Interview with Charles Frazier

by Hannah Badley and Kristin Stover, Shepherd University, August 2016

Charles Frazier, 2016 Appalachian Heritage Writer-in-Residence at Shepherd University, is recipient of the Appalachian Heritage Writer’s Award, funded by the West Virginia Humanities Council. He participated in a variety of programs throughout the year, including the West Virginia Common Reading Program, the West Virginia Fiction Competition, and the Anthology of Appalachian Writers, Volume IX. Frazier also came to the Eastern Panhandle of West Virginia, for a series of events during the Appalachian Heritage Festival, September 23-October 1, 2016. Information about Frazier, his writing, his life and work, including a variety of teaching tools, can be found at his residency website at http://www.shepherd.edu/ahwirweb/frazier/.
H&K: As we read your work, there seems one important constant—your regard for the natural world and your understanding that we must learn to live in harmony with our physical surroundings and from that to live in harmony with each other. We also saw that your Ph.D. thesis appears to tie this idea to literature: The Geography of Possibility: Man in the Landscape in Recent Western Fiction. How did writing this study prepare or enrich your thoughts for such works as Cold Mountain, Thirteen Moons, and Nightwoods?
CF: During the time I was working on my dissertation I lived in Colorado and spent a great deal of time hiking, biking, and skiing. I was also writing a trekking guide for Sierra Club Books on Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia, and walking hundreds of miles a year in the northern Andes. So I was more immersed than usual in the outdoor world, especially mountain landscapes. The dissertation, in a sense, forced me to look more closely at the sense of place, the ways people and cultures are shaped by natural environments, about how landscape shaped the American personality and American literature. So I guess you could say that a few years later, when I started writing fiction, that I had laid the groundwork in terms of both personal experience and literary study for incorporating ideas and feelings about the natural world.
H&K: Your theme about “telling one’s story” in Thirteen Moons is particularly interesting to us, and we like the way you develop that idea in this book. In some respect all your books are about the importance of storytelling, not just as an entertainment factor but as a particular necessity for any minority group (such as Native Americans or Appalachians). What are your thoughts about the importance of storytelling in each of our lives, and how has this idea influenced your choice of becoming an author?
CF: In both Cold Mountain and Thirteen Moons I was interested in how to tell the Southern

Appalachian stories I wanted to tell without falling into hillbilly and “noble savage” stereotypes. A couple of reviews have even criticized my work because, essentially, they didn’t find my main characters dumb enough to be from the Appalachians. I’ve also been thanked by many people from the region for “writing about us the way we really are.” I take that as high praise indeed.
H&K: Who were most influential on you as a storyteller—either authors you have read or family figures?

CF:  Both, fairly equally. Several members of my family on both sides were/are wonderful

storytellers—with great timing, pacing, suspense, and understated humor. As for printed books, the little town where I grew up had a beautiful Carnegie Library, and I read through their collection over the years pretty indiscriminately. I loved travel, adventure, mystery, history, science, biography as much as fiction. When I was twelve, I believed Around the World on a Bicycle, by Fred Birchmore was the best book ever written (and I’m now the proud owner of a signed copy).
H&K: We very much admire your feminist proclivities and sensibilities. Was it a difficult decision to give up your teaching job at North Carolina State University and attempt to become a writer? Can you talk a bit about that decision, its timing, and how you settled into a routine of balancing family, work, and writing? Did you get any negative feedback because you were a man?
CF: I had been working on Cold Mountain for a couple of years and was happy with what I had, but I wasn’t making much progress. My wife, Katherine, was working toward tenure, and our daughter was just starting school. A friend, Kaye Gibbons, told me I was trying to do three jobs—teaching, writing, and being the main car-pool parent—and that I could only do two of those well. That advice rang true, and Katherine and I decided to take a chance and see what I came up with if I could concentrate on writing. I certainly expected criticism from family and friends, but mostly they were quite supportive. Katherine has always been a little annoyed when people compliment her on “letting” me stop teaching to write. She usually points out that if the genders were reversed, few people would find it remarkable or unusual.
H&K: Talk about your life growing up near the Cherokee community of Snowbird. What were your

impressions as a boy about this environment? Why did you think that this particular story—Thirteen Moons—should be told?
CF: When I was a boy, the Snowbird Cherokee were among the most traditional Native Americans east of the Mississippi. Some spoke only Cherokee and lived much as they did a century earlier.  There were also white people living way out in the mountains in much the same way that my ancestors would have at the time of the Civil War. I mostly remember being aware of a sort of mysterious time warp, of two realities coexisting in the same landscape.  I began thinking about the material that became Thirteen Moons when I ran across a reference to a patient at Dorothy Dix mental hospital in Raleigh in the late 1800s. He was described as having periods where he spoke only Cherokee. That led me to William Holland Thomas, sometimes called the white chief of the Cherokee. I realized I didn’t understand what happened that allowed the ancestors of The Eastern Band to continue living in a small pocket of then-isolated mountain land in western North Carolina when most people of the Cherokee Nation were forced out, onto The Trail of Tears. In writing Thirteen Moons, I was trying to tell the story—the natural and human history—of that particular landscape, how so much of it quickly changed hands from Native Americans who had lived there thousands of years to my ancestors who arrived there a couple of centuries ago, and how one small group of Cherokee managed to persist there under great pressure

to go.
H&K: You do a wonderful job of developing your female characters—writers like Robert Morgan and Ron Rash have a similar talent. You also seem to evince in your writing certain feminist proclivities. How did you develop this sense of gender egalitarianism? How do you get into the minds of your female characters to give them such a sense of verisimilitude?

