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ADAM M SOMNRDS

Gossaner Possibilities: Re-reading |van Doi gs

Wnter Brothersin @New Season

won't pretend i COMe to pis assi gnment
di spassi onatel y:

| van Doi gis |'Ty lavorite witer. | OWN. his books.

i've read t hemal | » except for his inal one, Last Bus

toW sdom (2015), because |pave not been abl eto

bringnyself to dOSO, know Ng that 1will never again have the
chance toread a Doig book fresh.

Yet re-reading Wnter grothers: A Seasonat the Edgeof Aneri ca(1980)
wis TB 1cansin experi ence Doj gw th open eyes. liast read it nore

thantventy years ago, the baby 1 had t hen when | was a freshly m nt ed

Ph. D. i
NOWis & doctoral st udent hersel f. perspectives change as cal endars

pile UP year upon year.
Wnter Brothers is f ewfans'favorite Doi g book, I' msure. 1« was

onlyhis second. H' s trade pecane novelist, and W nter Brothers Was

ficti
nonfiction one of only three nonfiction efforts @and the only one not

ity amenoir. \Wat' s more, Wnter grothers isan odd book, which is
not to Sayi is @ bad book or g

confusing one, j ust ynyusual .

is Doig's account of a winter
readinglames G Swan' s diaries, .
spamning 1859 to 1900. | n \ynter I Van ml g

Brot hers,

Doi g pr ai ded bi ogr aphy I\ I'I'
of .
Swan y;¢n ot the diaries W ER

excerpts

o o s BROTHERS

quest. A\] our na| Of a] our na| "

hecal |l ed,;
't This
makes ny

Te- Teadi ngof it Q.

journal ol & EDCE oF AVRI CA

journal of Q.
aj ournal , |

o suppose.
Revisiting \w nt er

reSonat es f or
nme
now,

living

Br ot her s

because |''m

throudh @ season . change

nysel . Doi g had t

school | gonel O graduat e
history @Nd gaci ded t he
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classroomwasn' t for him he would wite instead. I, g
! V\Entto

school in history, and 1 too, decided to ;.

graduat e
al t hough |

spent 25 yearsin classroomsfirs. " Mdrifting out of those
spaces now

blinking at the brightness, acouple years intahis new season. Aso
Doig, 1 noved fromt WO decades inthe dry interior wst {0t he

coast « the Salish Sea. Sinking into Wnter Brothers again i S

li ke
seawat er

. . ) ) o ) sonet hi ng of
a homecomi ngi n geography,aninspiration Nsubject,and gp,

Here was a historian-witer bounci ng between
present and

past,

X aspi ration
I N style.

words the medium o tiMBtravel onthis west ernedge. while
. . rereadi ng
and r enenberi ng, stayedalert tO capture sonet hi NG tangible in the

fleeting whirl pool of time and prose that Im ght 1earn from

Encountering |van Doig

I'n the aut unm of IMY j unior year of col | ege, | spent sone tinme
Inthepookstore. ON ashert 1 found van Doi gs Thi s House of Sky:
Landscapesof a Western M nd (1978). So MaNyY i ntri gui ngaor ds
shapedthat wive (foundit i resistibie. INnthetinesi nce, | gat hered
hi's books, NMOSt in hardcover because | coul d not wait for paper back
editions. More than one bear his sjgnature.l' msadwhen each book
COMES to an end, because saying goodbye t o Doig's characters and
settings and stories islike MDVi Ng away fromhone.

Ilearnedin graduate school that Doi g had earnedaph. D. in
history, ldi scoveredan article hewotein a schol arl Yy our nal | have
also published i n.Dur i ng one of MY OWN gissertation research tripsto
Suzzal | oLi braryat t he Unj ver si ty of Washi ngt on, ' tracked down that
Doi g di ssertati onabout an important MAN in Northwest story. just
like mi ne woul d be. i siid that bound dissertation off al OWasnel s torj st
anoment to help connect ME to Doig, the closest | ever expect edto pe.

Al'thoughl ringered fordecades andngsuch shelves, Doig venture
Qut. Between 1978 and 2015, he published 16books. Onl Y @couple e
themtake placein cont enporary tinmes, meani ng he put his nhistorcal
training to WOrk toensure details pointed truenorth He set neary
of theminhis nativeMontana, a place he moved away fromin 9
but never truly e Wnter grothers-nonfiction andset in Véshi t g

stands apart al nost i nsul ar.
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ADAMM sonarps

Me)
i and
Swan @ndDoi g (
. WV nt ;
The nmain subj ect ©f e Brothers is Snan, a ni net eent h-

-
man WNOspent MOSt of hislong, ynusual jife on ‘ :
Washi ngton's

century .
Peninsula, tryingto understand|ocal {(pes, hopi ngt 0

. . . attract
yper f ormi ng various government jobs"white gr ooves of

-and

a ynpic
the Failroad,

in migs apt phrasing-

witin 1l i .
routine" 9 a thetlne' bOOKS'Ietters,

and, nost of all. diaries. Those gj aries, SOFTBt\NDand .
words, asubstantial WaKe . jnk" as poig put (¢

articles,

mllion constituted a

Cecorgof daily e I véashington Territory frOMhe 18508 yntii guan: s

deathin 1900.

