Gretchen Moran Laskas Interview                                                                                                with David O. Hoffman, Megan Shelton, Tim Leonard
HSL:    Henry James has much to say about the donneé of a story.  Talk about how the seed for a story idea comes to you. Do most of your stories evolve from family legends, something you read, a story passed down from family members, or some other source?
GML: At the core, my stories begin from a story someone else has told me.  Usually this has been a family member (I’m blessed by many storytellers in my family) but not always.  Of course, the word “story” is a complicated word, especially when used by an Appalachian.  We use the word “story” often when we mean the word “lie.”  One of the worst insults we say to someone is, “You’re a liar” so we often say, “You’re telling stories.”  So a “story” might simply be something that I heard as a child that I realize as an adult wasn’t, shall we say, the full truth, and that has actually lead to many a written story as I try and settle past a present in my own head.  My greatest asset as a writer is memory, which doesn’t have to be accurate (just as stories don’t have to be “true,” but it does have to contain something rather than nothing from which to start.   They don’t even have to be my own memories – memories shared by someone else will work just fine as long as they are interesting enough!
HSL:  You have spoken about the many drafts of The Midwife’s Tale.  You’ve also talked about how the story originally was to be the tale of a faith healer and that your narrator, a midwife, began to dominate the conversation in your mind and eventually took over the story.  Once you have the idea, what is your writing process and how do you allow your characters to unfold a story?
GML:  Probably the most overlooked aspect of my writing process is the research and reading.  Before I do any writing at all, I will absorb a time period until I reach a moment where I look up from my reading and am not really sure which world I’m actually living in.  For me, at least, this is necessary for making historical novels seem real to the reader – they have to be real to me first.  I have to hear the characters voices in my ears.  I have to taste the food.  I have to smell that world (which is actually a sense that is very unusual to find in novels today) and, of course, see what they see.  Because of this, I’m not as prolific as other writers are, perhaps.  But my whole “real” world disappears when I’m really inside the first draft.  For both novels, I had a general idea where things were going for the first half, and not much idea after that.  Then about two thirds through, I wrote the final chapters and was able to write towards them.  The hardest chapters for me to write are the next to last two.  I freeze up and that’s where my big hand wringing/crisis of confidence/writer’s block/ insert cliché here come in.  My husband was sympathetic the first time, but on The Miner’s Daughter, he just rolled his eyes and said, “Oh no, not the “I’m almost at the end of the book” again!”  But I wouldn’t be much of a writer if I didn’t have some sort of neurosis!
 HSL:  Do you have regular writing hours, a creative schedule that you follow.  We know that you now have two children.  How are you able to balance family and writing?  How do you keep yourself on a creative track?
GML: To be honest, I don’t always.  I wish I were more disciplined as a writer.  Part of that is due to health issues – I’m the type of person that when I’m healthy, I get a lot done in a very short period of time.  But when I’m not well, everything takes a back seat until I’m better.  The downside for me is that there have been years of my life where I have not been well, including the last few.  The upside is that during those less fruitful years, I’m able to read and prepared for more productive ones.  When I am able to work, I often work late a night.  As I mentioned, it’s important to me that the “real world” fall away when I work.  I’ve almost always written with young children in the house, and nothing brings the “real world” to you quicker than the needs of a small child!  I like to work from 10-2 in the morning which are also the hours I feel most alert and creative.  I like to edit in the afternoons.  I didn’t used to like editing, but after doing so many edits on both novels, I’ve learned to see the process not as antagonistic but as truly making the work better.
HSL:  George Brosi tells that wonderful story, the turning point in your artistic life, when you were discussing with your husband in the Burger King parking lot what you wanted to do with your life, and he tells you to go for it: “What’s stopping you?”  What was it in your personal background and life that made you want to become a writer, that made you think storytelling could become your life’s work?

