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Jonatahn Raban: Home and Away 
 
 
Jonat han Raban's work crosses, or rat her ignores, t he boundaries between 
fict ion and nonf ict ion, hist ory and m em oir, report age and cr it icism . Though 
he has frequent ly  writ t en about  voyages, he is in no t radit ional sense a t ravel 
wr iter. His j ourneys are hist or ical,  personal,  and m et aphorical, guided by no 
m ap save Raban's lifelong sense of  dislocat ion and t he abiding hom e he f inds 
in books. 
 
Raban's first  m ajor work , Soft  City , explored t he m et ropolis as a foreign 
place, a wide-open landscape of self- invent ion.  Later booksÑ Arabia, Old 
Glory, and Hunt ing Mr. Heart break am ong t hem Ñ t ook him  abroad. Coast ing 
and t he novel Foreign Land brought  him  back hom e t o an equally foreign 
England. Resident  in Seat t le since 1990, Raban has m ore recent ly t urned his 
at tent ion to his own new, far corner  of  Am erica:  Bad Land docum ented t he 
t ravails of failed set t lers in t urn-of- t he- last - cent ury eastern Mont ana;  
Passage t o Juneau t raced parallel voyages t o Alaska, his own and George 
Vancouver's;  and t he novel Waxwings capt ured t he t wilight  of t he I nternet  
boom  just  before t he darkness of post -9 / 11 Am erica. His m ost  recent  work , 
My Holy War, is a personal m editat ion on t his darkness. A second novel set  in 
Seat t le, Surveillance, is due in Septem ber . I  cor responded w it h him  via em ail 
from  m y own West  Coast  perch dur ing t he m ont h of  Apr il 2006.  

    -  Owen Wozniak 
 
Loggernaut Reading Series: I  fi rst  l earned o f y ou in, o f all 
places, t he opening p ages o f D avid Harvey's The Condit ion o f 
Postm odernity. Harvey l aunches h is dizzying analysis o f l ate 
twent ieth-century capitalism 's d estabilizing effe cts o n our 
experience o f t im e and space w ith a discussion o f y our b ook Soft  
City. Harvey i sn't  t oo k ind t o y our b ook. He sees y our 
rum inat ions on t he p erils and possibilit ies o f s elf- invent ion i n t he 
m odern m etropolis as a sym ptom  o f the fo reshortening and 
downright  d enial o f t im e and space i m plicit  i n p ostm odern 
discourse. When I  fi nally r ead Soft  City, I  cam e away w ith t he 
dist inct  im pression t hat  Harvey had m issed t he p oint .  The London 
of Soft  City i s n ot  a  t heoret ical abst ract ion b ut  an i ntensely 
observed p lace, experienced b y som eone st ruggling t o survive i n 
itÑ a p lace in w hich t he g hosts o f D ickens's n ovels exist  u neasily 
alongside t he b ohem ians, p rofessionals, and o ther m odern 
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pilgr im s w ith w hom  y ou am bivalent ly  i dent ify .  Looking b ack on 
Soft  City, d o y ou fi nd any credence i n Harvey's im plicat ion t hat  
your d epict ion o f t he city i s t oo i ntensely p ersonal o r too 
subject ive t o m eaningfu lly capture i t s " reality"? Or p ut  another 
way, h ow d oes the theorist  i n y ou com m unicate w ith t he 
m em oir ist? 
 
Jonathan Raban: Yes, y ears ago som eone sent  m e a p hotocopy 
of t hose p ages fr om  t he Harvey b ook. I  fo und t hem  a b it  opaque, 
and am  g lad t o h ear that  t he overall im pression m ade b y The 
Condit ion o f P-M i sÑ as y ou sayÑ "dizzying."  
 
What  I  h oped Harvey was g oing t o say ( alas, h e d idn't )  w as t hat  
Soft  City w as i tself a p ostm odern object ,  w ith i ts m ix o f fi ct ion 
(one chapter w as fi rst  p ublished in Encounter m agazine as a 
short  story) ,  m em oir,  l iterary cr it icism , and sociology. I n i ts t im e, 
it  w as thought  an odd b ook:  I  r em em ber r eviewers calling i t  
"annoying"  and " m addening"  b ecause t hey wanted i t  t o b e 
som ething e lse ( a social s tudy, an autobiographical n ovel,  a  
history o f m odern London)  b ut  i t  r efu sed t o fi t  i nto whatever 
genre t hey t hought  i t  ought  t o b elong t o. My own t ake on i t  w as 
pret ty sim ple:  I  w as t rying t o g et  at  t he city fr om  a l ot  o f a ngles 
at  once, and u sing what  experience I  h ad as a fo rm er l ecturer i n 
English Literature, an avid r eader ( then)  o f s ociology, especially 
that  o f t he Chicago school,  an occasional w riter o f fi ct ion, and a 
recent  arr ival i n London. 
 
