the
course of the series for discussion groups to invite to their
proceedings.

Erich Frankland
Casper

Readers generally appreciated his fair and balanced
treatment of the farmers and of the Native Americans,
although there was a consensus that the book evoked
more sympathy for the Native Americans. One reader,
who grew up in the Riverton area and who knows the
author and his family, had much to say about life on the
reservation and about literary treatments of it; she brought
up the point that O’Gara tended to represent the more
educated and more progressive tribal members. We went
on to discuss the importance of the topic of water and how
much water affects the lives of all of us in Wyoming (here
in eastern Wyoming, there is an ongoing struggle with
Nebraska over water rights). In addition to discussing
topics and content, we discussed the method of the book--
-using the river as an organizing principle, moving back
and forth between historical vignettes and latter-day
events, introducing and re-introducing various characters,
representing geography, using references, and providing
reference notes. Toward the end of the session we
discussed the level of audience that the book creates, and
there was a general (though not unanimous) agreement
that the book was written on a national level. | suggested
that it is sometimes interesting to try to account for what in
a book (i.e., what in the text itself) contributes to a sense
of its level or audience, just as it is sometimes interesting
to speculate on why some books not only emanate
outward to broad audiences but also maintain a universal
significance from one generation or century to another.

John D. Nesbitt, Torrington

Discussion of the book began with each participant giving
a general response to the book, and after that we
discussed various aspects that seemed to be salient.
First, of course, was the author’s treatment of the topic.

There were a few people who thought O’Gara’s book was
poorly written, and at least in one instance it resulted in
the reader not feeling engaged enough to finish it. This
aspect led to the consideration of the timing of when a
book is read, namely, one can return to a book,
sometimes several years later, and discover it to be more
interesting than at first stab.

The evening’s discussion proved to be quite good despite
the low turnout since one man (non-Indian) had lived in
the area on a reservation for 23 years growing hay. He
recounted many instances of racism working both ways
with Indian neighbors turning off irrigation waters due to
grudges or the mere fact that it was going to a white
person. Indeed, this long-time resident expressed amused
surprise that no one had been shot over the years
considering the daily tensions and frustrations one
experiences due to race, farming, irrigation and so on.

Themes discussed were: America’s legal system — there
was a definite lack of faith in it among the participants;
historical events — shame expressed at what white people
had done to the Indians; current lifestyle, especially
pertaining to the loss of language, spiritual rituals and the
desolateness Indian youths face - participants felt
appalled generally.

All in all, O'Gara’s book presented themes that are, and
have been, of concern in a number of different nations
settled by the white man or, indeed, any transplanted
peoples. Unfortunately, these remain unlikely to be
resolved any time soon.
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Gigi Jaatinen, Alta

Jeremy Johnston, Powell

| began the evening with some material from the Sunday
Casper Star-Tribune regarding Wyoming as it is used in
literature. The quotes from folks outside the state led into
an interesting discussion of place and how that impacts
viewpoints and writing. | then tried to move the focus a bit
closer to the text itself, and how place, culture, and natural
resources (particularly water) came together. The group
wandered all over, and many personal opinions were
offered, but | think we generally discussed culture clash,
perceptions, and water issues. In that many of the women
are ranch wives and have concerns about the recent water
pact with Nebraska and how that impacts their own
irrigation water, there was another direction to pursue.
Most generally agreed that the author was fair-minded in
his presentation, although it seems obvious that he
perceives the native-American as the sympathetic figures,
which is certainly his perspective. All agreed that the idea
of “objective” journalism and “just reporting the facts” does
not happen, as we are all human, perceive differently, and
subjectively choose what “facts” to report, which to
exclude, and how to present them. Finally, we looked at
possible trickster figures in the text, and it seemed that
there might be some oral folk figures in the telling of this
story. All in all, a pleasant evening of solid discussion.

Wayne Deahl, LaGrange

We had ten participants attend the discussion of What You
See in Clear Water: Life on the Wind River Reservation by
Geoffrey O'Gara at the Rocky Mountain Manor. Most
everyone in attendance liked the book. To begin the
discussion, we returned back to Anne Proulx's assertion
that Wyomingites do not have much use for reality as a
basis to examine this memoir of life on the Wind River
Reservation. This led us into a discussion of various
stereotypes of American Indians and reservation life,
which are clearly dispelled by this work. We focused on
the cultural differences between the Shoshone and
Arapaho, as well as the different historical experiences of
these two nations who share the same reservation. Many
of the readers enjoyed learning about the history of Hot
Springs State Park. An area many of them have visited
but knew little about its connections to the Shoshone and
Arapaho. Being from an area that is dependent on
irrigation, many of the readers compared and contrasted
water issues and rights between our region and the Wind
River Reservation. All of the readers agreed that water
was the state's most valuable resource and developed a
deeper understanding of the various demands we place
on this limited liquid resource. We concluded the
discussion by examining various land-use issues
impacting Wyoming residents and environment, as
mentioned by the book. This included mining, oil drilling,
ranching, irrigated farming, and tourism. In the end,
many of the participants liked the book and took away a
greater appreciation of Wyoming's diversity, water issues,
and land use questions.

Worland: We opened with a short biography of O'Gara,
and then several readers talked about their individual
contacts with the author. Everyone had seemed very
impressed with him, and all were anxious to discuss the
book. From the introduction we read his suggested lesson
to the book. "Every watershed in the country . . . has its
own particular and subtle order, its own vying cultures, its
own imprinted past and imagined future . . . waiting to be
discovered." We agreed and found many examples
expressed in his writings.

From there we explored his views of Indian reservations in
general and the Wind River Indian Reservation in
particular along with the past and present stories of the
Shoshones and Arapahoes.

A comment written by John Wesley Powell in 1870 led us
into the theme of the book, ". . . In the whole region . . .
land as mere land is of no value. What is really valuable is
the water privilege." The original Wind River Reservation
contained much water from a variety of sources so the
Indians were "privileged." Then the villain of that water
was formed as the Midvale Irrigation Project. Much
discussion was created in the group as to the water rights
of the Indians versus the non-Indian farmers using water
from the Wind River. The $60 million trial and subsequent
Supreme Court decision, which really lacked a clear
solution, presented by O'Gara furnished the readers with
some insight of the complexities of water rights in
Wyoming.

The author declared this book to be nonfiction, but his
beautiful descriptions of people and places in Wyoming
made for enjoyable and enlightening reading. The readers’
appreciation of O'Gara's book was evident in their
enthusiastic discussion.

Afton: The group did not find What you see in Clear Water
an easy book to read. We discussed O'Gara's
organizational scheme and decided that it made the
difficult to follow. Generally, our group felt O'Gara did a
good job of describing the competing cultures and their
histories. We discussed whether he had biases for or
against either the Indians or the white settlers and decided
that he did not or at least he treated both with
understanding. The lawyers and bureaucrats tended to be
treated less sympathetically.

One of our group is originally from the Lander area and
discussed her memories of the community and its historic
and contemporary feelings about Indians and
environmentalists.

--Dave Kathka

Dubois: The regular group was smaller, with holidays
coming, but eight of us gathered and others sent
messages about their reading experience, and, as usual,
the discussion was lively. It was particularly interesting
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because three people present were personally involved in
the issues and times that Geoff captures. One of our
women worked for the state Water Board during that time,
and told us her silent sympathies were often elsewhere
than with the rigidity of her employer ("Fassett wouldn't
give an inch"). She respected Baldes, and found the
Midvale folks to be "greedy" with the water, and feels they
will "get what they deserve". Another was a journalist and
friend of Geoff's that traveled with him to many of these
meetings and felt the emotions firsthand. She stood in the
river with a camera as Baldes dumped fish at the
confluence - people were hot! The third had heard many
stories from her late husband, who grew up in Riverton,
went to St. Stephens, and remembered the "clear water"
of the Wind, and many of these men, from his youth. Yet
again, this series gets personal.

We started out looking at a large 1978 State of Wyoming
Land Status Map and getting the drainage in our minds.
Sitting down we found differing views abounding. Some
were going to buy their own copies to keep, having loved
the storytelling. Others felt lost, never quite knowing where
he was, despite the theme of working upriver, dam to
divide (and Bull Lake is NOT the start of the Wind River!).
The Title was discussed, and mostly thought to be
philosophical rather than representational, although we
could not find the right words to explain that.

Mostly, at the start, we discussed his writing style, and
agreed that "journalist" was predominant. The energy
flowed when an event was being "reported”. His journalist
friend said that they have discussed that; i.e. that a
journalist seeks immediate gratification. The tense time
they moved in, with guns often loose in the holster, was
adrenaline flow. Later, sitting at home to finish the book it
was hard, and the book took a long time to completion.
One reader felt that the book had needed a good and hard
editor, to make some of the sentences understandable. It
was generally felt that the book is interesting and full of
good information. We felt we had learned alot, and
continued to learn in the discussion from those that knew
about irrigation and ditch riders, water commissions and
water rights, and know what is happening to the land with
alkali pulled up now in the lower fields. But it was not a
literary experience (for want of a better term). The
Journalist in Goeff kept him at a distance, putting the
words together. But folks felt that he reported on other's
hearts and guts rather than loosing his own.

We all did, however, appreciate the insight into the
Reservation, our neighbors. It was a chance to sit in
homes where we will never sit ourselves. We discussed
Wyoming youth, both Native American and rural small-
town teens. Answers are hard to come by.

We left the river unresolved. The North Platte and
Nebraska are the current theme. Loving the Wind as we
all do here in Dubois, we will be more vigilant watching for
its future after this discussion.

--Mary Ellen Honsaker

Story: | started by asking them what they felt they had
learned from the reading and immediately we got onto the
Indian issues. One lady said that she felt O'Gara
presented a negative view the Indians in the Wind River
area. Several others in the group responded that they
found his depiction sympathetic, yet realistic. We all found
the history of the Wind River Reservation interesting - how
the boundaries changed over time, how the two tribes
have settled in and responded to the attending tensions,
and, of course, how crucial and impacting the whole issue
of water rights has been.

After a discussion of their current situation, economically,
socially, and politically, someone asked what their future
looked like. This engendered a lot of discussion, during
some of which | worried that we were lapsing into the too
frequent tendency to divide into the two camps: "why don't
they just get to work and quit relying on handouts?" vs. the
guilty "look what we've done to them". However, the
discussion moved passed that fairly quickly. One
particularly astute comment was that the book points out
that "work" is a theme in the book by O'Gara's illustration
of how energized the tribes became when the one ruling
by the Supreme Court gave them complete autonomy over
the water for which they hold a special value, and how
without a "spiritual connection to work", it's easy to
become apathetic. Beyond that, we discussed the efforts
now to develop a sense of pride and identity by immersing
the young into their Native American cultures and
traditions and the recognition of the need for education to
provide some empowerment. A counselor from the local
high school told about distance ed classes in advanced
math and languages being offered from bigger, more
affluent, Wyoming high schools to those small ones on
and near the reservations where teachers and those
subjects are not available.

Several who finished the book remarked that they
appreciated O'Gara's writing, his sensitivity to the
complexity of the issues and his clear detailed reporting of
the long legal processes as well as his appreciation and
description of the natural world surrounding all this. We
agreed that this book took some effort on our part, but that
we learned a lot.