As the book's titie notes, DOi g teit a ki nshi P, much of that rooted in
avestering quest bot h aut hor and subj ect enbodi ed. Intangible factors
leomat chedthem This Means that on MANY occasi onswhen Doi g

characteri zed Swan, he also characteri zedhi nsel f, such as when hesaid
Swan Was "as steadily curious as a questionmnmark” with afetish for fac.-
qualities @NY scribbler MUSt possess,cultivate, and guard.

Doig had di scoveredSWaANearlier, likely in gr aduat e school .
instinctively, Doi g Knew he want ed to spend nore timew th tnis
man Swan, "oyster entrepreneur, school t eacher ,railroad specul ator,
amateur ethnol ogist, | awyer,judge, homesteader, linguist, ship's
outfitter, explorer, custons collector, author, snmall-town bureaucrat,
artist, clerk. " Perhaps Swan's charact er rade hi Minherently interesting
and atractive to Doig's curiosity. Perhaps Doi g knew agood story | urked
inthose di ari es. Perhaps the sirensong of the Northwest Coast proved

10 captivating.

But @greater awakeni ngwor ked inDoi g, He had become "nore
aware that + dwel | in a comunity of time aswell asof peopl e"and
vanted to KNOw nore about this mmysteriouscitizenship, hOw far it

wes, Where .. touches."Swanwoul d be his navigator and gui de.

1t tinme connect ed Doi g tOS\Nan, the st served as t he nedi um

MOr €and  nore my existence in

seens to nethat the westernness o

this
land is . )
i ni of
SOME ¢onsequence havingto do with that community

time, one ofthet er s of ny parti cul ar citizenship init,~ he wote In

W nt er , A . h ears in
Brot hers openi ng pages. Had Swan resided t hose sane y

Chi cago of h Ni Mike a captain
) | ast i ke
who Chat t anooga, Doig woul d have sailed p

realizes  the payjis t oo shal | owfor a good anchorage.
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and whorls o the vest andthe past are

" . ks .
Mar ki ngs, St'ea
9 The words resonat e because t he t some
of us," Doig wr ot e. ) rotern s
first rea wnter Brothers,
been nyterritory’too. VWhen i firs | -

T i H graduat e
student studyi ngthe vest and recogni zi ng,! ke Doig, thatt he

i ed Vest \us
distinctivethat 1 Was a"westerner” 1€l deeply tothose who 4
’ ) come
before Me. Wnter Brothers tracks migs OWN preoccupation with

West  or Wiésts, aconstant humin the background.

The Place the Vest(s)
Bomin Massachusetts, Swan iett tor Calitornia in 1850, wanderod

north t oShoal wat er (now W | | apa) Bay i n WAshi ngt on Territory, before
nosi ng evenfurthernorth where he bounced between t he nort hwest
and northeast tips of the O ynpi ¢ Peninsul a starting i n 1859. There.
even when canoei ng fromone end to the ot her acrossthetop of the
peni nsula, Swan founda hone. "Fining theplaceto invest hisiire
meant, asi: has to ne, findingaWst," wote Doig, speakingfor ai three
of us. HE continued,notingthat he recogni zed fromSwan' switingand
his OWN t hat there areand al ways have been many Wests, personal as
wel | as geographical." Differences abound in the West andwi t hi nthe

West , estal bl i shing distinct subregions, subcul tures,and experiences:
"Perhapsthat iswhat themany Wests are, COMMDN in their stubborn
separatenesses: each West a ki nd of cabin, insistent that itis NO other
sort of dwel | i ngwhat soever."

Western historians CoOmi ng of agein thewake of Wnter Brothers
in the 1980s and 1990sspitied MUCh ink ONwhet her t he st was «
place or a process, a regionor afrontier. I n other words, did theWests
natural €eXxtremes or federal presence or distinct racial coOmposition
make i« uni que? O, was the process of confrontation,conflict, and
colonization sonething that replicated itselfacrossacontinent?