CF: I try to write all my characters starting from the same place—by thinking of them primarily as individual human beings and letting them develop with no preconceptions based on group identity.  In writing women characters, it also helps that as a child I had a number of smart, strong, independent and sometimes quirky women for role models.
H&K: You fill your stories with references to music and a musical backdrop. Other than helping to set a period or time, why is music so important to you and in your work? Can you talk about how you use music and your appreciation of it? What kinds of music do you enjoy personally?
CF: I think part of what draws me to music is its powerful ability to communicate emotionally and non-verbally. For Stobrod in Cold Mountain, music is a transformative force; through playing and composing, he finds a shape for his life and becomes a better person. In Nightwoods, Luce hears a voice of aspiration and yearning in blues and the soul music of the 50s and early 60s that corresponds with her own unvoiced feelings.  I listen to lots of different kinds of music. Just scanning down my iTunes list, I’m seeing lots of recent jazz, Scandinavian in particular. Lots of bluegrass and old-time music, a surprising amount of indie rock, and of course long lists of Dylan, Leonard Cohen, Van Morrison.
H&K: Do you play any musical instruments?

CF: No.

H&K: What were your thoughts when the story of Cold Mountain began to transform into grand opera?

CF: That was a long project—more than five years from the first phone conversation with Pulitzer Prize winning composer Jennifer Higdon to the first performances at the Santa Fe Opera and a few months later at the Academy of Music in Philadelphia. Adaptation is a process I’ve enjoyed a great deal. Among other things, seeing my work reshaped and interpreted by fine artists like Higdon and librettist Gene Scheer is a learning experience.

H&K: The character and circumstances of Inman in Cold Mountain mirror to some extent the story of Odysseus; likewise, we see the character of Ada as the product of “revisionist mythmaking” in that she creates her own existence where Homer’s Penelope failed or perhaps was trapped by patriarchal limitations?  What are your thoughts about our reading of the book as a work influenced by The Odyssey and in some sense transcending it through the revisionist interpretation that you bring to the story?
CF: Yes, I certainly used The Odyssey as a sort of template—a weary warrior struggling to return home and a woman struggling to survive on her own. But unlike Odysseus Inman doesn’t slay all his adversaries, and Ada, with Ruby at her side, has the strength to survive without needing a savior.  And one final point—nobody transcends Homer.

H&K: The character of Ruby in Cold Mountain is resilience personified, but her story of lost childhood innocence is not an uncommon theme in your work. Does this idea of stolen innocence (especially in children) stem somehow from your thoughts or ideas about the social and environmental corruption of humanity?

CF: I don’t tend to develop characters through the filter of abstract ideas. I try to understand them through concrete actions and images. In a sense, the abstract ideas arise on their own out of the concrete.

H&K: Because Celtic culture was immensely influential in the birth of Appalachian culture, did 
Celtic mythology or history play any role in the construction of Cold Mountain? In your research, have you studied Celtic history or mythology?
CF: I haven’t read very much Celtic mythology, but I have read a bit of Celtic history. I’m interested in immigration to America from Scotland—particularly its influence on Appalachian culture.
H&K: While we find a common thread running through all your books—your interest in nature and the connection people make with it and telling the stories of the under-represented and the underclass, etc—you seemed to enter new territory with the publication of Nightwoods. Why did you select the 1960s for the time period? What is it about the 60s that interested you?
CF: Nightwoods is set in the early 60s, just before the Kennedy assassination and The Beatles, so in some ways—especially in an isolated small town—it’s still the 50s. The huge cultural shift that came later in the 60s was imminent, though, and its energy could be felt in the music and movies of the time—which play a role in the novel. I think it was that moment right before the wave breaks that attracted me to the time.
H&K: In Cold Mountain, the character Veasey was fascinating to us, and we perceived him as a

preacher lacking a moral center. Is that how you meant for him to be perceived, and could you speak to the development of such a character?
CF: Inman is traveling through a world at the edge of lawlessness, without moral clarity and

authority. Veasey's moral center is pretty simple and completely self-serving. He does what’s convenient and moves on without concern for the damage he leaves in his wake. His 
being a preacher just highlights the hypocrisy, and maybe the humor, in his character.
H&K: We really loved the way you ended Cold Mountain. Did you get much negative feedback from reading fans for not allowing Inman and Ada to live long lives together in Black Cove? Talk about how you came to write the ending to that book.
CF: I did get a few letters from readers saying they threw the book across the room when they reached the end. I tried a number of times to find a satisfying way to let Inman survive. But one of the very few things I knew about the real W. P. Inman from the start was that he died in a gunfight with Home Guard in the last months of the war. As I reached the final movement of the book, I realized that Inman’s death was built in to the character I had written, and any other ending I could imagine would feel false.
H&K: In the conclusion of Cold Mountain, the death of Inman is tragic but perhaps not necessarily

unexpected. What we found shocking was that his death came at the hand of the white-haired boy.

We interpreted his death in this manner to be a final reminder of the loss of innocence that marks

that period in our history. Was there some special significance in this boy’s being the one to kill

Inman after all he had been through in the war and on his trek back to Cold Mountain?
CF: I thought of Birch as a pure product of the war, “hard, isolate, stoic, and a killer” to borrow a line from D. H. Lawrence. To help understand him, I wrote a brief biographical sketch. In it, Birch drifts west after the war and lives a brief, violent life as an outlaw, a sort of Billy the Kid. Inman’s desire for peace, and his not wanting to add the death of a young teenager to his already burdened conscience, slows his hand.