I n 1 968Ð1969, m y last  year at  the University o f East  Anglia, I  
taught  an i nterest ingÑ at  l east  to m eÑ course on The City ( 1870Ð
1910) , a longside a social h istor ian, Geoffr ey Searle. We had 
readings i n l iterature, h istory, p olit ics, w ith t he o ccasional d ash 
of s ociology, and students could count  t he course as a credit  i n 
either h istory o r l iterature, w hichever  b est  suited t hem . The t wo 
teachers had a l ot  o f fu n b ack-and- fo rthingÑ m y l iterary t ake on 
Geoff' s h istor ical d ocum ents, h is h istor ical t ake on m y n ovels and 
poem s. " I nterdisciplinary"  w as a g ood w ord i n t hose d ays, and I  
had t hat  course at  t he b ack o f m y h ead w hen I  sat  d own t o w rite 
Soft  City a  couple o f y ears l ater.  I  w asn't  self- consciously t rying 
to const ruct  a h ybrid fo rm  fo r t he b ook, I  w as j ust  r efl ect ing t he 
way I  t hought , i n a  sloppy interdisciplinary w ayÑ being an 
academ ic one d ay, a  b ook cr it ic the next ,  d rawing fr om  m y own 
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experience the next ,  and so on. I  w as surprised, and r ather h ur t ,  
when som e r eviewers fo und t he b ook eccentr ic and show-offy . 
 
So I  l ike y our q uest ion about  " how d oes t he theorist  
com m unicate with t he m em oir ist ."  Am iably, I 'd sayÑ though I 'm  
hardly a  theorist ,  m ore a som et im e academ ic w ho can't  k ick the 
habit .  I t 's surely natural to u se o ther  p eople's i deas t o shed l ight  
on one's own p ersonal experience, and one's r eading l ife  i s j ust  
as m uch a p ar t  o f " life"  as sex o r t raveling. At  one level,  Soft  City 
is a  b ook about  som eone w andering down t he Earls Cour t  Road 
in 1 970, w ondering w hat  D ickens, o r  Georg Sim m el, o r Claude 
Levi-St rauss m ight  h ave t o say about  t he terrainÑ and o f c ourse 
it 's t he r efl ect ion o f an i nst inct ively b ookish sensibility.  There are 
writers who l ike t o k eep t heir o wn r eading h idden fr om  t heir 
readers as i f i t  were a secret  v ice, b ut  I 'm  n ot  one o f t hem . 
 
LRS: Having l et  l oose t he w ord " postm odernism ,"  I 'm  eager t o 
know w here y ou s tand on i t .  I t  h adn' t  occurred to m e t o consider 
Soft  City a  p ostm odern t ext ,  since t o m y m ind b ooks t hat  are 
postm odern d istance t hem selves i n som e w ay fr om  t hat  w hich 
they seek, a im ing fo r am biguity, p arody, o r fo rm al confu sion, b ut  
never d irectness. Yet  what  Soft  City has i n com m on w ith m uch o f 
your l ater work i s i ts q uality o f d irectness, i ts searching 
engagem ent  with the p laces and l ives around y ou. Do y ou see i t ,  
or any o f y our l ater work, as p ostm odern i n any sense? Does that  
word h ave any certain m eaning t o y ou? 
 