Then, Was a partisan Of place, a believer in distinctiveness.
And i |'' mhonest, Ifavoredthe WSt as best., an adherence | shared
with Doi g, WHO quoted fromhis OWN journal's: "Thewest of Anerica
draws SOITE of usnot because it is the newest regionof the county

but because it is the oldest, in the sense that t he | andscape her e

fundarrent, nature's Shape « thi ngs - nore resenbl esthe ori ginal

continent than doesthe city-nation of t he East er nSeaboard orthe

agricultural factory of the Mdwest." might have said the same.
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withthese words of

ot hepage Dig. 1 found ny pookmar k
; f Wnter Brothers. Agj i
f ny' ast readi ng° sinpl e j ndex card, an gr¢jfact
rom i i
m.ndfl’Ol’ﬂtV\D decades past. M jottings were brief, meant as

@%n starters, not pventen points ot enphasis. But offset ina

| fhad witten: WESTS o Book .
of prom nence, : (Doi g & swan).

pl ace
ve al Vere interrogating V\’hyt he vest pl aced a hol d on us. Again and
ith this
Doi g wrestled WtN Vest. these wests, as e gr aspedt owar d
again,

Swan, seeming toO believe®if he hqerstoodt he pl ace he

rndast andi ng
fnally conpr ehend Swan, a MAN whose vol umi nous witings

i ncl uded abundant daily details and little ntrospecti on. ig's search

. svan's @nchoris his OWN siruggie T Oexplain himself. That « marked

those | VST passagessuggests |hunger edforthis gr oundi ng, t oo.

Reconsi deri ng

When  read Wnter Brothers rirst, as a nascent historian of the Pacific
Northwest and an unabashed fan of Doig, ' found it avol unme that s

rateda region in the throesof transfornmati on. Wnter Brothers shone a

light primarily ON that past world, along w th furnishingahappy dose
of Doig prose. V\hat stands out NOWare ot her qual i ti es-and silences.

acoupl e gener ations of schol arshi phave cycled since 1980, and
tody, CONsequences of col oni al i smfeel NDr € inportant than the mut ed
atemion Doi g gave t hem He did deliver @ Swan passagechannel ing
Wlilam Blake's "Proverbs of Hell," about what hewi t nessed anong the

makah: " VM have i ndeed caused t hepl owshare of civilization to pass

e thegraves of their ancestorsand OPeN to the light the remains o

acien lodge fires.” A surprisingnmetaphor fromSwan, WhO tracked

nore often Wi th matter-of-factness. But iittie analysis Or commentary

'rMhim, or f rompoig, spilled forth.
At er two decades of reservationliving, the Makah, in Doig's

) : world orthe
assessnment, were "nNot quite citizens of either their ancestral

new nolt ist he sort of

white world, but o SOMEshifting groundbetween.
nent that . encountered freauent|win graduate school inthe 19905

during but that t oday reads

obsessions with socalled M ddl e grounds

as of I ndi genous Studi es

simiistic. G vent hegr owi ng SOphi sticai on

and i vest:
theincreasi ho 3pol itical  power o Tribes inthe conterrporar;/d -
Brot hers t 0day a

Ifind | t .
hardt o rmgi ne oig rewriting Wnter 349
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o themes. Swan's cyrjosit i ght
m)retotheseso”s y mo berecast

attending as theft

. his collectin
assurveil | ance, g

i ding these Waves o change! N schol ar shi pand
S
and ny rivs reading, my sense of where

since publication ? .
body - wor k has aiso shi fted. When | read s | knew

a
more than halt a 4. .

politics

Besi de

W nt er
Brot hers

fits 1 N Doig's
- ast he established aut hor already
g

'had publ i shed none and was steeped only in scholarly creations.

books;

Today,
isee NOr e clearly DOi g as a writer starting OuUt, a career and identity cin

f oni ng: now, after unmooring nyselt tromthe acadeny, 1 @Msensitive
.o the ways Doi g My have been adrift and seeking both safe harho
and new ports. He MAY have been 39during thewinter sojournthat
Dl oduced W nt er Brothers, but Doi g Was sin iguring out what he was
doi ng, WhO he was, whet her his writingsuccesswoul d 1ast. |tnust have
been exhilarating and exhaust i ng.

Consi der avery m nor scene athird of theway through the book.
Doi g read Swan' sdiary entryof his 42nd birthday whil e visiting Cape
Flattery, that far corner tip of the continental United states. Doi gwas
triangulating the actual place,Swan' swords, and hinself." Some nen
and WONMEN ar e never part of thetinethey
were born into andwal k the streets or
hi ghways of their generati onsas strangers."

These words,Doi g nused, areones
he m ght have witten about Swan. I nstead,
his wife Carol read t hemto hi m "hunched
inthe phonebooth at O al | ameay:* The
wor ds described Doi g and appeared in the
New vork Ti mes Book Revi ewfor This House

Sey. A pOl gnant nonent between the

couple,sharingatriunph and recognition
that any writer crayes-especial | yat t he
start When therisks of a writi NYcar eer

wei gh heavi est.

laiso draw On tirsthand i nformati on

toread intopoig's state of ni nd when
creating W nt er g ot hers.
Doi g and wife Carol.
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A off 00K metenporarily 1O ghoreline

' Conmuni t
| earned! van's vife o Y college

leventual |y had
wher e : | taught f or decades.
conversation, reveal edtoa
|nahallway col | eague 1Y admiration
I've consi dered i

books. teaching \ynrer .

of Doig's he' d Brothers, | said.
. e . . .

w col | cague > d happily arrange an i nt roducti on. And .