--Norleen Healy

TenSleep: As usual, we began the evening with a
discussion of the author and his many works. Many
readers expressed their admiration and awe of O'Gara’s
ability to blend the legal aspect of the Wind River water
rights' dispute and the objective presentation of those
individuals involved in the long battle. What | thought most
interesting from this introduction was the number of
readers who have loaned to, bought, or purchased copies
of this book for friends and relatives who would be
interested in this ongoing water rights' problem. A view of
the Wind River Indian Reservation with its short history of
the Shoshone and Arapaho gives the book an added
flavor of Wyoming--the place.

The author's descriptive rafting trip in Wind River Canyon
brought many enjoyable comments from those who have
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floated the river and those of us who have only driven
through. As we were closing the discussion of the book,
we touched on the courts' decisions, the ever-present
struggle for water in Fremont County, federal government
handouts to Indians and non-Indians alike, and the
foresight of those who wrote and signed the Reservation
Treaty of 1868 and the Wyoming Constitution in 1890. A
former librarian's comment brought us back to perhaps
O'Gara's main objective in writing this book; the subtitle
reads, "Life on the Wind River Reservation." Another lively
and thought-provoking evening in TenSleep!

----Jim Fassler

Pine Bluffs: This book was well received. The initial
comments were of astonishment that all this occurred right
here in Wyoming and not one person knew about it (of the
readers). Several had taken recent trips to or through the
area and really liked that they saw a piece of the place we
read about. One lady brought back flyers on raft trips
down the canyon and we compared notes about how very
strange it is to drive from Thermopolis down the canyon
while the river moves the other direction, appearing to flow
uphill.

The comments seems to track what other groups had
picked up on, mainly the author’s balance in presenting
the material (more as a journalist), putting rivals on one
reservation, the enormous expense of the litigation, social,
cultural and political aspects of the events.

We all found the book difficult to follow. | was particularly
interested in how it held together as a coherent telling
because | am more familiar than some with the issues. |
explained to the group that | had worked towards a minor
in Native American studies, studied water law and federal
Indian law, and written my required writing paper in law
school on the Big Horn River system litigation. When |
said | found it difficult to follow, it seemed to make
everyone feel better. We decided his choice of having the
story meander like the river was an “upstream” journey for
us, too.

| spoke way more than usual, providing background
regarding treaties, Indian and Federal Government
relations, Indian culture, water rights and use in the West
versus the East, homesteaders, dams, paper rights vs.
wet rights, etc. We really talked a lot about water in the
West and how its scarcity impacts our history as well as
our current situations. For some weird reason, we got onto
wringer washing machines again. Those appliances seem
to be a recurrent theme with our group.

| also took in a Wyoming Atlas & Gazatteer with places the
author talked about highlighted. That caught the interest
of many readers, as it is more detailed that a road map.

--Kim Knowlton

readers were a great deal more interested in the Wind
River Indian Reservation - its history, politics, people,
schools, culture, everyday life, and social problems - than
the water issues. The opposite, | think, would have been
true had this book been discussed in Riverton, where the
Midvale and LeClair irrigation systems are a big part of
life. So we quizzed Geoff relentlessly and he answered
patiently. We also wanted to know what had happened to
some of the main characters, what response there had
been to the book on the reservation (pleased, mostly),
what vetting might have taken place before publication
(publisher wasn't very concerned), how he got access to
people who might not be willing to talk freely (he is a
journalist and his job at the time put him at meetings and
with people). We had, of course, just read his book.

He, on the other hand, had long since moved on. This
made for interesting discussion. We wished for a map
included with the book, only to learn that there is one in
the paperback. The paperback is used in several college
classes as one of the texts. Barbara Oakleaf (Lander
Library) generously furnished us with documents from the
water court cases and a priceless map (in glass) of the
land up for homesteading in the now Riverton area in the
early 1900s. Geoff pointed out that with him in attendance,
no one would be critical of the book and people need time
to talk about what they didn't like.

Maybe so, but Lander readers were thrilled to have him in
attendance and to learn, not only more about the book
itself, but about the process of writing it.

--Barbara Gose

Lander: The Lander reading group was fortunate to have
Geoff O'Gara attend our discussion of his book. Lander

Rock Springs: Our group lamented the lack of a map and
pictures in the book. In anticipation of this | bought copies
of the WYDOT state map and this allowed us to get
oriented. Our former Lander resident was able to fill in the
many gaps in our geographic knowledge. Though this is
not the best map, it is free and easily available. |
recommend using some sort of map during this
discussion.

Our map work completed, we discussed background and
history of both water policy and United States - Native
American policy. While O'Gara discusses much of this
history in the book the discussion is very disjointed and |
found that the group was confused. Once our group
understood such basic concepts of water policy as "right of
prior appropriation” and of Indian policy such as severalty
we could go on to discuss the stories.

In general, the group liked this book and felt they had
learned a great deal abut Wyoming's Native Americans
and water policy from it. They also found the discussion of
the courts to be very interesting. The group did not like
the organization of the book. It left them confused. | think
this book requires the scholar to provide more information
and background than other books in the series.

--Dave Kathka
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| had brought in some maps of Wyoming, the “Wyoming
Water Atlas”, various books about the Shoshone and
Arapaho Indians of Wyoming and the video documentary
“Chiefs” about the basketball team from the Wyoming
Indian High School. We watched a bit of the documentary
(which 1 highly recommend) while we waited for the
session to start. | started out with a brief biography of
Geoff O’Gara and asked if anyone in the room had any
experience with any of the people or situations described
in the book. One of the men in the room had worked for
BLM for many years and had experiences with many of
the people and places described in the book related to the
water rights issues. A woman in the group had worked as
a lawyer for the Lakota Sioux and had a lot of personal
dealings with Native Americans and had been to many
“sweats”. Other group members had lived in Wyoming
long enough to remember the newspaper headlines
regarding the battle between the state and the reservation
over Wind River water.

Group members thought the format of the book (traveling
up the Wind River) was an interesting concept but the
actual narrative of events jumped around too much. Most
agreed that there was too much going on in the book. The
issues (water rights, Native American history, life on the
reservation, etc.) were complex issues that weren’t
explored deeply enough. The “cast of a thousand
characters” was also a bit hard to keep up with. But all
agreed they learned a lot from the book. Aspects of the
book that people remembered most fondly were the
history of the Shoshones and Arapahos in Wyoming
especially the tales of Chief Washakie and the Arapaho
chiefs Sharp Nose and Black Coal. Many expressed
appreciation for the Indian stories included in the book
such as the story of the hunter and the white buffalo on
Bull Lake.

We also discussed some other “hot topics” in regards to
the reservation such as the possibility of casinos on the
reservation, rumors of corruption in politics, drug and
alcohol abuse on the reservation, etc. Onegroup member
expressed surprise that the Wind River Reservation is
considered a “rich” reservation because of the mineral
resources on their land. When driving through the area
they certainly don’'t seem well off but they are in
comparison to other reservations that don’t have the same
natural resources. This brought up discussion of the
mineral allotment checks given to tribal members and the
difference between those checks and a government
“handout”.

One group member asked me to explain the story that
closes the book. On page 266-7 O’Gara tells about an
incident where he followed a sickly looking deer up a
mountain slope until she disappeared over the ridge. |
hadn’t really thought about this passage before she asked
me to explain so | put the question back on the group
members. Together we decided that the incident had the
feeling of a Native American “spirit quest” and that the
sickly deer could symbolize the sickly environment of the
Wind River and/or the reservation and the fact that the
deer survived the winter and could climb to such a high
place “where no deer ought to be” could be a positive sign
of recovery for the environment and/or the Native people.

But the Native American spiritual leader’s cryptic answer
to O’'Gara’s question about the meaning of the incident
(the last paragraph of the book) makes it seem like the
experience might have been meant as a more personal
sign to O’Gara specifically. I'd be interested to hear others
ideas about the interpretation of this passage.

Elaine Hayes
Cheyenne

Group members said they liked this book a lot more than
Windmill (the last book we read). Some group members
had lived in the vicinity of the Wind River Reservation and
were able to add their own experiences.

We had a steady and full discussion. We talked about the
C.S. Lewis quote at the beginning of the book and its
applicability to the book. From there, we discussed the
various conflicts among the different groups of people. Of
course, water was at the center of most of our discussion.
We discussed both its sacred element and practical
element. And we booed the group so fun to boo--the
lawyers.

Central to our discussion was the idea that much of the
conflict stems from essential cultural differences. We
applauded O'Gara forwriting a balanced and fair
presentation of the problem.

Maggie Garner, Medicine Bow

As always with this group at the Eppson Center for
Seniors, participants brought an astounding degree of
personal experience and expertise to the subject matter of
the book. Several of them had experience with water
rights issues, usually as a combination of their own ranch
lifestyles, their husband’'s or their own professional
experience with natural resource issues, or a combination.
| feel like | do very little as a leader of this group. | brought
a NY Times review of the book, and | brought a map,
simply because none appears in the book. After that | just
sat back and let them talk. | play traffic cop every once in
awhile, but they are all so interesting, and do such a
respectful job of listening to and investigating points of
view expressed in the group, they really don’'t need me!
The conversation about this book ranged from some
discussion of Indian people, to the issue of water rights
specifically, to the broader issue of how Wyoming handles
its natural resources compared to neighboring states such
as Colorado, Nebraska and Montana. They’ve thoroughly
enjoyed this reading series. It isn’'t often that for every
book we read, a good chunk of us knows the author, or
the locations discussed, or the people involved, or all
three.

It is always a bittersweet moment when the series ends for
the year. I've led this group for several years now, and |
always look forward to resuming with them in the fall. | left
them grappling with the issue of what series to request
next, and whether to opt for spring or fall. They seemed
sad to hear about the change in the series’ organization,
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but they certainly understand financial constraints facing
the WCH.

Julianne Couch, Laramie

The group met last night with 10 in attendance. We talked
about the style of writing by Geoffrey O'Gara. We felt the
book was written as a reporters perspective rather than a
book telling a story about the people affected by the
struggle for water rights. We focused a great deal of our
conversation on terminology, the history of the Wind River
Reservation, and the tribes who live on the land. The
conversation was lively and interesting with our own
stories of having been there to the Wind River and
knowing some of the players in the book.

Our next book is, Windmill by David Romtvedt.

Dr. Angela M. Jaime

narrative to be enjoyable, interesting, and informative.
Highlights of the book were how O’'Gara compared the
differences between Anglo and Native American cultures,
how he fairly showed both the positive and negative
characteristics of all the people he portrayed, and how he
used the narrative of the book to travel upriver through the
natural geography of the Wind River Reservation,
especially its main waterways. One criticism of the book
was that the narrative was not accompanied by maps
which  would have aided the sometimes specific
references to places. A second criticism was that the
main point of the book — namely, the legal battle at the
time of the book’s publication — was not outlined in detail
until about page 200. The group agreed that these were
relatively small criticisms in what was certainly a very fine
book. The group asol agreed that they needed to take a
road trip to explore the areas that O’Gara wrote about in
his story of the Wind River Reservation.

Michael Konsmo

| began by reviewing a bit by asking what aspects of
Wyoming we have discussed in our last two meetings of
this series with Where the River Changes Directions and
Windmills. Then we moved on to What You See In Clear
Water. It was tough getting into the book because several
noted that they found it very difficult to read, boring,
scattered, etc. But once we got into the issues the book
presents, the discussion really got going, and | think
everyone was surprised at how much they had to think
about and discuss, and, they admitted, how much they
learned. We started by trying to delineate all the various
conflicts that emerge other than the obvious one about the
‘ownership' of the waters. Our understanding of that
particular issue was enhanced by the presence of a
Wyoming lawyer in the group who was able to synthesize
the morass of legal issues for us. At one point in the
discussion, | asked the half the group to argue on behalf of
the tribes and the other half to argue on behalf of the
farmers and ranchers regardless of where their
sympathies really lay. Some had trouble here, because
the group generally sided with the tribes (a little surprising
because several in this group have ranching connections).
The group did decide that, while O'Gara was clearly
biased toward the tribes, he did try to present, as much as
possible, a balanced view of the issues.\ One of our
participants who is particularly interested in history
brought in a copy of the Wyoming Constitution and
another book published in the 1940's with a section on the
Wind River focusing on Chief Washakie with pictures we
all enjoyed. As usual, our discussion segued into personal
connections and observations brought out by the book. In
all, the discussion turned out to be lively and engrossing.