Raban: I nsofar as I  t hink about  p ostm odernism  at  a ll,  and i t  
doesn't  exact ly k eep m e awake a t  n ights, I  t hink o f i t  as 
som ething t hat  h appens t o o ne, n ot  a style one aff ects. We're 
postm oderns b ecause w e're not  m odernists. The m odernist  
writersÑ Pound, Eliot ,  Joyce, Stevens, Yeats, Woolf,  William sÑ
spoke w ith a k ind o f v at ic authority:  they w ere r eally t he l ast  o f 
the Rom ant ics, fo r w hom  authorship itself w as l ike b eing a 
solitary p rophet  i n the wasteland. Perhaps t he l ast  o f t he g reat  
m odernists w as m y fr iend ( though h e w as b orn o ne y ear b efo re 
m y fa ther)  Robert  Lowell,  w hose w ork i s r ather scandalously out  
of fa shion n ow. ( You m ay h ave n ot iced t hat  Soft  City i s d edicated 
to h im  and t o h is third w ife , Caroline Blackwood, another close 
fr iend.)  
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Lowell w rote i n a w ay t hat  seem s im possible t o m y g enerat ionÑ
as i f p oets fr om  Horace and Juvenal t hrough Andrew Marvell and 
Baudelaire w ere h is contem poraries and fi rst  cousins.. .  as i f h e'd 
known t hem  all i n som e New England schoolyard. Wonderfu lÑ
and so m odernist .  To m y m ind, p ostm odernism  i sn't  som e David 
Let term an- like r out ine o f i ronizing everything so m uch as i t  i s 
what  architects m ean b y t he word:  expose t he art ifi ce, open the 
building u p t o show t he p ipes and b eam s. Which i s, I  t hink, o r 
hope, r oughly w hat  m y own b ooks d o:  t hey i nterrogate the 
reading t hat  h as g one into t hem , t ry to show a  m ind shaped b y 
other b ooks, em phasize t he r elat ive and t he p ersonal,  avoid t he 
vat ic. They're a llÑ fi ct ion and n onfi ct ionÑ provisional t akes on the 
world. For a  g ood long w hile I  l iked t he " t ravel b ook"  as a fo rm  
because i t  w as so fo rm less and m odest  and seem ingly 
ingenuous. Oh, I  j ust  w ent  on this t r ip, and t his i s h ow I  r ecollect  
it  n ow. Unfo rtunately, I  g ot  t aken l it erally b y r eviewers. A b it  l ike 
one saying " Oh, I  d on't  d o anything m uch" t o som eone at  a  p arty 
and b eing t aken at  one's w ord.. . .  I  should h ave said I 'm  a sly 
postm odernist .  There's an i rony i n t he b ooks, n ot  Let term anish a t  
all,  b ut  u nconfessed. So I  g uess the pipes and b eam s d o r em ain 
concealed, d espite m y at tem pts t o expose t hem . 
 
LRS: Far fr om  k eeping y our r eading hidden fr om  y our r eaders, 
you o ft en m ake y our r eading a character o f s ort s i n y our work. I  
think one o f the d ist inct ive q ualit ies of y our w rit ing com es fr om  
the sense that  w e are thinking along w ith y ou as y ou w rite, and 
that  t he l ibrary i n y our head i s always p resent  as a set  o f m aps 
by w hich y ou n avigate y our encounters w ith p eople and ideas. 
Perhaps t his i s t rue o f a ll w riters, b ut  i t  seem s t hat  fo r y ou, 
books are especially i nsistent  p resences. Has i t  ever b een the 
case that  t he l ibrary i n y our  m ind t hreatened t o overshadow, 
rather t han i llum inate, w hat  y ou were w rit ing about? 
 
Raban: As fo r b ooks " overshadowing"  r ather t han " illum inat ing"  
what  I  w riteÑ m aybe t hey d o, b ut  w hat  I  w as a im ing fo r w as a 
deliberate fo regrounding o f t heir p resence, t o say, " This i s where 
I 'm  com ing fr om , t his i s w hat  shapes t hese rem arks, t his 
passage."  Beam s and p ipes again. Perhaps i t 's w or th saying t hat  
in SurveillanceÑ a novel t hat  com es out  t his Septem ber i n t he 
U.K., n ext  January i n t he U.S.Ñ the o nly book o f a ny im portance 
is a  m em oir t hat  m ay o r m ay not  b e faked. That 's cent ral to t he 
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plot ,  b ut  o therwise t he characters l ive r elat ively b ook- fr ee l ives. 
I ndeed, b ooks are seen as a p otent ial earthquake hazard, l ikely 
to b rain som eone when they fl y o ff t he shelves i n a  b ig t em blor, 
and are d ism issed b y t he Chinese owner o f t he apar tm ent  b lock 
as " storybooks."  Com e t o t hink o f i t ,  Pride and Prejudice d oes g et  
to fi gure, som ewhat  im portant ly, i n Surveillance, b ut  o therwise 
I 'm  a r efo rm ed character. Tem porarily so. I 'm  afr aid t hat  i n a  
novel I 've r ecent ly started, Twain, Hawthorne, Whitm an, and 
Jack London, a long w ith t he l andscape p aint ings o f A lbert  
Bierstadt ,  d o g et  a  l ot  o f p lay, b ut  i t 's a lso about  Englishm en, 
video g am es, and m urder. 
 