GML: My maternal grandmother was a wonderful storyteller.  No one who ever met her ever forgot her – she made a trip on the bus into town something like The Odyssey with seven trials that had to fended off through feats of great strength of tests of character and endurance.  Growing up, my sisters and I would beg her to tell us stories of her childhood and marriage.  We have a few of her letters, a small journal she did when she realized her stories might be lost and she wrote a few down.  I think that had she grown up in a different time and place and social setting, she would have been a writer.  She died not long after the Burger King incident.  I promised her on her death bed that I would tell her stories.  It doesn’t get any more serious than that.
 HSL:  You are a good deal like Robert Morgan, Bobbie Ann Mason, and Jayne Anne Phillips, who had to leave Appalachia in order to begin to tell the stories that come from the region.  You were actually in West Virginia for only five or six years before your parents moved to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.  What is it about West Virginia in particular that has inspired your story telling? 
GML:  Two things were very crucial.  First, West Virginia continued to play a strong cultural role in my life even after the move.  My best friend growing up was from a West Virginia family (our fathers actually graduated from the same high school.)  I spent almost as much time in her home as I did my own, so the family stories, the food, the accent, etc, were very familiar.  Also, we went to a church that was made up of most former West Virginians who had settled in Western Pennsylvania.  This meant that in terms of music, sermon topics and style, religious cultural mores and traditions such as memorizing scripture, I was still raised a West Virginian, even if I grew up in Pennsylvania.

Second was my extended family still lived in West Virginia.  My parents followed the very Appalachian traditional of sending children to stay with family during the summers, and I spent several weeks every year with family on my own, as well as many weekends with the entire family, and on family land.  Both sides of the family own land that they have lived on for decades.  We still all get together on  the family farm for Thanksgiving – four generations worth.  It’s one of the things I’m happy to have been able to pass on to my own children.  So I grew up with real ties to the land that even people who live in West Virginia may not always have.
HSL:  The advice to “write what you know” is one of the best and most misunderstood suggestions to young writers, ever.  Author Nathan Englander explains that it often paralyzes aspiring authors into thinking that authenticity in fiction means thinly veiled autobiography. . . . “Write what you know isn’t about events,” says Englander. “It’s about emotions.” You’ve lived all over the east coast and in a variety of settings, so how do you write what you know?   Do you think more about place, time, emotions, or what?

GML:  One of the most important pieces of writing advice I had was from my Spanish literature teacher at the University of Pittsburgh who told me that if you took 10 writers and put them in a room with ten objects, the order of those objects would be completely different because each writer would see them differently.  Then we would talk about how we felt in the room, and that would depend upon who we were as people, not the room itself. I get frustrated when I hear words like “authenticity” and “originality” because I’m not sure that I believe these types of writing actually exist, and yet we make young writers chase after them like dogs after their own tails.  Knowing that my order would be different because of the way I see the world is not the same way that another writers sees is one of the most liberating thoughts I know.  Only I see the world through my eyes.  No one else will ever feel the way I do in that room, on that day, at that moment.

I think writing what you know also means learning your own strengths.  My strengths are characters, setting and blocking – using paragraphs to metaphorically get across a big idea.  I also have to know that I’m not that great a writer in other areas – dialogue and pacing are hard for me.  I trust my strengths while I work on my weaknesses.
HSL:  You’re not of the generation of young women who consider themselves feminists, and yet there are many feminist themes and gender sentiments in your stories, particularly in The Midwife’s Tale and The Miner’s Daughter.  How do you view the gender issues in your work—do they emanate from personal experience, the characters that you create, or the time period that you set them in?  Or do you have strong feelings about gender equality and discrimination?