Norleen Healy, Tongue River

Nine people gathered at the Powell Branch Library to
discuss “What You See in Clear Water: Life on the Wind
River Reservation,” a book by Geoffrey O'Gara. The book
details the legal battles over water rights along the Wind
River in west-central Wyoming. The participants found the

Twelve people attending this discussion. Several of them
commented that this book was dense and difficult to get
through, with some repetitiveness. Paradoxically, the
discussion was impassioned and engaged.

We discussed the book as a study in contending interests
and clashing cultures. The interests of the white settlers
clashed, and clash, with those of the Native Americans.
Historically, those of the Arapahoe clash with those of the
Shoshone. Agricultural interests clash with those of
hunting and fishing. Those of the Federal Government,
State Government and Tribal Government are often at
odds. This led to a sustained discussion of how
contending interests may be adjudicated or otherwise
resolved in different societies. Legal rights may not
always triumph, even in a land where law is supposed to
rule. While the US Supreme Court ruled in favor of the
tribes, Wyoming continued to control the water rights, in
defiance of the ruling, and nothing was resolved. This was
further complicated by the fact that tribal councils were
often not able to speak for the members of the tribe,
because of traditional tribal insistence on full participation
in major decisions.

This led to a further discussion of the clash of cultures. If
the Native American culture did not view the natural world
and its resources in terms of ownership, and the white
culture did, how was a resolution possible. In addition,
once some younger members of the tribes got educated in
American law, they returned to find themselves outsiders,
in some ways, in the very culture they were trying to
defend. One of the basic questions raised was: if a
minority culture adapts effectively to a majority culture,
does it in fact lose its very culture in the process of
adaptation. That led to the question of whether many of
the problems on the reservation are the result of a
fundamental deculturation. Seen from the perspective of
Realpolitik, the dominant culture is, by definition, a more
successful, and therefore "better," culture. Discussion of
this humanities issue led to consideration of the place of
morality in deciding these issues. Clearly, there is some
kind of felt moral issue that prevented the dominant white
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American culture from completely and finally wiping out
Native American culture. Even the idea of reservations,
humiliating and callous it may seem, has some kind of
moral imperative behind it, despite all the duplicitous and
self-serving maotivations underlying it.

We spent relatively little time discussimg conditions on the
reservation per se, although some people spoke of the
similar issues that arise with urban ghettos, high-rise
housing projects and similar endeavors. We also did not
spend much time on the issue of the treatment of the
natural world in general, although the difference between
treating it as a resource to be exploited as opposed to one
to be valued for itself did arise. (I did, at one point,
mention the inherent idiocy of putting so much energy into
irrigating alkali desert in the hopes of turning it into lowa
farmland.) In this light, we spoke briefly about the
necessary balance between assimilating the natural world
to our desires and needs, and accomodating ourselves to
it so that we may continue to exist as a species.

So, all in all, it was a deep and enlarging discussion of our
place in the world, our attitudes and actions, and our
engagement with each other. At the end, we briefly
compared this book with Rising From the Plains, noting
the importance of geography and geology, and the
balance needed between exploiting and preserving
resources.

Stephen Lottridge

Where Rivers Change Directions

about his younger brother? We're thinking that he has at
least one more book in him, if not more.

Another topic that led us into a lengthy discussion was the
lifestyle back then. In his book, Spragg talks about how he
and his brother would share their own cabin on the dude
ranch, or would bunk in the bunkhouse with the hired
hands when they got a bit older, while their parents lived in
a separate, slightly larger cabin of their own. He also spent
a lot of time describing the kind of "work" he did as a
teenager (starting at the ripe-young-age of 12); we
compared/contrasted that to the kind of work /
responsibility children now have, and all agreed that
something is definitely "missing" for kids these days.

All in all, the ladies have really enjoyed this group--and
they fear that it won't be continued because we weren't
able to reach the "goal" member level. (They were even
discussing continuing to meet, on the same day, at the
same time, with or without the library sponsorship--even
though they would like to continue the program as it has
been....) Before we split up for the evening, they filled out
the supplied surverys--I didn't read them, but tend to think
that you will find their enthusiasm for the discussion group
mentioned there.

But, we all know that "all good things must come to an
end," right? Before | sign off, though, | want to again thank
you, Jenny and Patty, for giving me this opportunity. I've
had a lot of fun!

Jeanette Lukowski

Our fourth and final book tonight--we discussed Mark
Spragg's memoir Where Rivers Change Directions. We
"held steady" at 6 members, but still managed a very lively
discussion, as usual.

Since | had read Spragg's An Unfinished Life a few years
ago, | began the discussion with how | saw many carry-
overs from the characters in his fictional work to this non-
fiction reflection on his life growing up in the Cody area of
Wyoming. He grew up in the 1960's, though, and speaks
many times to how "different” everything in that end of the
state is these days.

The first comment anyone made was that "he's really
strange." After about 30 minutes of discussion, though, the
same woman toned-down her opinion to that "he's really
different," as opposed to "strange." We all thoroughly
enjoyed the book; comments about how "I really like this
book, though, because he's so genuine" were shared by
all.

One thing that we wondered about, collectively, was why
he stopped short with several topics. He mentions that his
parents got divorced when he was 36 years old, but
stopped there. In another section of the book, he
mentioned that he got married, then divorced, followed by
a comment about this (as in "next") wife--but he's never
had children of his own. Maybe because of the way his
father was? Or, the way that he was raised? And, what

Fourteen people gathered to discuss the final book in the
Reading Wyoming series. Four men were present; this
series has had more appeal to men than any | have led.
We had maps to show locations important in the book and
we had information about his elderly neighbor during
"Wintering," Olive Fell. In addition, we had a picture and a
history of Holm Lodge, Spragg's childhood home. These
items made their way around the table and | began the
discussion by sharing information from and about Spragg
from the Book Browse interview and various book reviews.
Everyone loved the book and was eager to comment on
why they liked it. The reasons varied from use of
language, to description of landscape, to memorable
characters, to "real" Wyoming. The group particularly liked
that Spragg wrote with love about our state. On some
subjects there was a difference of opinion; several readers
felt that Spragg was preoccupied with death from a very
early age, while at least one person didn't see this at all,
but thought the young Spragg optimistic and positive.
Some people saw the father as, if not abusive, at least
distant. Others, having grown up on ranches and farms,
assured the group that this no nonsense/ get it done
attitude is common and accepted. We had a fascinating
discussion about the reality of death on a ranch and it
being accepted as a normal part of life. The chapter on
wind came in for a spirited debate: the chapter was great,
it's just that way was one group's opinion, while others
saw it as overwritten and just too long. But the reality of
wind in this area was not disputed; one couple spoke of
asphalt being rolled up north of Cody where they lived!
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These Riverton readers read carefully; one woman,
commenting on Spragg's use of language, was intrigued
by his phrase,"inconsolable joy." Think about that! We
ended the evening by taking a look back at the four books
we've read this fall. And we talked about series choices
for next fall.

Barbara Gose

a way of taking the book on its own terms and not levying
expectations on it. As a wrap-up of this series, we had a
brief discussion in which we made comparisons between
the four books we read in the series.

John D. Nesbitt, Lusk

The discussion on Mark Spragg's Where Rivers Change
Direction was an incredibly lively one here in Casper. The
group was fascinated with the overview of Spragg's rather
eventful background. The opening point on his portrayal
of Wyoming led to a thorough and complex discussion
threading throughout the book. The images of Wyoming
and its people really seemed to hit home for the
participants. We spent a fair amount of time contrasting
Spragg's Wyoming and people with Proulx's (vocal
majority favored his over hers). Both writers use of vivid
imagery and powerful characters further generated a lot of
interesting points. The various relationships explored in
the book (son/father, son/mother, Mark/ John, etc.) also
provided a lot of fodder for us (our discussion lasted nearly
2 hours). The group concluded that Spragg's stories and
views on Wyoming seemed more authentic than Proulx's
which came across as an outsider's imposed upon the
landscape and people (this led to some creative talking
points on memoirs, short stories, role of the author, etc.).
Many in the group had already gone out and gotten other
examples of his work as well as expressed an interest in
checking out his screenplays (An Unfinished Life being the
most recent). We also discussed the realities of rural life,
views and expectations about life in Wyoming, etc. The
powerful language that Spragg used led to a persistent
exploration of everyone's favorite quotes (strong
preference for "Wind" in the book). All in all, this was a
rather energetic and productive discussion.

Erich Frankland

The group had a lively discussion of Mark Spragg’s Where
Rivers Change Direction. Discussion of the book began
with each participant giving a general response to the
book as well as comments on any particular parts, and
after that we discussed various aspects of the work. Most
readers liked the first segment of the book, which is a
continuous series of personal essays about growing up on
a dude ranch, better than the latter segment, which had
more jumps in time and seemed to have less continuity.
Readers expressed great appreciation for the author’s
evocation of detail and of formative experience in such a
dynamic setting. In contrast, some readers thought that
the later material, which dealt with various problems of
adjustment in the modern, adult world, was less uplifting.
After discussing these topics and content, we discussed
some of the techniques used in the book---for example,
the use of representative composite experience, the use of
present tense in many essays and the use of varied
tenses in the last essay, and the relative reticence in using
people’s names. We also discussed the differences
between autobiography, memoir, and essay collection, as

Although the discussion had an unexpectedly low
attendance, there was considerable enthusiasm among
the participants. Most readers had finished the book or
were almost at the end.

Everyone was very impressed by Mark Spragg’s writing —
both the content and style. All the stories were engrossing
in their subject matter and range. They included horses,
dude ranching, family relationships, and the Wyoming
climate and countryside. The latter, particularly, struck a
chord with those who lived here, as the authenticity of the
descriptions had been personally experienced.

One matter forced itself to the forefront. | thought that the
story ‘Recoil’ was about Spragg’s nephew - The Viking,
and Spragg’s brother - The Mongoose. The manner in
which the story progressed and how it ended made this
obvious to me, contributing to my delightful recognition
and appreciation of the clever structure of this tale.

However, | was surprised to discover that | was alone in
thinking so. No one who had read ‘Recoil’ agreed with me
that it was about the author's nephew and brother,
therefore, any illumination on this matter would be greatly
appreciated.

On the whole, the discussion was interesting and
energizing, especially since Gretchen Notzold had met
Spragg personally.

We look forward to next month’s get-together.