LRS: As som eone w ho ident ifi es with t he i nt rospect ive, 
som ewhat  m isanthropic n arrator o f Passage to Juneau, I  can 
hardly im agine m yself s uccessfu lly connect ing w ith t he l oggers, 
fi sherm en, r esor t - keepers, shipyard w orkers, and r oustabouts 
who p eople t he b ook. Yet  i t 's clear that  Jonathan Raban the 
writer,  i f n ot  Jonathan Raban t he n arrator, h as connected. Many 
of t he sm all r evelat ions i n y our work stem  fr om  encounters with 
people w ho m ay n ot  share y our cultural assum pt ions, w ho h ave 
not  r ead the b ooks y ou r ead, and w ho r eact  warily to y our accent  
or y our m anner. The d ram a inheres i n y our r ecognit ion, and 
occasional b r idging, o f t he g ulf s eparat ing y ou and t hem . Do y ou 
carry t his d ram a i n m ind w hen y ou m eet  such p eople? I s i t  p art  
of t he a rt ifi ce created w hen t he j ourney ends and t he writ ing 
begins? ( I  t hink h ere o f y our d iscussion i n For Love and Money o f 
t ravel b ooks t hat  appear d ecades aft er t he f act .)  I s t here som e 
tension b etween t he character y ou p resent  i n t he story and t he 
writer w ho g ets t he s tory? I f s o, h ow d o y ou n egot iate this? 
 
Raban: I  t hink y ou've l argely answered y our q uest ion. The 
writer,  l ooking b ack a t  t he j ourney fr om  a d istance o f a  y ear o r 
two ( or t hree) , i s a  d iffe rent  character fr om  t he h apless character 
who u nder took t he t r ip:  w ise after t he event , with the l eisure t o 
tease out  m eanings fr om  t he experience t hat  the d ist racted 
t raveler n ever h ad, and o ft en im pat ient  w ith h is alter ego's 
blinkered and u nsat isfactory v ersion of t hings. I  am  n ot  him ... .  
 
Writ ing fr om  m em ory, n ot  fr om  a n otebook, h as a lways seem ed 
im portant ,  even though i t 's n ecessarily im pressionist  and inexact  
in r egard t o t he l iteral fa cts o f t he experience. When t raveling, I  
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usually k eep a n otebook:  w hen h om e at  m y d esk, t he n otebook 
serves m ainly to r em ind m e h ow l it t le I  saw at  t he t im e, or r ather 
how I  w as not icing t he w rong things.  But  t he n otes d o spur 
m em ories, and i t 's t he m em ories I  t rust .  The w ine s tain on t he 
page m ay t ell m e m ore t han the words t here, w hich u sually 
st r ike m e as h opelessly i nadequate o r o ff a t  som e i rrelevant  
tangent  ( irrelevant , I  m ean, t o the s tory I 'm  t rying t o u nfo ld on 
the t yped o r p r inted p age) . 
 
Mem ory and im aginat ion are i nseparable p owers. Mem ory 
shapes, d ist ills,  exaggerates, o rdersÑ and r uthlessly l oses w hat  i t  
doesn't  n eed fo r i ts o wn story telling purposes. I  w ouldn't  t rust  
m em ory i n a  court room  b ut  I  t rust  i t  absolutely i n a b ook. I  can't  
write u nt il m em ory h as d one i ts j ob, w hich i t  d oes slowly, over 
m onths and som et im es y ears. ( I t  t ook m e t hree y ears t o g et  
around t o w rit ing Coast ing aft er I  fi nished p ilot ing a b oat  around 
the Brit ish I slesÑ m uch o f t he t im e w as spent  w rit ing a n ovelÑ
Foreign LandÑ while I  l et  t he v oyage set t le i n the b ack o f m y 
m ind.)  
 
You t alk o f m y " int rospect ion"  and " m isanthropy."  I  can't  speak 
fo r t he second, b ut  t here's p recious l it t le r oom  fo r i nt rospect ion 
when one's m anaging a b oat  i n a sm all g ale, o r t rying t o 
im m erse oneself i n t he l ives o f l ong- gone h om esteaders i n a 
ruined Montana shack. I nt rospect ion com es m uch later,  t o t he 
writer at  h is k eyboard r ather than t o the p erson he once w as, i n 
oilskins o r snake b oots, t oo b usy w ith t he h ere and n ow to g ive 
m uch o f a  t hought  t o him self.  
 
As fo r " connect ing"  w ith " loggers, fi sherm en, e tc,"  I  d o fi nd t his 
hard t o square w ith m y supposed m isanthropy. I  l ike b eing away 
fr om  h om e, l iv ing am ong st rangers, and I  am  a lways f ascinated 
by o ther p eople's l ives i n a  l andscape t hat 's a lien t errain fo r m e. 
A sense o f m y own d isplacem ent  i n t he w orld fu els m y 
appreciat ion o f p eople w ho are, o r seem , m ore securely p laced in 
their own g eography. 
 