GML: I was actually thinking about this the other day – how differently the women of my novels thought about their careers from women today.  On the one hand, the women in my novels all work.  I think this is because most of the women in my family have worked – not always for money, but if you lived on a farm, and you were a woman, your labor was just as a important to the economy of the family as the farmer’s, so I’m including that.  But the women in my novels don’t choose their careers in the way women do today.  Meribeth Whitely doesn’t become a midwife because she wants to be a midwife (I think she would have rather have been a doctor or a scientist) but because she is a single mother who actually had a skill that could support herself and her daughter.  Elizabeth, we know, doesn’t really want to be a midwife at all, but she does it because of circumstances, mostly.  Willa Lowell, in The Miner’s Daughter, has more choice over what she will do, but not in the way that I had a choice in becoming a writer.  She’ll go into journalism because it is a way to make a living.  Having come through the Great Depression, I doubt that Willa will ever think that writing novels, as much as she loves them, is a real choice for her, not unlike my own grandmother, as wonderful as a storyteller as she is.  This is so different from the second-wave feminist movement, and very different from the Generation X movement I grew up in, and WORLDS away from the young people I talk to today.  Please don’t misunderstand – there isn’t anything approaching general equality on many issues (more men win literary awards than women, and more men’s novels are reviewed in high prestige places such as the New York Times, just to name two things off of the top of my head), but there is no comparison between the way I see the world and the way my grandmothers saw it.   I wouldn’t be where I am without the women who pushed those boundaries every generation, and I’ll keep pushing them for my own toddler daughter.
HSL:  Your novels come from a very interesting period in West Virginian and in the country’s history—the early 1930s.  What is it about this time period that especially interests you?  What do you think it is about this time period still intrigues your readers?
GML: The world before WWII was the world of my grandmothers’ childhoods – it was the world that they told of their lives and always very vivid to me growing up.  My paternal grandmother was very much a “coal mine girl” and my maternal grandmother actually makes a cameo appearance in The Miner’s Daughter.  Fairmont, the town my maternal grandmother brought so much to life for me in her stories, is part of both novels, although in a small way.
HSL:  The subject matter of The Midwife’s Tale deals with a “hot-button” issue and oft-debated topic.  We don’t believe that we’ve ever read a piece of fiction that delves so realistically into the tradition of midwifery, with all the complex moral issues that historically were associated with this practice and with the lives of women in general.  Why did you select such a trepidatious subject, which by the way we think you managed wonderfully?   
GML:  Thank you.  One of the advantages of writing historical fiction is that you can sometimes take a contemporary subject and put it into a place where it is safer to talk about.  We often think that our hot button discussions are recent in origin, but most of them are ancient questions that we, as human beings, will have to grapple with over and over because we are human beings.  There is also similar “hot button” issue regarding immigration in The Miner’s Daughter.  
HSL:  Meredith Sue Willis has written an interesting essay about your work called “Examining the Truth about Women’s Lives in Appalachia: the Fiction of Gretchen Moran Laskas,” in which she posits an idea that she calls your “moral relativism” in The Midwife’s Tale.  How do you respond to her terminology and this idea?
GML:  On the one hand, I grew up in a devoutly religious world where being a “moral relativist” was about the lowest insult someone could throw at you.  On the other hand, I have a degree in philosophy from the University of Pittsburgh, a secular program where being a “moral relativist” is about the highest compliment a person could pay you!  I am very influenced by both schools of thought. I will say that when you grow up going to church three times a week and you’re a naturally bookish child, you sit in the pew and actually READ the Bible.  If you do that – and I mean really read it, you might end up less easily shocked or forced into black/white thinking than people might think.
HSL:  The details about the region, the time period, and the practice of midwifery in The Midwife’s Tale are very vivid and accurate. Likewise, the details in The Miner’s Daughter are historically accurate.  How do you generally research and prepare for a book before you began to write it?  
GML:  More than writing, I love to read.  When I was much younger, I used to keep notebooks full of information.  I also would go around with a laptop and interview relatives about things such as folk remedies and family stories.  I own a considerable collection of Appalachian history, culture and folklore.  As I’ve gotten older, I trust my long term memory more – not about a detail per se, but in my ability to remember where a detail is located.  It’s a great asset having had a librarian for a father!  And since I never know what will be useful, it’s a good excuse to read anything, and it might be years before something is useful.  Twice I’ve heard a story where I’ve said to the person, I don’t know when, and I don’t know how, but I’ll put that in a book. 