Gigi Jaatinen, Alta

Those individuals who did attend greatly enjoyed the book,
Where Rivers Change Direction by Mark Spragg. Since
this book was set in our region, many of the readers took a
great personal interest in the story. The discussion began
with a question asked by one of the participants who
wanted to know if this was a novel or an autobiography.
This led to a discussion as to how much literary freedom
Spragg used in telling his life story. Of course many
pointed out minor discrepancies in distances, local history
and local legends, arguing it indicated he used too much
literary freedom. We also discussed the Spragg's use of
real characters, such as Olive Fell and Fred Garlow, both
of whom many people knew personally. This led us to
speculate if other characters, such as the constantly drunk
cook, whom Spragg identified as the "circus-master," were
real characters or a conglomeration of various individuals
that Spragg encountered during his boyhood on the Holm
Ranch. The discussion then focused on Spragg's family
life. We analyzed his favorable relationship with his
mother and his troubled relationship with his father.
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Again, due to the fact the book detailed life in the nearby
locality, participants tried to determine if his father was
indeed the same Spragg that they knew. Participants
shared may of their own personal experiences of living in
Wyoming, which were similar to Spragg's experiences.
These events ranged from bear encounters, various
horses that people loved and hated, as well as encounters
with unusual Wyoming characters. We concluded the
discussion by comparing this work with our two previous
books, Close Range and What You Can See in Clear
Water. Many of the readers said they loved Spragg's use
of language to describe the people and landscape of
Wyoming. The participants mostly agreed this was their
favorite book out of the three. We also discussed how this
book upheld our cherished ideology of the rugged
individualistic lifestyle in the Cowboy State and perhaps
that is why a majority of the readers found it more likable.

Jeremy Johnston, Powell

The final discussion of the LaGrange group involved
where rivers change direction. This was the best-liked
book in this series, and it led to most participants
reminiscing about their growing up on ranches. The
question of believability of memory, how perceptions
change with age, and the authorial use of “true” events
and persons was a lively discussion. Interestingly, most of
the group expressed disappointment that many of the
stories were not finished (like whether or not John'’s finger
was saved). Given the episodic nature of the text, and
that it was enjoyed, | found this to be a bit ironic. We did
have some discussion of the romantic vs. contemporary
ending of stories. In all, even though spring calving and
other events kept all but five at home, this was a fine
group with interesting questions and thoughts. | had
wondered if the book might be too masculine, but was
pleasantly surprised by the responses. | think it might also
be important to note that Spragg, in his
acknowledgements, expresses gratitude to almost entirely
women. His editor, those who offered suggestions and
comments, and his wife are all mentioned, and this might
lead to further discussion. This group found that
interesting, especially in light of the language, but not
significant. A most enjoyable discussion group.

Wayne Deahl, LaGrange

personal respect of Wyoming-the place. We concluded
that Spragg's memoirs of his childhood may have been
enhanced by his love of writing his "whole sense of the
possibilities of language.”

This book was a wonderful start for the Reading Wyoming
series because so many people who read it feel that it has
uniquely captured their experiences as well as opened
them up to deeply thoughtful reflections which they had
not previously pursued. The writing is evocative and |
would recommend that participants be asked to arrive with
a favorite section they would like to read aloud, allowing
the group to collectively listen to and respond to beautiful
moments of writing. Reading the book so close to its place
of writing also means that people have stories to share
either about the characters or places involved.

| felt that people were generally so absorbed in specific
moments of the book that it was useful for them to have a
larger skeleton drawn of the progress of the book, which 1
have heard described as a broken back book due to the
change in tone that occurs in the final chapters from
Wintering on. With a larger map in place (first two-thirds as
a coming-of-age story with exquisite questions regarding
who the man was that Mark would become, and the final
section a more vulnerable introspection on the man he
had become), people would then pick up threads that were
woven throughout the book in ways that help to relate to or
appreciate its broken back nature such as the significance
of becoming animal.

--Mary Keller

Initially, we reviewed Spragg's life and his latest novel and
the screenplay An Unfinished Life. We also discussed
some of Spragg's comments during an undated
conversation to discover a deeper understanding of the
author's relationship with his father and his early fondness
of Hemingway.

After discussing the many activities, experiences, and
growing pains which the author endured on the ranch, we
compared and contrasted the various relationships
developed between Spragg and his father versus
Romtvedt and his father, Spragg and his father versus
Romtvedt and his father-in-law, Spragg's mountains
versus Romtvedt's dryland plains, and finally each author's

Alta: | began with some information about Mark Spragg
that wouldn't be obvious from reading the book, mostly
about his subsequent novels and screenplays. He recently
did a reading from An Unfinished Life which some of the
participants had attended. Anyone who has heard him
read or speak usually finds him to be quite engaging.

| tried to get some structure into this discussion by
suggesting we consider each essay briefly and then move
on from there to broad themes/issues. However, we
started with the first essay "In Praise of Horses" and then |
pretty much lost control! The discussion immediately went
to Spragg's father and an argument ensued as to whether
he was, as some claimed, just plain abusive, or, as others
insisted, a rather typical cowboy dad (a type easily
recognized and even experienced by several in the
group). Evidence for whichever position one favored took
us all over the book and that segued into other points of
discussion.

As has been true of all the books in this series, Spragg's
discussion of the land and Wyoming was very specific and
illustrative of the notion that "Wyoming" can mean many
different things in terms of place. Several people pointed
out descriptive passages that were especially evocative.
That area between Cody and the east gate of Yellowstone
where he grew up is familiar to most all of us in this part of
the state.
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There was lots of discussion about how much of the life
style he described, i.e. the school he attended until 9th
grade, the lack of amenities that we all take for granted,
the community celebrations, and on and on would seem to
"outsiders" (I guess of Wyoming) to be of another era and
certainly not as recent as the 1970's. | noticed a certain
pride in this acknowledgement among the group, a sense
of our Wyoming "toughness".

Some people were frustrated by the details only hinted at,
but never really developed, like the relationship between
his parents and the subsequent effect on their sons. So
we talked about the difference between a "biography" or
even a "memoir" and the structure of this book - loosely
connected essays. Most in the group preferred the essays
based on his childhood experiences over the later ones,
where the tone changes. Some of those later essays
seemed, someone observed, a bit more forced. Someone
else mentioned that the essay "Wind" seemed out of place
and uncharacteristic of the other essays, even in the
second section (more Annie Proulx-ish).

--Peter Anderson

Encampment: We began our discussion by analyzing the
significance of the title. We agreed that a river changing
direction reflected the metaphor of a boy's growth through
adolescence and life challenges in general. | asked the
group about what seems to me a common strand in
Wyoming literature: the mythic connection to the horse.
Having grown up in NJ and been on a horse once, | can
not relate to why these magnificent creatures are so
beloved in Wyoming. We had a good discussion about the
fusion between the horse and his human rider, the
usefulness of the horse in all kinds of scenarios, and
finally, how every horse, like humans, is different. | drew a
parallel between horses and dogs and the group
concurred. What struck me most powerfully was the idea
of a kind of symbiosis between horse and rider. As the
horse, rider, and ladscape blend, this is one important
entrance into the sublime for may Wyomingites. The group
loved this book. For them, Spragg painted a picture of
home. Some members of the group had grown up on or
around ranches, and they repeatedly said how the book
moved them to tears. They drew a distinction between the
seeming optimism of the beginning and the pessimism (in
adult life) of the end. We read closely in a couple of
chapters, and examined how the writing style became
more truncated as he moves on in life. Important subjects
touched upon included women's roles, relationships
among ranchhands, nature, the wind, and how this book
becomes an idea or anthem about Wyoming. Finally, we
talked in general about human toughness and fragility,
states repeatedly touched upon by this well-written
memoir.

--Clifford J. Marks

Dubois: For one person the descriptive events moved too
slowly and were too elaborate in the telling. Everyone else
felt drawn into the experiences through this writing style.

The one agreed-upon disappointment was the final few
chapters, where the writing style made a "sea-change", for
us, from storytelling to, perhaps, essay (or screenplay). It
was felt that the first part of the book was enhanced by his
having his boyhood journals for remembrance, and the
last part was perhaps too much still "in the present" and
painful. As one reader put it "this part to the end wasn't
fleshed out in the same way and left us wanting, like you
wait for a friend to heal and be able to share." Another
reader was disappointed when Mark left the mountaintop
winter for the ride to the bar in Cody when "he was so
close to finding what he was searching for." We felt
entwined with this author.

Everyone felt that the life on the ranch that he described
(often with an adult's words capturing the real but probably
then-wordless emotions of a boy) was incredibly accurate
and the reality was deeply felt by the readers. The
relationships with father, brother, John and his mother
brought much discussion. | had found two interviews with
Mark Spragg that added stories that filled in some
questions in these areas. One was an interview on
Bookbrowse.com that was about his newest work, "An
Unfinished Life", which described "the old cowboys that
worked my family's ranch... none of whom were anything
like the cartoon notion we have of redneck..." He
described them as "whole and complicated men, and for
the most part reliable to themselves and those with whom
they worked. They were well-traveled...at least
bilingual...loyal, usually open-minded, unusually adaptable
to new situations...mostly democratic in their views. They
valued honesty, and yes hard, reliable work from their
fellows, and as a boy, they stood at the very center of my
life."

As | finished reading someone burst out with "THAT'S how
he knew his father, because he found and hired these
men with these attributes." The other interview, at Barnes
and Noble.com - Meet the Writers - was more about his
life, and describes the books that his father made them
read and report on each month. Describing his own
favorite books and movies was illuminating - with a
tendency towards "angst and guilt", which seems, we felt,
to be a thread running through his own life.

Kass Sidwell, from the Wapiti school days, is a good friend
to most of us. She and her husband manage one of the
oldest Dude Ranches in Dubois now - and, due to our
reading this book, we are glad to know that they are again
in touch, via e-mail. (She revealed that she had a crush on
him in those early days!) The discussion ended with
storytelling by members of the group, brought on by
talking about the bar scenes in the book - especially one
lady's arrival as a new, naive bride in Rock Springs where
visits to various bars accompanied grocery shopping with
her mother-in-law. | believe the good storytelling of Mark
Spragg brought these stories out of these readers. We
had all been deeply touched by this book, and it opened
up something in us. --Mary Ellen Honsaker

TenSleep: We talked about many of the ways the title
might be interpreted through the various essays. Some
readers thought of Spragg's life; others, his family; others,
the water within those rivers. We reread his vivid
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descriptions of the spring runoffs and how the rivers
controlled his destiny especially when his horse was chest
deep in the raging water.

At one point he wrote, "I am a man held to the mountains
by this choir of waters." We marveled also at his ability to
observe any landscape and, while describing the scene, to
express his feelings so beautifully. One reader, who had
been in a creative writing class at Northwest College,
shared her experiences when Spragg had visited the
class. He talked about how his early reading habits and
his continuous note taking have influenced not only his
private life but also his writing. He still prefers fiction to
non-fiction writing and hates writing screen plays and the
entire Hollywood scenel! (If anyone out there wants to read
a good book, read AN UNFINISHED LIFE by Spragg. The
movie, the script written by his wife Virginia, is due for
released in 2005.

----Jim Fassler

19th century than 20th century. The book does not portray
a romantic or mythological west.

--Dave Kathka

Laramie: They all enjoyed Mark Spragg's book immensely.
That doesn't imply that they didn't see its dark side. They
spoke quite a bit about his childhood, for example. They
discussed whether his being pressed into service at such
a young age didn't in fact also enrich his childhood in ways
other children don't experience. His relationship with his
parents, friends, and ranch hands also gave us a lot to
consider. | read a few pieces of a recent interview | came
across that is concerned mostly with An Unfinished Life,
but also has a few tidbits about the other memoirs..