I  m ight  add t hat  the term  " t ravel w rit ing"  sets m y t eeth o n edge:  
when I  h ear the t erm , a ll I  see i s the Travel sect ion o f the 
Sunday p aper, and j ournalists sam pling fr ee v acat ions. My b ooks 
have never b een l ike t hatÑ or so I  h ope and p ray. The " t ravel"  b it  
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has n ever b een m ore t han a b asic n arrat ive spine on w hich t o 
build t he fl esh o f o ther k inds o f w rit ing. And i f y ou g o b ack t o t he 
history o f t he n ovelÑ that  o ther  l ow f orm , as i t  u sed t o b e 
thought  o fÑ that 's t rue o f n ovels t oo.  Vide Moll Flanders o r Tom  
JonesÑ tours o f English society, h igh and low, t hreaded on t o t he 
st r ing o f o ne character 's l ife . 
 
Solitary t ravel m akes one h ungry fo r com pany and conversat ion. 
You fi nd y our society w here y ou canÑ seated on t he n ext  
barstool,  o r w alking on the d ock. St rangers on a t rain o ft en t alk 
m ore easily t o one another than t hey can t o their im m ediate 
colleagues and fr iendsÑ it 's l ike b eing i n a  confessional,  t alking t o 
the p riest  b ehind t he screen ( not  t hat  I  h ave m uch experience o f 
confessionals, b ut  st ill. )  I  r elish such talk, and g ive at  l east  as 
m uch as I  t ake. I 'm  n ot  b eing an " observer,"  I 'm  a w holly 
engaged p art icipant . But  t hen, b ack hom e w rit ing, I  b et ray those 
confidences.. . .  
 
I 've v ery r arely fe lt  t hat  I  w as " gathering m aterial"  o r " doing 
research"  on m y v arious t r ips:  I  w as j ust  t rying t o g et  a long as 
best  I  could i n t he com pany in w hich I  fo und m yself,  w hile h oping 
that  l ater,  m uch later,  t he experience w ould t urn o ut  t o b e 
som ething I 'd b e able t o w rite about .  The w riter i s n ever ent irely 
off d uty, b ut  i n m y experience h e takes a b ack seat  t o the p erson 
who i s t alking o f t he woes o f m arr iage o r w hatever. Later, w hen 
he's i n t he d river 's seat , assum ing cont rol o f t he story, h e' ll 
undergo a change o f p ersonality,  b ecom e a t yrant  as h e 
subordinates o ne d etail t o another  o r t urns his erstwhile fr iend 
into a fi gure o f s peech. 
 
But  I  g uess I  ought  t o confess t hat  I 'm  t ired o f t ravel m em oirs:  I  
feel I  t ook t he fo rm  as fa r as I  could i n Passage to Juneau, and 
don't  fe el m uch t em ptat ion t o r eturn to i t .  That 's p art ly p olit ical.  
Since Septem ber 2001, t he w orld on the fr ont  d oorstep h as 
becom e so u rgent ly absorbing t hat  i t  seem s l ike d efect ion t o 
t ravel away fr om  i t .  Maybe u nder another p resident ial 
adm inist rat ion I  m ight  fe el d iffe rent ly , b ut  fo r n ow I 'm  chained t o 
this p lace, s t ranger and scarier a t  t his m om ent  t han anywhere 
I 've ever v isited. Here i s w hat  I  want  t o w rite about , n ot  there, at  
present . 
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LRS: Misanthropy w as a p oor choice of w ords. So w as 
int rospect ion, fo r t hat  m at ter.  What  I  m eant  t o suggest  was an 
awareness of d istance, and a r espect  fo r t he p ossibilit ies i nherent  
in t hat  d istance. I  w ould a lso l ike to ask about  t his turn i n y our 
or ientat ion away fr om  t ravel w rit ing. You've w rit t en Waxwings, a  
novel t hat  captures a suddenly d istant  age, and My Holy War, a  
unique t ake on t he p ost -9/ 11 cultural and p olit ical clim ate i n a  
corner o f A m erica u ncertain o f i ts r elat ionship t o the w orld at  
large. Can y ou say a  l it t le m ore about  h ow ( or i f)  t he advent  o f 
this ostensibly n ew era and y our v antage on i t  has affe cted y our 
interest  i n and approach t o fi ct ion? 
 
Raban: I  fe el b ereft  o f any t heory on t his. I  g et  m iserable when 
I 'm  n ot  w rit ing, so I  w rite w hatever I  can. 
 