HSL:  Another interesting and historically complex topic you’ve selected for a book is the New Deal town settlement town, like Arthurdale, West Virginia, one of the towns created through the Homestead Act during the Roosevelt administration.  From historical hindsight, such towns—and there were more than a hundred of them created across the country—were the product of both altruism and some bigotry.  You handle the moral  complexity of such towns very gingerly and with no small amount of finesse.  What was it that you were trying to address by choosing this topic, other than to write a portion of your own family history?  In our overly politically correct society today, did you feel the need to offer a little revisionist historical perspective?  What were you aiming for through the book in terms of selecting this particular historical event?

GML:  My husband is Croatian – a third generation American – all of his grandparents came to the United States from other countries.  The name of Laskas (which is my legal name) is a made up name, chosen because people couldn’t pronounce the original Croatian name, which was Laskac (pronounced Las-Kotch – rhymes with Butterscotch.)  When I was growing up, it was not unusual for me to hear ethnic slurs about people like my husband because they were not WASPs.  I knew from the beginning that Willa, my main character, could not, would not, be able to accept the Arthurdale (and nearly all of the other towns – only three permitted African-Americans) that actually existed.  That wouldn’t be fair to my own children, who are just as much their father’s children as they are mine.  They might not have been welcomed in Arthurdale.  On the other hand, if you read the documents from that time, it was like an unceasing bell that towns like Arthurdale were a total failure.  Failure, failure, failure.  From both sides of the political aisle.  I remember driving past Arthurdale as a child and seeing the Community Hall nearly in ruins.  But for the people it did help, it literally changed their lives.  That story never was told, and I thought it was important to tell it.

Probably the best way to tell it is through a story:  When I first set out to do this, I was thinking to do an article – a quick way to earn a few dollars after the birth of my son.  I lived then, as I do now, outside of Washington DC, and had planned to go in and talk to some of the original settlers who were still living.  I asked my grandmother who they might be.  At first, no one was interested. Turns out, no one was interested in talking to “the woman from Washington.”  But when they found out that I was “Colleen’s granddaughter” and “Carm’s niece” – well, that was different!  Suddenly I was welcomed into their homes just fine.  One woman called me in when she was bedridden, eager to talk not only about Arthurdale, but about how despair had filled her life like the coal dust.  She showed me the last quilt she would ever make – the zodiac quilt that appears in The Miner’s Daughter.
HSL:  While your work covers a variety of topics, it is evident that you are passionate about telling those stories of people following their own American Dreams.  Interestingly, a recent magazine cover story is entitled “The History of the American Dream: Is It Still Real?” questions the American Dream.  What are your thoughts about the American Dream?  Is the American Dream still alive and well?  
GML:   I’m a cynical optimist, which means that I think it probably won’t turn out well, but I still think the best option is to act and behave in such a way as to try and achieve the best possible outcome.  What does that have to do with the American Dream?  Well, I come from very, VERY working class worlds.  The town where I grew up in Western Pennsylvania actually has a lower per capital income today than it did when I was growing up in it (and that is in real dollar terms – people actually made more money in 1980 than they do today, NOT adjusted for inflation).  So when I write a novel like The Miner’s Daughter, I’m in many ways writing a novel for young adults who might not have older adults in their lives who can point the way forward for them – but a character in a novel might show them the way forward to where they want to go.  Novels are always about individuals, and readers are always individuals.  I get letters from readers saying that my novel was the first one they ever finished.  One young West Virginia reader told me Willa was the first character she ever related to and now she found that reading was actually fun.  Another West Virginia reader told me that she struggled to read until she found my novel, but afterwards she was able to gain the confidence to stay in school and graduate.  That may not be how other people define the American Dream, but that, to me, is a pretty good place to start.
HSL:  Your characters have lived, worked and played in the beautiful mountains of West Virginia. What are your thoughts regarding West Virginia’s environmental problems, particularly mountaintop removal and “fracking,” and do your stories provide any message about preserving the landscape that makes West Virginia special? 