--Julianne Couch

Big Piney: Since more than half the group was either
raised on or is still living on a Wyoming ranch they wanted
to compare their life on the ranch to the author's. One
person thought the father was too harsh almost abusive
psychologically and another answered that it simply was
that way growing up on a ranch. Fathers treated their sons
more like "employees" because everyone had to work,
even the women and girls, if there were any in the family.
Some participants thought he embellished on the stories
of his yourh a little too much. One lady knew Mark
Spragg's familiy when they lived on the dude ranch and
said that they didn't have it near as rough as the author
made it out to be. Other participants didn't believe he said
it was that difficult a life because he loved it. One person,
raised on a local ranch, said that he didn't think the kids he
was raised with on the ranch or neighboring ranches
thought about it as either easy or difficult, that's just the
way they were raised. A comment was also made in
comparing kids then to kids now that parents seem
reluctant to let their children fail as part of their learning
process.

The group was given some added information into
Spragg's life from interviews drawn from the internet with
the idea it might help them expand on their thinking of this
author.

Afton: The group generally liked Spragg's book. They felt it
conveyed a sense of place as well as an unusual
childhood. We spent sometime discussing the childhood
Spragg described on the ranch and whether today this
might be considered and abused childhood. Historically
childhood has been treated differently and this is not a
typical, 20th century American upbringing. Was this good
or bad? The group tended to like the essays that dealt with
childhood better than those that dealt with adulthood. |
think someone said he seemed more interested in that
part of his life.

Was this a typical Wyoming life? While it conveyed a
reality of western ranch life, that reality was perhaps more

Biographical information on Mark Spragg:

e Briefly and unhappily a scriptwriter in the 1980s

e Collaborated with new wife on film script for "An
Unfinished Life" - did this while writing the book
Kept journals as a boy
Always aspired to be a writer

e Moved to New York City as young man to
experience urban life

e Has lived around the US and traveled in Mexico,
South America and Europe

e His refuge is in the western wilderness
He has "taught high school, built fences,
wrangled horses, guided in the Rocky Mountains,
worked on oil rigs, shod horses”

One of the first topics to arise was the style of the book.
Readers liked the individual essays and agreed they were
stood alone very well, but were unsure if they made a
coherent reading as a book. We discussed the "broken
back book" theory regarding the change in tone. Most
agreed it occurred with Wintering. Many did not
particularly like the last 1/3 of the essays or see how they
tied into the life he shared in the first 2/3 of the essays.
Discussion surrounded his mental state, especially the
possibility of depression coloring his later experiences.

Abuse seemed to be the main topic of discussion, which
we left and came back to several times. Almost all felt the
father was too harsh, cold and distant. Giving the boy the
horse and then making him Kill it for bait and the bear
incident really bothered the readers. They thought John
was much more of an influence on Mark as were the other
hands. | pointed out that John had also played a
humiliating joke on the boy which led to talk of that's how
the times were, that's how you raised kids, etc.

Family relationships, especially with the father, mother and
brother seemed most important to this group. Moms in the
group really did not like that the boys had their separate
living quarters, as if they were banished from family life.
There was lots of curiosity regarding Mom, none about the
dead sister. | related this lack of information about certain
aspects of his life to the silences in the Ordinary Lives
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Series - think about what is left out and why. We briefly
talked about his friend Jack, the girl he was in love with,
and Olive. Animals and human ties to them came up as
did the relationships among men.

--Kim Knowlton

Medicine Bow: At the beginning of the discussion, some
people expressed the idea that Mark Spragg as a person
was a real disappointment because he didn't "amount to
anything." | asked what they meant, and they said he
hadn't had a real job since he left home and he seemed
lazy.

| told them he had focused on being a writer and had held
a variety of jobs. They said that's what they meant: being a
writer isn't a real job because writers just sit around (being
a writer, | had to swallow hard at this point). These readers
wanted Spragg to take over the dude ranch and do hard
physical labor (i.e., a real job). In part because of their
disappointment in Spragg and in part because they
thought he had gone insane, they did not like the last one-
third of the book. One reader, a Hospice worker, very
much liked the last chapter, however.

We went on to talk about his upbringing on the ranch. All
those who expressed an opinion said that he was raised
appropriately for a ranch: dude ranch operators' kids
usually live with hired help, and people must be taught
hard work and hard lessons on a ranch (such as killing
one's own horse). | mentioned that readers living in
Midwestern suburbia would have a different perspective
on his upbringing and lifestyle when growing up. They
acknowledged this difference but mentioned that the world
would be better if all children were raised with the hard
work and responsibilities that Spragg had as a child. If
other people had different views, | think they would have
felt too outnumbered to speak.

Despite the general dislike of the last one-third of the
book, most people did like the first two-thirds. They were
disappointed that Sprague "told only part of the story," that
is, that the essays were independent and he didn't refer
back to them so they felt he didn't finish the stories. We
talked about authors' selectiveness and the reasons for it.
We also talked about the change of tone in the last one-
third as being representative of Spragg's evolution. We
also discussed humans and nature as well as humans and
animals. Participants thought Spragg's connection with
animals to be rather odd.

--Maggie Garner

A reviewer said of this book "You will not find a better book
about growing up in the modern West." We discussed the
guote and whether Spragg accurately described what it
was like to grow up in the 1960's in the West. We
concluded most childhoods in the 1960's American West
were not like this one. We also discussed how the view of
child labor was probably more 19th century than 20th
century.

We also discussed what in this very personal book spoke
to the universal human condition. This led to a discussion
of Spragg's concerns about death and suffering.

We also discussed why they liked this book so much more
than Close Range. M\any of the characters had personal
failings as did Proulx's characters. Spragg's characters
drink and drive, abuse alcohol, promote the use of alcohol
and tobacco to children. So what makes them more likable
than Proulx's characters?

Finally we discussed how the book shifts abruptly from his
hopeful childhood to a darker adult hood. Most like the
first part of the book better.

--Dave Kathka

Rock Springs: The seven members of our group present
began the evening discussing whether readers could trust
memoirs to be an accurate description of the past life of
the writer. We had also discussed this with David
Romtvedt's book. We concluded that you probably could
not. Writers take liberties with the truth.

Where Rivers Change Direction: Sheridan Fulmer Public
Library.

| threw out some questions, around the following themes,
and the discussion moved right along.
e  Author’s sense of place.
e Author's relationship to the land, animals,
parents, friends and community.
Wyoming character as portrayed in the book.
“A broken back book” — where does the book
change direction? Which part of the book seems
to be story teling and which essays? Which
chapter seems most unlike all the others?
e Comparing his childhood with his adulthood.
e What does the title of the book mean?

| threw out the quote; “You will not find a better book about
growing up in the modern west” and asked if the group
thought that was an accurate statement. The discussion
that ensued covered lots of interesting ground.
Participants mentioned that they were surprised the book
took place in the 1960’s, as it seemed to convey an earlier
Wyoming. Some felt that the parents were “abusive”
others did not think so. This led to a discussion as to the
difference between childhoods spent on a ranch versus
Spragg’s childhood on a dude ranch. | had the feeling that
those who did not grow up on ranches felt the parents
were abusive, whereas those with ranching backgrounds
did not feel that the situation was abusive. The discussion
on isolation versus community was particularly interesting.
Most of the group felt Spragg’s childhood was not isolated,
instead the men he worked and bunked with created a
good community and good role models (albeit the drinking
and smoking bothered some); hence the winter spent
caretaking the home outside Cody was the most isolating
experience he had. One member of the group had a
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wonderful take on the chapter Adopting Bear followed by
Wintering and Wind — when Spragg changed directions he
followed the pattern of the bear.

Everyone really liked the book, though they admitted the
last part of the book left them somewhat bewildered.
Because of the variety of opinions on just what the last
part of the book was about, the discussion was very
energetic.

Katie Curtiss

Elaine Jones Hayes
Cheyenne, Wyoming

“Where Rivers Change Directions” by Mark Spragg
(1/8/06)

All of the 13 who attended the discussion enjoyed “Where
Rivers Changed Directions” immensely. Some said that
they had a hard time putting it down. Several made the
comment that the first 2/3 of the book (up to the chapter
“Adopting Bear”) was more interesting and compelling
than the later chapters. We speculated about what
happened to Spragg in the later chapters to make him
seem so depressed. Others mentioned the gaps between
the essays and wondered about things that were just
hinted at but never elaborated on. We talked about what
the author might have left out of his memoir and why.

It didn’t take long for the discussion to center on the
author’s relationship with his father and whether or not his
upbringing was abusive or neglectful. Many could not
understand why the two boys were “banished” to another
cabin and why so much of his upbringing seemed to be
left to various ranch-hands. Others thought that the
conditions he describes, although harsh, were not abusive
but merely a fact of ranch life. We discussed the ranch-
hand named John who really appears to be the main
father figure and role model in Spragg’s adolescent years.
| read several quotes from the book that referred to their
relationship and quoted from an interview with the author |
found at www.bookbrowse.com where he talks about the
influence John had on his life. This interview also has
great quotes about his father, his relationship with his
“godchildren”, and his connection to nature.

| also read quotes from the book about his mother (who he
seems to be more connected to than his father) and a
couple quotes regarding his love of horses and other
animals. Some of the group member’s favorite passages
had to do with Spragg’s observations and encounters with
wild and domestic animals. Passages that were
mentioned as hard to forget were Spragg’s accidental
witnessing of the birth of an elk calf, the story of Tommy
Two the cat, the heartbreaking sacrifice of the injured
horse Socks for bear bait (an incident that most believed
equivalent to emotional child abuse), and the terrifying
hunt through the trees for an injured bear where the young
hunters find that the bear has circled around and they've
become the hunted.

It was by far the most positively received book and
probably the most thoughtful discussion we’ve had so far
(we've already discussed “Deep West”, “Windmill” and
“Close Range”).

It was interesting to talk about the subject of the memoir,
given the media attention surrounding Oprah and Frey's
supposed memoir. The group thought back to other
memoirs we have read and discussed the reliability of
memory, whose story is told, and what stays in and what
is left out. | gave a quick account of Spragg's bio and
then asked the group which essay they most enjoyed and
why. Readers had a hard time choosing only one, as
they loved the book and Spragg's stories, especially those
about growing up on the dude ranch. We talked about his
relationship with his father and shared stories of similar
upbringing. The group as a whole lamented the lack of
role models for children today, believing that Spragg's
relationship with the cowboys, as well as his father, was
critical to the man he became. Again, we commented on
what is left out; we learn little about his mother during the
dude ranch years, but see her fully during her long
struggle with her health. Conversely, we get a full picture
of Spragg's father in the early years, but hear nothing
more about him following the divorce. We discussed the
landscape and its central role in the memoir, the
importance of water in Wyoming (a character in every
book we have read), wind, weather, and the lure of the
state, as native and transplant are drawn to it and back to
it.. Spragg's relationship with animals, especially horses,
drew much comment and prompted a long discussion
about suffering , one's own and others, including animals’
suffering, and what that says about one's character. This
was another good discussion in a good series of books.

Barbara Gose

This was our first meeting with the Writing Wyoming
series, so | began by talking a bit about the series in
general and about the four books we will be discussing.
Then | gave some background information on Mark
Spragg, mostly about his life and subsequent three novels
after Where Rivers Change Directions. Even though he
does get out in the state for book signings and speaking,
none in this group had ever attended any of these events
so they were curious about him and how his life has
progressed since the period he writes about in Where
Rivers...

| had thought to briefly approach each of the essays in the
book initially and let the discussion go from there, but we
never really got beyond the first one because immediately
themes from that one moved the group to randomly bring
in the other essays. Several in the group are ranchers or
from ranching families, so they took a strong stance
against the suggestion that Spragg's childhood was
uncharacteristically arduous and/or that his father was
abusive. "That's the way it was," they insisted with many
personal illustrations. One woman talked about the fact
that her son 'drove' the truck at six years old while she
threw out the hay bales for the cattle and that when the
boy went to kindergarten he was amazed that the other
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kids didn't know how to drive! On the whole, the group
felt that Spragg had a happy childhood even though he
obviously was selective in the details he shares in the
essays. We talked about the people who had influenced
him in his 'coming of age' period and the life lessons he
suggests.