On 9 / 10/ 01 I  w as about  one third o f the w ay t hrough Waxwings. 
From  9 / 11/ 01 to som et im e in February ' 02, I  p ut  t he m anuscript  
aside, t hinking t hat  I  m ight  n ever l ook at  i t  again. The only t hing 
I  w as able to w rit e d uring t hat  t im e was t he t it le essay o f My 
Holy War, a  sor t  o f a utobiographical approach t o the j ihadis. 
Then I  p icked u p Waxwings, and saw a w ay o f c ont inuing i t  as a 
post -9/ 11 n ovel,  w ith t he at tacks im plicit ly fo reshadowed b ut  
never d irect ly m ent ioned. Then I  d ickered around fo r a  l ong w hile 
with essays and com m entary p iecesÑ driven t o w rit e t hem  b y 
sim ple i ncredulity a t  what  t he Bush adm inist rat ion w as d oing, o r 
threatening t o d o, i n I raq and h ere a t  h om e in t he " war o n 
terror."  
 
Your q uest ion suggests a change o f hats, b ut  I 'm  n ot  conscious 
of c hanging h ats when I  writeÑ of b eing a " fi ct ion w riter,"  o r a  
" t ravel w riter,"  o r an " essayist ,"  " book r eviewer,"  " radio 
playwright ,"  o r w hatever. Each p iece of w rit ing h as i ts own 
technical r equirem ents o f c ourse:  set t ling d own t o a 2000-word 
piece i s d iffe rent  fr om  t he l ong-haul r hythm  o f a  100,000-word 
book. But  t he fo rm al d iffe rence b etween, say, Bad Land and 
Waxwings i s fa r slighter t o m y eye t han i t  p robably i s t o y ours, 
and I 'm  m ore st ruck b y t heir sim ilar it iesÑ their m ult iple p oints o f 
view, t heir anchoring o f c haracters i n a  l andscape, t heir b ack-
and- fo rthing b etween p ast  and p resent , t heir use o f 1 500Ð2500-
word d iffe rent ly-angled b uilding b locks t o m ake a p atchwork 
m osaic w ithin each chapter. That  o ne i s a  n ovel and one i s 
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"nonfi ct ion"  seem s to m e a r ather t iresom e l ibrarians' d ist inct ion, 
and I  w ish t hey could b e shelved side b y side, w here they 
belong. Just  as t here's a  l ot  o f d ocum entary f act  i n Waxwings, 
which i s set  v ery specifi cally i n Seat t le b etween Novem ber 1 999 
and March 2000, so t here's m uch fi ct ion i n Bad LandÑ every t im e 
I  p lant  m yself i n t he shoes o f a  hom esteader  and look out  
through h is o r her eyes, I 'm  w rit ing fi ct ion n ot  s t r ict  r epor tage. 
Or t here's a  short  essay at  the end o f My Holy War w hich g rew 
out  o f m y fo rthcom ing n ovel,  Surveillance, w here the thoughts 
belong t o a d ist inct ly not -m e fi ct ional character. So I  slop about  
between g enres whose existence I  b arely r ecognize. 
 
I t  j ust  h appens t hat  i n the l ast  six o r seven y ears, w hich r oughly 
correspond w ith the advent  o f the Bush adm inist rat ion, t he i deas 
that  h ave p resented t hem selves as candidates fo r b ooks a ll 
required t o b e w rit ten as n ovels. Maybe t his sim ply r efl ects a  
desire t o stay h om e. The b ook I 'm  w orking on n ow i s r ooted in a 
fi rst -person, seem ingly t rue- life  n arrat ive, l ike Passage t o 
Juneau, b ut  the s tory i t  t ells i s im agined, so p erfo rce i t 's a  
"novel."  But  I  h ardly n ot ice t hat  when I 'm  w rit ing, and a casual 
reader, opening a p age a t  r andom , m ight  w ell m istake i t  fo r 
"nonfi ct ion."  
 
All o f w hich i s a  t iresom ely l ong-winded w ay o f s aying, n o, I  d on't  
think t here's any special connect ion between m y p resent  p olit ical 
preoccupat ions and m y r ecent  run o f w rit ing n ovels. I t  j ust  
turned out  t hat  w ay b y accident , l ike m ost  t hings i n m y l ife .. .  I 've 
never b een g ood at  sensible p lanningÑ or at  s t icking t o m y 
cobbler 's l ast .  Like I  said, I  j ust  w rite w hat  I  can, w hich i sn't  
nearly as m uch as I 'd l ike. 
 