.o wal kedinto
how! van Doi g ny classroont O discuss with n‘y
students

Y B h .
hi s qui r ky DOOK, Wnt er Brothers

Doig met ITE at MY C assroom NO tiMeto visit before or after

__the damn book, he told
Ihave to finish et rreOh the phOHE- (That book

oumto be Prairie Nocturne [2003], one

turned o his | gvelijest. ) | sat

. totheside,al | owi ngstudents to have unnedi at ed
access. My adnir-

aon and exci t ement and j oy charged the cl assroomat nospher e.

like a teenaged lan Meeting a rockstar.

lasked Doi g how he came to witewnter Brothers, to (e

Ifelt

the story
behind the pook. W nt er Brothers, Doig saidto ny class, is not easy to
gescrive,as you NOWknow. He reni ni sced about trying to sei the book.

A menoir like This House of Skyis unconplicated to cpharacterize, and
whad succeeded beyond any reasonabl e debut author' s expect at i ons,
inelusing a National Book Awar d nonination. But second books are
hard. and What Doig had in mind with Wnter Brothers t 00K NO ¢|ear
corse. CGetting @publisher to understand thebook' s uni que bl end

DI Ogr aphy- excer pts-journahi th an unusual nineteenth-century
characterat the cent er waS pot easy.

Still

di stracted by his nere presence, | let his story's details
oal Over me. Today, t hough, this NMDNMENt | 00NS |arger, ahint of

unset tl edness

rises t ot he surface. That effortt O get a publisher to
derstand pic .. . .
understand his yision pmust have flled ms winter pairing with Swan

with )
uncertainty. HS career's gyccess was by No neans assured o
even
liketywtnone book ynder hijs belt, even a well-regarded One.
Hscareer
wor ked gt .
AS di d

Wnter pgrothers. This time the Tines'sT€View assessed:
Sonet i mes Lo

t Neexercise is for ced: sonmeti mes « Pushes M. Doiglnto
or | ushnessShoul d

man and a

Overwriting

deer o Butt he gccasi onal pat chesOf dullness

one . .
FrOMgevouring (s gor geous tribute 102

Thereader hasthe pl easure
g of view, bot h infused

Tegj on

of

unjustly neglected heretofore.

encountering T WO
g contrasting styles and t wo angl e
381
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. the Northwest."'' yemmjns,

who | never Saw a

witht he fresh air and spirit

too, a "gorgeous tribute to t hewiter,

The Elliptica Past
W nt er Brochers exenpl i fi eshOW hi st oryshades our worl d.

Doi g saw his surroundings as he did because of that  msterias

i N€ he nurtured
citizenship" he e with the past, t €O € t hroughnis

winter communi on with Swan. Once recognized, it ishard to avoi
tacking between the depths of the past and surtaceof the present
Realizing that We dwell in timeis perhaps thehistorian's special

way of seeing the world, aWay of navi gat i ngsociety's shoals.

Qur world is in constant conversation between thenandnow
Thi s can be difficult because the past is gapped i N inconpl et eness.
Itis elliptica. DOi g saySthis after one of Swan's di aryentries aiiris

off inthe middl e of relating a Hai da story, theteller havi ng grown
tired and rert Swan wi t hout the denouenent.

SO itiswWithan history. & onl y have scraps, scraps We uweave into
stories, stories W believe to be coherent and true. But eventhose ae

i nconpl ete,elliptical. "lIveheard it offered that & periodissinply the

shorthand for the dots of an e psis," Doi gwote. That ast ory never

does end,only can pause." itakethis to MBaN, partiy, that ti Meicno
fully recoverable and that our efforts to MAKE neani NG of iwill remain
endl ess because of that. Witing about history, then, will continually
evolve, reflecting the concerns of authors and their contexts. Just as

the same reader can encounter the same words a different tines and

COME to different concl usionsgiven their shifting preoccupations.

Andjus as o witer can encounter t he same pl ace and find endiess

curiosities to explore.,

"Sonuch of Swanl i donot know, even after st udyi n8

of
throughthefifteen t housand days andt wo and a half mition wor ds
his '_b wonder ed

diaries,” poig wote oON Day 88 nis 90 days « winter. H

t ot hers

' no
about swan Sthoughts and why he wote o SOME things and
"Or why, |ike

over

Anerica
e, NEChOSet 0 et hislife u this edge a
Il . . i th
&l other-al though It hinkit has st t 0dOin both our cases
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