Throughout the discussion, | was pleased at how many
read passages to illustrate their points or to support their
side when we were debating matters. Interestingly, most
liked the last part of the book even though those essays
are so different in tone and voice from the earlier. We
agreed that he seems hard on himself and quite
introspective but maintains a sense of irony. All had
comments to make about the "Wind" essay, due in part to
the fact that we had had one of those days. One person
said the last essay about his mother's dying was her
favorite. The overall response to the book led to a good
fruitful discussion.

Ten people gathered at the Powell Branch Library to
discuss “Where Rivers Change Direction” by Mark Spragg,
our final installment in the “Writing Wyoming” series.
Everybody agreed that Spragg’s book was enjoyable to
read and a great finish to what has been a very fine
reading series. Discussion focused in on Spragg’s youth,
especially how he was turned out into the wild, namely the
Wapiti Valley west of Cody, at a young age. His father
had him working well before his teen years, and many of
the people in our group believed that the author didn’t
really have a full childhood. Instead, he was asked to
become a man at a young age. Many people noted that
this left scars on Spragg’s emotional well-being, and many
wondered if this book was an attempt to articulate or
understand himself years after events had occurred. As a
memoir, the book was quite revealing, and there were
many great, memorable chapters about his entire life.
One of the questions that received the longest discussion
was: Do you think he is happy? It's an interesting
question in light of how he was asked to grow up so fast.
On another level, this was another great book that also
discussed how the natural characteristics of Wyoming
certainly shape a person’s character. Overall, we agreed
that the memoir was a great conclusion to a very
meaningful discussion series.

Norlene Healy, Tongue River

enjoyable conversation and a wonderful end to our
semester of reading.

Dr. Angela M. Jaime

This was by far the best book our group has read all
semester. Spragg has a wonderful way with words and
descriptions. We all loved the book, in fact those who had
not finished it wanted to keep it and complete the book
even after we talked. We spent a great deal of time
talking about the descriptions of the landscape and
characters in his book. We felt as though the book, even
though it was written to be essays, flowed like a story tied
together. We only had one negative thing to say and that
was the description of his character cutting his hand-too
graphic for some. Our conversation also focused on his
bio, a piece written about him in a Wyoming publication,
his book an Unfinished life, and the newest Bone Fire. He
is coming out with another novel in June of 2011. It was an

On September 15th, the Casper RW group met at Fort
Casper to discuss David Romtvedt's book, Windmill:
Essays from Four Mile Ranch. In addition to Erin Rose
and me, there were seven readers present for our talk. As
was the case last time, Erin had plenty of treats and
refreshments waiting for us, and this time | arranged to
have a CD of Romtvedt’s band, The Fireants, playing as
the readers came in.

| opened the talk by referring back to last month’s
discussion and the Norman Maclean passage | drew
attention to as we talked about John McPhee’s Rising
from the Plains. | read the last two paragraphs of A River
Runs Through It and recommended the book to those who
hadn’t read it. | also passed around a copy of Chip
Rawlins’ poems, In Gravity National Park, for anyone who
might be interested - to whet their appetites, | called
attention to Rawlins’ Wyoming rendition of the legend of Li
Po’s death, “An American Chinese.”

If I were to lead another discussion of Romtvedt’'s
Windmill, | think I'd approach it differently. Unaccustomed
to leading discussions on books of essays, | had thought
that we should talk about each essay separately and then
build on our understanding of general themes running
through the book. Now that I've tried that, however, | think
it might be better to discuss the book thematically first and
allow that discussion to lead us into the various essays. |
say this because my initial approach slowed us down
considerably, and | had to shift away from it midway
through so that we could have enough time to do justice to
the whole book. That said, the essay-by-essay approach
did allow us to cover a lot of the book in fine detail.

We began the book by examining the opening poem very
carefully, touching briefly on its sonnet-like appearance, its
lack of rhyme and meter. Ultimately, we decided that the
poem reflects many of the themes of the book.

Some of the themes we explored throughout the evening
include the search for God (is it Quixotic?), the blending of
God and nature (or the land), the importance of
contemplation and honesty in the search for wisdom, and
the challenges of living in duende. We also discussed the
conflicts between speaking and listening, and between
waiting and doing. Other issues percolating that evening
focused on belonging -- both the intense feelings that
natives have for the land and whether or not (or how) non-
natives can ever fully know those feelings. Romtvedt’s
own difficuties with being an Auslander are juxtaposed
with the arrival and assimilation of other Auslanders, the
Basques. We had a nice exchange between natives in the
group and those of us who came from other places.

The discussion lasted until almost 9:30, ranging beyond
the themes into a number of other issues. We noted the
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similarity of the weeping woman in “More Death” with the
weeping woman of Mexican folklore, La Llorona. We
considered the question of what to do when you meet the
Buddha on the road. We discussed the quality of
rainwater and its influences on the formation of frogs (and
read Seamus Heaney's “Death of a Naturalist” for extra
illumination on all issues froggy). We even lightly touched
on Romtvedt's politics and his disgust with the cowboy
myth. Lightly.

We finished with general impressions of the book in its
entirety. While many of the readers said they were glad
for the experience of reading Windmill, they all said that it
was a very difficult read. When asked if theyd
recommend it to anyone, several said, “Not the whole
thing.” Another said, “It was pretty tough.” None would
recommend the whole book.

I’'m also glad for having read the book. And | do plan to
recommend it - to a friend who knows Romtvedt, and to a
few former students who have struggled with being
Auslanders, and to my mother, who still doesn't
understand why | live in Wyoming.

Reading Wyoming
Wyoming Humanities Council

Jenny commented on the fact that our group is reading all
Non-Fiction this season, and asked if it is more difficult to
find things to talk about than it would be if we were reading
Fiction, but no one seems to mind. (Or, maybe that's why
we are keeping such low numbers when compared with
others of you from around the state? It's hard to tell-
Gillette is so busy with the "boom" phase right now, with
most of our workforce negotiating around shift-work-
without “proper scientific study"....) Either way, we're
having a good time in Gillette, and don't seem to have too

much trouble talking well past our group's time-slot! @J

Jeanette Lukowski

On Wednesday evening, our book group was pleased to
welcome a "new" member to the discussion-Jenny Ingram
had driven up for a visit. (We also had a "returning”
member of previous book discussions join us... but
another member was absent... we "maintained" our
number of six participants, and me.)

Okay, so we have a small number of participants-but we
are never "low" on discussion topics.

This week, we discussed David Romtvedt's collection of
essays titled Windmill: Essays from Four Mile Ranch. For
those of you who, like me, may not be familiar with him /
his work, Romtvedt lives in Buffalo, Wyoming, married into
a rich history of Basque sheep ranchers, has traveled
extensively both here and abroad, has held the position of
Poet Laureate of the state, and is a faculty member of the
University of WY. With / through Windmill, Romtvedt
shares the nature of his work (writing, parenting, and
windmill-repair-technician) with the reader in a very
personable manner, while seemingly exploring the nature
of "man" (mankind) versus "wild" (the vast openness of
Wyoming, as seen from his "crow's nest" atop a windmill
on Four Mile Ranch). [References to Thoreau's Walden
Pond abound.]

The discussion touched on a number of topics: the
Basque peoples generally, the multiplicity of thoughts /
feelings / experiences emigrants to WY go through (and
how long it takes for each of us to begin to feel like we
"belong" here), the rich definition the word "work" has for
residents of WY, and the nature of water in the state. (One
idea brought up in the book is that the aquifers underneath
the surface are much like an "ocean" hiding underground-
it has natural cycles of ebb and flow-and we in the high-
plains area feel the ebb more than the Jackson area
probably ever does, for instance.)

Fifteen readers gathered to discuss the third book in our
Reading Wyoming Series. | showed a short clip from our
Wyoming Public Television program on Romtvedt and
gave a biographical overview. We discussed water issues
in Wyoming in great detail as we have a water expert as
part of our group. The workings of the windmill also came
in for some lengthy discussion, as another member of the
group had done some extensive research on windmills
and replacement parts.

Other subjects discussed were the Basques, weather,
work, culture, poetry versus prose, love of place and
sense of place, cowboys, and outsiders writing about
Wyoming. We touched a lot of bases! We were
appreciated of Romtvedt's obvious love of family and
place. And his empathy for other points of view is
admirable. All of us found that he jumped from topic to
topic in his writing style and that this made for disjointed
reading, but most of us forgave him that and enjoyed the
essays anyway. We loved his enthusiasm for (nearly) all
things.

Barbara Gose

David Romtvedt — Windmill: Essays from Four Mile Ranch
The group’s overall impression of the book was positive;
however, one individual described Romtvedt as “a smart-
ass liberal that wasn’t very funny, and he probably was a
Sandinista!” The group discussed Romtvedt's
perspectives of Wyoming and its people comparing it to
the previous four books we discussed (Close Range, What
You Can See in Clear Water, and Where Rivers Change
Directions). Participants enjoyed Romtvedt's descriptive
language, especially the sections on Wyoming weather
and road conditions. The group also discussed how
Romtvedt’s writings illustrate the great importance of water
and water issues in the state. We spent a considerable
amount of time discussing his negative viewpoints of the
cowboy and the cowboy image; in comparison to his
positive views of the Basques and homesteaders. Many
of the readers also appreciated how Romtvedt's writings
focused on the diverse groups that settled in Wyoming. At
the end of the discussion, many of the participants
indicated this was their favorite book out of the four
selections.
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Jeremy Johnston, Powell.

Most agreed that Romtvedt's writing was somewhat
scattered. While the interest in various topics were there,
readers found it disconcerting that Romtvedt flitted from
one subject to another with little connective material.
Ingram provided a useful insight, that it may well have to
do with the fact that Romtvedt is primarily a poet.

The Basque population, background, and family stories
were appreciated and generated lively discussion. Winter
Walk was enjoyed, too, specifically by Ingram. While
participants enjoyed the storytelling capability and subjects
of Romtvedt, some found his ‘beliefs’ less than inviting and
somewhat conflicting, given that he worked on a ranch yet
was a vegetarian.

The illustrations included in some of the chapters were
appreciated for their applicability to the subject at hand,
and also the painstaking skill they exhibited.

On the whole, however, the majority of the participants’
general impression was that this was the least interesting
of the four selections assigned for the season, somewhat
predictable given the line-up of the other authors.

Gigi Jaatinen, Alta

and go wherever he wants whenever he wants as a writer
and as a character of his own book.

Having thrown down the gauntlet, we then read selections
that had appealed to us, and looked for the threads that
might tie the collection together. In contrast to Sprague’s
book, one participant noted how much more comfortable
she was with Romtvedt's masculine narrative voice that
was not so exposed as Sprague was. We commented that
we were so far only reading the literary maps of male
authors and the contrast between Sprague (raised in
Wyoming but revealing the inner life of unspoken
masculinity) and Romtvedt (vegetarian outsider whose link
to Basque tradition is central to his experience of
Wyoming) created very different reading experiences.

As we pounded our way through the chapters many
people noted that he touched on death, human futility,
simple miracles, and the inner workings of a windmill in
profound ways that never offer closure. For many of us
there were memorable juxtapositions of images that will
remain with us, whether it was the Dr. who wouldn’t learn
Spanish or the dead dog, still alert. It was a good
discussion.