GML:  My own family’s farm was stripped, and “fracking” is occurring on the next farm over.  I’ve seen first hand the devastation that this causes.  This is where the cynical optimist comes out – to be honest, I’m not sure that anything is likely to be done.  Coal has always owned the state – how little has changed since the last deadly Massey mine disaster is a grim reminder of that, not only in West Virginia but even at the Federal level.  But we have to keep working and acting to achieve the best possible result – which includes clean water, clean air, keeping mountains where they ARE! I don’t have an immediate project on the horizon that deals with this, but fortunately, many excellent writers have taken this on.
HSL:  Specific to the Appalachian region, there tends to be a lot of negative stereotyping about the life and culture of the area.  Did you have this idea in mind as you wrote The Midwife’s Tale and The Miner’s Daughter, and what insights to those outside the region do you think these stories will provide?
GML:  I always like to point out that I have family that have handled snaked, who speak in tongues, I shot a rifle for the first time when I was four (the Europeans LOVE that one!) that my father went to a one room school house, that I have tapes of me as a child where I “talk funny” and that I am (drum roll please) not only my own eighth cousin, I’m my own seventh cousin as well!  That usually shuts everyone up when it comes to stereotypes.  I think that stereotypes exist for a reason, and that you have to acknowledge them as a writer before you can move on.  They are a lazy man’s picture of the region, and that means you’ll have to work twice as hard to get rid of them.  But I’d rather have a stereotype to defeat than have someone not think about the region at all.  It’s easier to sell a novel about West Virginia than it is a novel about Pittsburgh, because there isn’t the same imagery, however negative, about Pittsburgh, in New Yorker’s mind.  Even negative imagery will sell novels (think of all that “local color” at the turn of the century) but no imagery at all means that no one cares, and that means there isn’t any market.  
HSL:  What would be the most important idea that you want your readers to take away from The Midwife’s Tale or The Miner’s Daughter, and why?
GML: I want people to know that West Virginians lead epic and important lives.  Our greatest works of fictions come from the most human of people – living, dying, failing, thriving.  I knew from the time I was a child that taking a bus to Fairmont could be just as exciting as sailing around the Aegean Sea and tying yourself to the mast of the boat so you could hear the Siren Song, or fighting your way through the Scylla and the Chryrbdis.  I knew this because my Grandmother’s “telling” made it so.   It was all about the extraordinary storytelling, and I’m stilling trying to live up to it.
HSL:  We’ve found your stories sprinkled here and there among journals and magazines; they are wonderful, fictional gems.  Do you have plans for a collection of short stories?
GML:  I’m glad you’ve enjoyed the stories.  I actually struggled more writing stories than novels.  When I would workshop stories, the most common comment I would receive would be, “This is an excellent first chapter of a novel.”  I really had to LEARN how to write a story, whereas the novel is a more natural form for me.  At this time, there isn’t a collection in the works, mostly because the stories are too varied to fall under a common theme.
HSL: What are the writing projects that you have in mind for the future or your current project?  Do you have another novel in the making?
GML:  I’m currently working  on a novel about post partum depression that will have ties to the old West State Hospital.  I’m very drawn to the history of mental health in this country and in women in particular.  It still remains true, for instance, that if a man goes to a doctor with a list of symptoms, it will be treated physically, but if a woman goes with the exact same symptoms, it is likely to be treated emotionally.  It’s been a fascinating topic to research, and I’m really exciting about where it’s going to take me.  There’s also a ghost story involved.  And yes, this is based upon a family story I heard growing up from my grandmother!
HSL: As a successful writer, what advice that helped you along the way can you share with young writers?

GML:  I always recommend keeping a journal.  For two reasons – first, because someday you will read it and there will be that feeling of experiencing something for the first time that you can never really recapture when you’re older, but is such a great thing for a writer to be able to have.  Also, if a writer’s best gift if her memory, there’s no better tool to memory keeping that writing it down.  (Plus, writing involves WRITING, and keeping a journal is writing!)  And second, someday, when you insist that something happened and someone tells you that you’re wrong, you can always whip out your journal and show them!  