LRS: Your observat ion o f t he sim ilar it ies b etween Waxwings and 
Bad Land actually com es as a b it  o f a surprise. I  see in r et rospect  
that  i ndeed t he b ooks h ave sim ilar fo rm s. But  i n r eading Bad 
Land I  h ad t he sense o f m oving t hrough a d istant  histor ical 
terrain m ade fu lly r ecognizable, w hile t he t im e and p lace o f 
Waxwings, b y cont rast ,  seem ed som ehow fo reign, d espite i t s 
fam iliar ity.  I  spent  the y ear d uring w hich Waxwings i s set  l iv ing 
in t he Pacifi c Northwest , w orking a t  a  d ot  com  d epressingly 
sim ilar t o t he one in t he n ovel,  and g enerally b reathing t he sam e 
air t he novel's characters b reathe. Waxwings t ouched on 
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m em ories and sensat ions t hat  h ave not  y et  coalesced into 
history, p ersonal o r o therwise. 
 
Histor ians o ft en say o f t he p ast  that  i t 's a  fo reign country, one 
whose fo reignness can b e hard t o r ecognize b eneath the p at ina 
of l egend, m yth, and p opular m em ory. I  fe el t hat  i n m any o f y our 
books, Bad Land in p ar t icular,  y ou capture som ething essent ially 
t rue about  t his fo reign country t hat  m ore academ ic approaches 
to h istory o ft en fa il to d o. I  d on't  im agine t hat  y ou see y ourself 
as an h istor ian, b ut  clearly y ou spend a l ot  o f t im e " doing"  
history. Do y ou " relate"  t o t he h istor ical characters i n y our w ork 
any d iffe rent ly fr om  t he p resent-day ones? Does the p rocess b y 
which y ou g enerate h istor ical i nterpretat ionÑ im agining 
Vancouver's survey, fo r exam pleÑ diffe r fr om  t he p rocess b y 
which y ou interpret  contem porary l andscapes, t he p eople y ou 
encounter, o r y our own m em ories? 
 
Raban: Your l et ter r em inds m e of a  rem ark m ade b y Richard 
White, t he h istor ian o f the West , w hen h e r eviewed Bad Land, 
saying t hat  I  " channeled"  m y h istor ical characters. He d idn't  
intend t his as a com plim ent , b ut  r ather im plied t hat  I  w as d oing 
som ething v aguely i llicit  and p seudo- m yst ical,  l ike t hat  w om an in 
Yealm , Washington who channels Ram tha, t he m illennia-old 
Nat ive Am erican g od fi gure ( I  t hink.. .  I  can't  b e b othered to 
Google t hat  n onsense...) .  White m eant , I  assum e, t hat  w hatever 
I  t hought  I  w as d oing, I  w asn't  d oing HistoryÑ and o f c ourse h e's 
r ight .  " Channeling,"  I  t hought , w as rather a  n ice t erm  fo r i t .  
 
Most  o f t his m orning I  w as t rying t o " channel"  an im aginary 
Am ericanophile Englishm an w ho com es t o Seat t le to w ork fo r 
Microsoft  and ends up com m it t ing a very Am erican, f ar-western 
cr im e, and I  see n o g reat  d iffe rence between t hat  k ind o f e xplicit  
fi ct ion w rit ing and w hat  I  d id i n Bad Land. As an English 
im m igrant  t o t he U.S., I  w as s tunned b y t he b are d ry o ceanic 
landscape o f eastern Montana, so I  f ound i t  easy t o connect  with 
a p revious g enerat ion o f English im m igrants w ho'd p assed t hat  
way, l ike t he Wollastons and ( m y fa vorite character i n the b ook)  
Worsell,  t he b orn- lazy slob, w hose hom estead w as an infam ous 
local d isgrace. I  h ad a fa ir  am ount  o f d ocum entary evidence 
(photographs, m em oirs, e tc.)  t o g o on, b ut  n ot  so m uch t hat  I  
didn't  h ave t o im agine m ost  o f what  I  w rote. I  h ave enough 
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fi rsthand experience o f t rying t o m ake a n ew l ife  i n a st range 
land t o i dent ify  w ith ( or " channel" )  t hose h om esteaders, m ost  o f 
whom  fo und t hem selves w ay out  o f t heir d epth a ft er b eing d uped 
by t he p rom ot ional l iterature d ist r ibuted b y t he r ailroad 
com panies and b y a m isleading t extbook on fa rm ing w ithout  
rainfa ll.  Books b rought  them  t o the WestÑ som ething e lse t hat  
chim ed d eeply w ith m e. I  t r ied t o w rite about  the hom esteaders 
as m y int im ates and contem poraries,  u sing as m uch as I  could o f 
what  I  h ad in com m on w ith t hem  and t hey w ith m e. 
 