-- Mary L. Keller

Meeteetse: In general people were glad to have read the
book which they would not have read on their own. One of
my interests as we move along is how the literature we are
reading maps out a sense of place, and many agreed that
they now have a handle on Northeast Wyoming and its
Basque community that they had not previously held.
Some members knew the author and his family and other
members knew other characters from the book so we
spent a little time discussing the people of the book as
they were known outside of the book.

My suspicion with the book was that the essay was not the
author’s strong point as a genre, and as | pursued some
online research and found selections of his poetry and
references to his science fiction novel Crossing Wyoming,
I grew in my respect for his breadth and abilites as a
writer. Whether he has a 50 year old cowboy mimicking
the poetry of great American poets, or Eduardo Galeano
traveling in time in order to write history, Romtvedt is
indeed a gifted imagineer.

So how did the imagineer translate as an essayist for the
group? As many people in the group mentioned, his
wanderings and disjunctions were often creative,
interesting, well-written in pieces, but damn frustrating.
Two of the participants said to themselves “Well if he can
get those thoughts published, | reckon | could write a book
or two.” It was not that they did not appreciate what he
was saying, but rather that its unfinished, unrevised (?)
nature seemed more in the genre of a journal than crafted
essays. Another said it was hard to read him and it sure
must be hard to be married to a guy who seems to pick up

Worland: We reviewed Romtvedt’s essay in DEEP WEST
and discussed his idea of landscapes being composed of
earth (trees and water) and sky (moon and stars). These
elements of the universe definitely influenced his writings.
Then his metaphysical belief of life was brought to our
attention because he seemed to vacillate in his
appreciation of his own vegetarianism versus Iberlin’s
sheep ranch. His love of all life and its role in the universe
appeared to be altered somewhat by his deep love for and
unending admiration of his father-in-law Simon. The ranch,
the windmill, his life in Wyoming, indeed all of this place
called Wyoming have “. . . slowly filled me. One day they
are us. We have been here before; we just forgot.”
Beautifully written essays by an adopted son.

--Richard Kalber

TenSleep: | shared the back-cover article about David
Romtvedt which appeared in the Fall, 2004 issue of the
WYOMING LIBRARY ROUNDUP. We briefly discussed
his title as Wyoming's newest poet laureate.. Many
readers have seen Romtvedt perform with the Fireants
and thoroughly enjoyed the music. They also talked about
his dynamic personality and his enthusiastic approach to
Cajun and other folk music the band played.

We then discussed his unusual writing style, which some
found distracting, meandering, and lacking focus while
others found it refreshing with excellent use of stream of
consciousness. A few of the readers were really offended
by his comparison of the Vietham War to the Johnson
County Invasion. His many views on hunting, sheep
ranching, the environment, the Basque culture, money and
materialism, and vegetarianism were discussed. Were
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these views of a visitor or a Wyomingite? Does it make
any difference?

At this point | shared an article "Sometimes, It Takes a
Tourist" by Marcie Hensley, which appeared in the
CASPER TRIBUNE on August 28, 2004. The father/son
and father-in-law/son relationship were analyzed, and the
most interesting comments focused on Romtvedt's loyalty
to his father by forgiving his father for disapproving on the
son's writing career. On the other hand, Simon and
David's mutual respect and eventual love for one another
was heart-warming and encouraging for all who have
problems accepting others and their differing beliefs and
life styles.

----Jim Fassler

Story Library: From the beginning of the discussion,
people held widely divergent views about the book. Some
were put off by the “liberal” stance and by what they saw
as a lack of focus, while other staunchly defended David
Romtvedt’s approach in the essays. In defense of what
someone suggested was contradictory in his positions on
many issues, others in the group said they appreciated
how willing he was to consider different points of view—
that he “balanced’ his own perspectives that way. | noticed
that the people who knew David in any context, be it
through one of the many programs he’s done through
WCH and the Arts Council, or through his music, were
more open to the book and to his style. Some patrticipants
insisted that these were not “essays” -- that they were too
loose and went off in “all different directions.” Someone
else appreciated the random nature of the musings
because “after all, isn’t that how our minds work?” As we
talked about some of the specific issues (predators,
hunting, the environment, money/materialism, the cowboy
myth, etc) that Romtvedt considers, the discussion got
pretty heated (but civil!), just the kind of discussion the
author would have enjoyed, | suspect. We looked at
passages to reference our discussion which led to further
discussion on what someone referred to as the “mystical”
aspects Romtvedt brings in to his discussion.

Since the part of Wyoming on which centers his essays is
close to Story, we were all familiar with the setting. We
agreed that that the area out by Crazy Woman Creek
where the 4- Mile Ranch is situated is about as isolated as
any place in Wyoming, but we'’re all interested in having a
look at those windmills now. On that issue, as on many,
some found his discussion of the windmills fascinating and
other found it laborious. All at least found his discussion of
the Basque culture interesting, and several related their
own connections with the Basques. We all agreed that
Romtvedt clearly loves this part of Wyoming he has come
to; and, as one person observed, at least this book doesn’t
seem as “dark” as some of the others in the Wyoming
series.

whatever idea Romtvedt might be discussing. We spent a
lot of time discussing who David Romtvedt was as he
revealed himself in the various essays. We looked at how
might have been influenced by the various places he has
lived and were impressed with both his confidence in his
ideas and his willingness to look at and consider those
who disagreed with him. While | expected the group to
disagree with Romtvedt on such issues as hunting, myths
ov western history, and concepts of wealth, they were able
to express those disagreement while also respecting and
trying to understand Romvedt’s views.

Several people enjoyed his discussion of the Basques in
the Buffalo area and felt it was something they knew little
about until they read this book. They also liked the
discussion of isolation in the West and ths story about
Dollie’s friend who could not stand the isolation of the
ranch. We also spent time discussing his statement that
the “only thing stopping us from learning is knowledge.”

--Dave Kathka

The group spent some time trying to understand the
author's concept that the less he had in material things
and money the richer he was. A couple thought he was a
modern day hippie. Others thought it was good he had a
wife selling a lot of pottery to support him. Romtvedt
probably has sufficient financial and material treasure that
he can afford to believe the way he does. But, | think, even
he would admit, and does in parts of his book, that there
are people who disagree with his life style and philosophy.

His writing about American Indians in a couple parts of the
book created interesting comments from the group. There
was talk that history is written by the winner and not the
loser. History can not be rewritten or changed. Most
agreed with Romtvedt that "history is fiction we agree on."

Because of his writing of water from windmills and
irrigation we talked about water in general - transbasin
diversion, increased population in dry southwest parts of
the United States, and the mistake of trying to turn
Wyoming and other high plains states into agricultural
meccas with their very short growing seasons.

One reader commented that the best character in the book
and best friend to the author was Sally but she died. Since
it was not that kind of book there was no attempt by the
author to develop the characters; it was simply thoughts
from his life.

Afton: Even when his ideas might have conflicted with
theirs, and it was not uncommon for that to happen, the
members of the group found themselves thinking about

Dubois: People in our group of twelve readers who had
experienced living on or near ranches loved this book — it
related to their lives. One person had heard him speak
and he had stood out from all the other speakers. But she
found the book less "focused". Others chimed in that it
sometimes wandered, and an idea touched on was not
always fully explored. One of these we looked at was the
idea that wolves have replaced Indians as a target for
"Frontiersmen". This came around to the definition of
"essay", (which | had printed out from the internet), and we
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felt like these were more "conversations" and we wished
we could explore more of those ideas with him.
Remembering his poetry from "Deep West" as being
favorites we felt that the poems were more carefully
crafted.

I had found an article on the internet on "Basque
Sheepherding in the American West" ,
http://www.euskonews.com/0212zbk/kosmo21201, that
contributed to the discussion of that part of the book, also
pictures of the Aspen trunk carvings that the Basque
Shepherds were known for. Many of us have seen those
carvings around Wyoming. We talked about the strength
of that culture as it moved away from the homeland, and
of others that seem to fade. We contemplated the new life
of Romtvedt’'s Sheepwagon.

One reader felt a religious searching for the transcendant
in his writing, especially around the windmills. He
commented that this sense about windmills was present in
the opening song. (latin sense of religious being a
"retying"). He felt that Romtvedt's writing was most
effective when he was seeking and following some idea,
and is anxious to keep up with his writings. We finished up
comparing old-fashioned windmills with the new, graceful
wind farms — not pulling the nourishing water from the
ground but pulling energy from the air. There was a wind-
like energy present in this book.

--Mary Ellen Honsaker

discussed the changes in the town of Buffalo even since
the publication of this book since at least three group
members have family living in the area.

--Elaine Hayes

Cheyenne: We all enjoyed the emphasis on the history of
Wyoming; particularly the history of the Basque people
and agreed that we’d learned a lot from this part of the
book. We shared some of our favorite descriptions of
nature and landscape from the book, for example, his vivid
description of the swarm of butterflies, and the story of his
20 mile walk across open fields from the town Buffalo to
the town of Story. We noted the many mentions of
animals and wildlife such as horses, sheep, cattle, prairie
dogs, black-footed ferrets, eagles, elk, deer, song birds,
black widow spiders, butterflies, rattlesnakes, buffalo,
coyotes, and wolves. We also discussed his depiction of
Wyoming’s harsh and changeable weather and two of his
statements; that the weather “is hard on everything but
the spirit” and “Tell me the weather of a place and I'll tell
you the personality of the people”.

We all agreed that we’ve learned a lot about David
Romtvedt himself from reading these essays. We
discussed his emphasis on spirituality and his desire to
live simply. Although it was evident that not all agreed
with the political and religious views he expressed, most
admired his courage to state his opinions. We discussed
his comparison of holy communion to the “great hunt” and
his statement that “God is the mask of God” and tried to
work out what he meant by these views.

We talked about change and loss as described in the
book, such as the change in the business of ranching, how
most ranchers now have need to have other jobs to
“support their ranching habit”, and the migration of young
people out of Wyoming to find better jobs. We also

Rock Springs: Topics discussed included;

*This book is about place but also seems to be about the
author. We discussed whether the group came away with
more insights into the place or the author. Most concluded
they felt they learned more about the author. We
discussed whether you could believe all anauthor said
about himself in a book like this.

e We discussed water in the West and how water,
or lack of water, defines the West. We also
discussed how the windmills he worked on
helped to define him in terms of of fitting in to the
place and the kind of work he did.

e We discussed his writing style and the many
topics he raises briefly. Some people had trouble
with the style since from the chapter title they
thought they would be reading about one topic
and then found themselves following him off on
several tangents.

e We picked up on many of his topics and
discussed some of the universal questions he
raises about God, death, the nature of work, the
weather and isolation.

--Dave Kathka

Most of the people attending the discussion liked the book
fairly well, but one attendee disliked it, saying that the
author thought too much. Consequently, we had a
discussion about the purpose of personal essays. Several
people wondered why the author thought anyone would
care about his thoughts.

Putting aside likes and dislikes, we had a lively discussion
about this book. One member who is a windmill expert
took issue with the comments about windmills, but we
talked about the fact that David took his "windmill
language" from Simon. We also talked about why the book
is so titled. We talked about being able to see what is
going on from the vantage of a windmill.

We talked a lot about water and water rights--always a hot
topic for the Medicine Bow folks. It is a precious
commodity for them. From that discussion we went on to
talk about our wasteful life styles and the author's
comments related to lifestyles.

The essays engendered a number of personal stories and
old tales from the area, so | think the essay collection did
its job--getting people to think--even if people did not like
it. (Some of the attendees thought the Jackson episode
was funny.) Two of the women had read parts of the
collection to their husbands, one of whom is a retired
rancher, and the husbands liked the essays (the readers
were probably judicious in which essays they read!).
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Maggie Garner

Although we didn't all like his writing style we appreciated
his comments and found his ideas provided numerous
points for discussion. We wondered about the meaning of
the windmill in terms of the book. Could the windmill
represent the ambivalence Romtvedt feels about drawing
down the water by the using the windmill? It provides life,
but it is artificial. Left to its own, what would the land
become? The views on the economy expressed in the
essays provoked heated discussion. We were impressed
by Romtvedt's desire to tread lightly, both physically on the
land and economically on the economy. And it is
interesting how these two things are related. Other topics
discussed were his willingness to see others' point of view,
his lack of dogmatism, the spirituality of the essays, his
view of landscape, and what the west means. Romtvedt's
father and father-in-law were compared. We discussed
the history of Basques in Wyoming and several readers
commented on Basque sheepherders they have known. A
reader who was unable to come sent along a short story
she had written about a Basque. It was a great tribute to
him. We also shared other books about landscape and
the west, including Ivan Doig's books, Wallace Stegner's,
Bad Land (about dry land farming and immigration to
eastern Montana), and other books read in other series.
At the end we decided that Windmill prompted us to think
about living in Wyoming and why we choose to stay here.
And there was general consensus that this is a wonderful
series.

Barbara Gose

| provided some information on Dave Romtvedt from a
State of Wyoming Press Release on the author's selection
as Wyoming's poet laureate.

This was a good end of series book. We reviewed the five
other books briefly. The group greatly enjoyed this series,
except for perhaps Close Range. We then reviewed our
book choices for next fall. It wasn't as difficult to pick as |
thought it might be for the group. | printed out minisheets
from the Niobrara Library site (thank you!) which gave us
some direction and | asked for, and got imput from
friends/members of the Sundance group.

—Kim Knowlton, Pine Bluffs

We only had six women attend our final session, but this
included a new face. The response to the book was
generally very positive, but not overwhelming. The
consensus was that these essays were definitely more of
a meandering, stream of conciousness, mellow journey
through Buffalo, the ranch, and the Basque culture as well
as Romtvedt's place in it al. We all thought it was
interesting the way he would be telling a tale, then
seemingly be sidetracked, but then ever so gently, poke
his finger in our brain with some small, but forecful one-
liner.

The book brought up discussion, again, regarding the
differences between growing up in the west versus the
east, rural life versus city life, barren landscapes versus
skyscrapers. All could understand, if not relate to, the
woman taken for an overnight at the ranch, but having to
leave because it was all so stark, so big, so scary. The
author did a nice job of showing what is important and
special to rural people in terms we understood very well.
Most liked learning about windmills. Some thought he
went on too much about them. Water was a main topic,
as it always seems to be here in Wyoming where we
struggle with its shortage constantly. We recalled the
snow storm of 1984 that was so devastating the Buffalo
and other parts of Wyoming. Weather, water, and vast
spaces.

Our group was small but excited about David Romtvedt's
essays of working on Four Mile Ranch near Buffalo. He
married into a Basque family, decendents of early
sheepherders, who saved their pay and bought herds and
land of their own. The windmill as the motif resonated with
us all, especially other ranch women in the group: to turn
with Wyoming's wind and draw lifegiving water from the
ground. We talked about sheep wagons; one of our
members had stayed in a sheep wagon B&B (Bunk and
bring your own Breakfast) in Nebraska, and concurred it is
hard to keep the temperature comfortable for writing.

| brought the group up to date on the family in the twelve
years since the book was published in 1997. David may
not have as much time to repair windmills since he is now
the Wyoming Poet Laureate and a full professor of
creative writing at University; his wife, Margo Brown,
continues as a potter as well as showing other artists' work
in her store in Buffalo, and 2-year-old Caitlin is in college
at Oberlin now. All three continue to play dance music of
the Americas in their band The Fireants.

Some criticized the quality of Romtvedt's writing, noting
the one-sentence paragraphs and the tendency for the
author to ramble and diverge.

| brought a new volume of Dainis Hazners's poetry, (some
of) The Adventures of Carlyle, My Imaginary Friend. which
won the lowa poetry prize in 2004. In the anthology Deep
West which we read first in our Writing Wyoming series,
most attendees found Hazners's poetry the most difficult in
the collection, composed of three to four word lines. In the
interim | met a friend of the poet, who says Hazners's is
now moving from very short lines to writing long
paragraphs instead--a book that might contain only five
paragraphs in total.

Claire Gabriel Dunne, Basin

On October 26th, The Laramie group met to discuss the
book: Windmills: Essays from Four Mile Ranch by David
Romtvedt. We had 9 in attendance. The discussion
focused on the many essays in the book and the themes
drawn across all stories. We discussed the way in which
the writing work or didn't work for our reads. We also
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talked about the descriptions of landscapes in Wyoming
with this text, Close Range, and What you see in Clear
Water. The overall sentiment of the book was not as
positive as the response to What You See in Clear Water.
We felt the writing was not as strong and the deviations of
the stories was distracting. We are all looking forward to
our next book: Where Rivers Change Direction. Our next
meeting is November 16th, 7-9 in the University of
Wyoming Union Room 002.

Happy Reading!!! Dr. Angela M. Jaime

Ten people gathered at the Powell Branch Library to
discuss Windmill: Essays from Four Mile Ranch by David
Romtvedt, our latest Our discussion started casually as
we discussed the cold weather that had hit town earlier in
the day. This proved to be a smooth transition into our
discussion of Romtvedt's essays, which are deeply related
to the weather and seasons of Wyoming, particularly to
the area of Buffalo. The discussion focused on how the
style of Romtvedt's essays parallels the courses and
patterns of wind, especially how he seems to flow in and
out of varied thoughts and opinions — he isn’t exactly
staying “on-topic,” but he isn’t randomly wandering either.
The book was a nice contrast to earlier, much more
organized books, we had read in this series. The readers
believed, for example, that his essays were very organic
and natural, both in content and emotion. The stories
flowed nicely and freely. The readers also liked
Romtvedt's writing about Basque culture. Buffalo,
Wyoming, has many connections, both currently and in the
past, to Basque culture, and Romtvedt's stories of
individuals along the Basque timeline in Wyoming was a
piece of history most of us in the discussion group did not
know that much about, so it was a welcome window into a
previously unknown world.

Michael Konsmo

Dayton who, on her own volition and on a regular basis,
goes out on the highway between Dayton and Ranchester
and picks up trash to keep the area looking nice.

Once we got through the "issues" people had, the group
was quite willing to discuss many of the other subjects that
emerge from the essays: the Basque culture,
"cowboyism”, economics and social justice, religion,
culture, the small town parades we're all familiar with,
family, and so on. The group was intrigued by the
seeming contradictions in Romtvedt which | pointed out
that he freely acknowledges.

We talked about the difference in the way Romtvedt and
Mark Spragg (from last time) reveal themselves and the
effect on the reader.

We all loved the idea of the "bleed back hole" and how he
used it as a metaphor. It was interesting to me that the
more we talked, the more positive people seemed to be
about the book as a whole. Surprising to me,even though
David has been quite visible through his music and work in
the schools and libraries, surprisingly few in the group had
actually heard him play or speak. Those who had
encouraged the others to look for opportunities to hear him
because he is such a likeable and talented presence.

Norleen Healy ,Tongue RlIver Library

11 participants gathered to discuss David Romtvedt's
Windmills. This group includes some women from long
time ranching families in the area. When | began the
discussion by asking for some responses to the book, one
said she had some "issues" with some things while she
found other things "interesting and thought provoking."
The "issue" part quickly took steam though. Some of
these were his comments about the mineral rights and the
subsidies. One lady told that she and her husband have
ranched for over 40 years and have never taken subsidies
and that she knew the same of others in this area. She
said that the farmers she knew felt that subsidies do more
for the department of agriculture than for the farmers. And
she was quite specific about how this is so. She also was
well informed about the whole mineral rights issue and
sparked a lively discussion where others shared
experiences they'd had on that subject. One other "issue"
someone brought up (while we were on the

subject) was that she wondered why, instead of
complaining about all the "stuff* he found along the walk
from Buffalo to Story, he didn't make it a point to go out
and pick some up. It seems there is a woman from

Fifteen people attended this discussion. One of the
participants led off by saying that he found it a difficult and
not very successful book, and that he ended up not liking
the essayist much, and thought that he could have done
with a good editor. Others liked the book very much, and
found the very diffidence of the narrator appealing . Some
people in the group know him, and that influenced their
view of him as an essayist positively.

Discussion immediately turned to the question of the
values and attitudes of the essayist. Some experienced
his stance as an observer, both of outside events and also
of his own impulses and judgements, to be valuable. We
discussed the value in human culture of the observer and
witness, as contrasted to the mover and shaker. As the
discussion went on, we found more and more passages
that suggested the essayists own experience of the
conflicts inherent in his own, and others', existence as
human beings. One particular example was the moment
when he is lying on the porch of the cabin, starting to read
a Louis L'Amour novel, and finds a slip of paper with a
quotation from Lao Tzu. The contrast between the linear
novel of action and impact, and the observer of the
ineffable and comtemplative, seemed to be at the core of
the series of essays. One participant observed that there
is traditionally a gender difference between the female
tasks of repetition and maintenance, and the male tasks of
changing and building, and that the essayist somehow
lives a life in the middle, though more tilted toward the
"feminine." One participant referred to him as a dilettante,
which led to some discussion of the evolution of the
meaning of that word from one who takes delight in the
tasks of life to one who merely does them for shallow,
personal amusement. In some ways the essayist calls us
back to the original meaning of the word, to the possibility
of taking delight in the tasks and moments of life as they
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arise, rather than trying to direct and alter them to gratify
our desires.

One branch of our discussion focused on the fact that we
are all complicit in the creation or maintenance of those
things which we may condemn or dislike. We may want a
simpler life, yet surround ourselves with unnecessary
things. We may deplore the destruction of the
environment, but drive gas-guzzling cars and build large
houses.

The other main branch of the discussion focused on the
difference between maintenance and creation in human
existence. One person was troubled by the fact that at the
end his is still just fixing windmills, over and over and over
again. Others pointed out that this is akin to the
instuctions for a simple life: chop wood, carry water.
Where we all fall on that continuum led to comtemplative
silences and thoughtful comments. Someone questioned
why we have a list of the parts of a windmill at the end,
since that seems merely a mechanical listing. Others
pointed out that that listing of component parts is another
way of simply paying attention to the maintenance
necessary to human (and windmill) life. We discussed the
symbolic meaning of the windmill, with its importance for
bringing sustenance, its constant turning (much as life
turns), and its constant need for careful attention.

We turned, as we often do, to the fact that what we find in
a book has as much to do with our own expectations and
desires as it does to do with what the book offers. Most of
the moments in the book that irritated people were
moments that stimulated feelings about the readers' own
values and feelings about the worth of their own lives. We
ended as the essayist does, with "Ha! That's it." Both an
exclamation of discovery, and of lack of interpretation.
Just the human experience, ironically set down by the
human observer in language that inevitably falls short of
fully conveying the human experience, but may evoke it
through allusion and reference.

What looked to many like a random series of essays
turned out to be a tightly connected flow of observations
and evocations.

Stephen S. Lottridge