And t here's som ething e lse here. Their h istory seem ed t o m e 
very r ecentÑ everything h appened when m y own g randparents 
(born i n t he early 1 890s)  w ere y oungish adults. My own f am ily 
history i s v ivid and p ar t icular t o m e t hrough t he nineteenth 
century and into t he l ate eighteenth, aft er which ( or b efo re 
which)  i t  g ets i ncreasingly v ague. But  I  could t ell y ou exact ly 
what  m y g reat -great  g randfather d id i n t he 1860s, o r w hat  his 
fa ther w as d oing i n t he l ate 1830s. 
 
The last  h ouse I  owned in England w as b uilt  i n 1630, and i t  
wasn't  an o ld h ouse b y t he standards o f t he Essex v illage w here 
it  stood. And I  r em em ber once stopping at  a  b ar i n r ural I reland, 
j ust  as a fu neral at  t he church across t he r oad was com ing t o an 
end. When the m ourners cam e in t o have an im prom ptu w ake 
with g allons o f G uinness and w hiskey, t hey b egan talking about  
the d ead m an's g rave, w hose g rave i t  w as next  to, w hose next ,  
whose n ext ,  and so on. No m ore t han t en m inutes i nto t he talk, 
they w ere g oing on about  som e g uy, fa m iliar t o everyone, w ho 
was " killed b y Crom well's m en."  That  w ould h ave b een in 1 648Ð
50. I n t he n ext  h alf hour, w e m ust  h ave m eandered b ack, w ith 
m any r em iniscent  side- t r ips, i nto t he fi ft eenth century, i f n ot  
befo re, y et  t he d ead w ere s t ill b eing spoken o f a s i f t hey'd g one 
last  w eek. So v ery u n-Am erican. So very, v ery I r ish. 
 
I  d o t hink o f t he 1790s as t he b eginning o f " m odern"  h istoryÑ
part ly,  p erhaps, b ecause o f m y own ancest ry, m ore im portant ly 
because t hat 's w hen t he Rom ant ic r evolut ion i n English r eally 
took h old. So t he d ate o f V ancouver's arr ival i n t he Pacifi c 
NorthwestÑ 1792Ñ interested m e a l ot ,  especially w hen I  saw t he 
wild d iscrepancy b etween h is w rit ing about  t his l andscape and 
that  o f h is only slight ly y ounger m idshipm en. He w as a  m id-
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eighteenth century fogey, t hey w ere nineteenth century 
Rom ant ic m oderns. 
 
So Vancouver's sensibility d id st r ike m e as h istor icÑ or a t  l east  
pre-m odern. But  as Clinton would say, I  fe lt  h is p ainÑ born, n ot  
unlike m e, i nto t hat  n o-m an's- land in t he English class system , 
som ewhere b etween t he u pper- lower-m iddle class and t he l ower-
upper-m iddle class. Life  on t hat  ship took m e st raight  b ack to t he 
horrors o f m y snobbish English b oarding school.  That  w ay, I  
could " channel"  Captain Van. 
 
I  d on't  k now... .  What  I 'm  t rying t o say h ere, I  t hink, i s that  I  fe el 
a sort  o f i nst inct ive contem poraneity with p eople t rying t o fi nd 
their fo ot ing i n a n ovel and fo rbidding l andscapeÑ the 
hom esteading im m igrants i n Montana in 1 910, o r George 
Vancouver i n t he Pacifi c Northwest  i n 1 792Ð1794. The d atesÑ the 
"history,"  i f y ou m ustÑ seem  m uch less im portant  than t he 
predicam ent  o f fi nding oneself i n a  p lace w here one d oesn't  
belong, w hich i s w hat  r eally i nterests m e. A cruel cr it ic m ight  say 
of m e t hat  I 'm  m erely b reathing m y own n euroses into t he l ives 
of i nnocent  characters fr om  t he p ast ,  m aking t hem  suff er m y 
own sense o f a wkward d isplacem ent  in t he w orld. I 'd t ry t o argue 
back t hat  t he l andscapes t hem selvesÑ the I nside Passage, t he 
Montana p rair ie, Seat t le here and n owÑ are so p art icular,  so 
redolent  o f t he p eriod i n w hich the b ooks are set ,  t hat  t hey g ive 
the characters a d egree o f h istor ical authent icity, i f y ou see what  
I  m ean. What  I  fe el I  h ave to d o i s t o catch t he fr ict ion b etween 
the p eople and the p eculiar g eography in w hich they're situatedÑ
and i f I  can d o t hat  t he r est  will fo llow. !  
 


