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Bibliofile: The Writing Life in North Platte 
by Linda 

Deeds. 

... 

( ''lelt something different in the air at North 
Platte," Sal says in .Jack Kerouac's On the 
Road. ··1 didn 't know what it w;L<;. " 

Hitchhiking out of town, he discovers it is the West, a 
terra incognita "so far you couldn 't see to the end." 
Out here past the IOOth meridian, cultivated cornfields 
give way to deer grazing in open hay meadows. The 
low, undulating line of the Sm1d Hills appears on the 
horizon. Geography becomes capital letters-Earth , 
Sky. Towns and people are far apart and writing is 
often a lonely, Kerouac-like Literary road trip. 

Here's Ron Block. '·Bad neighborhoods don't scare 
me nearly <L<; much/ <L<; the middle of nowhere, the flat­
lm1ds make me w'mt/ to grab at fences to keep from 
floating off/ ... The ghosts of thistles roll about/ in the 
afterlife of tumbleweeds .. .. " Block's first book, Dismal 
Niver: A Narrative Poem , describes a winding, mind 
bending canoe trip through the Nebra<>ka Sand Hills. 
"In its ... straightforward yet magical depiction of a 
place, it calls to mjnd Sherwood Anderson's 
Winesburg Ohio" (Prairie Schoone1). Originally from 
Gothenburg, where his family has Lived since before 
the town was founded, Block left 1ebraska, moving <L'i 
far e'L'>t a<; Syracuse, NY, but returned to teach writing 
at Mid-Plains Community College in North Platte. 

Block's second book, The Dirty Shame Hotel and 
Other Stories is a collecti on that "n1rns the dreariness 
of existence in Nebra<;ka or the Dakotas into something 
approaching musical hymns to humm1ity" (Kirkus 
Review). Checking into the Hotel ranges from the 
hilarious "The Gothenburg Marching Bm1d," to the 
haunting "Saint Anthony 'md the Fish." Block's other 
sho11 stories and poems have appeared in numerous 
magazines and ;mthologies, including Prairie 
Schooner and Iowa Review. Hayden Carruth calls Ron 
Block a "lone artist-adventurer ... whose "power 
of. .. mythic vision and mm1y voices makes them 
essential elements in the new literature of the West. " 

Fa1ther down the road, Robe11 Richter writes from 
the "remrnmts of a fmnily homestead" at Gnmt. His 
novel , Homefleld: Sonata in Rural Voice , from Greg 
Kosmicki's Backwater Press, centers around Vietnam 
veterans returning home. Other work<; include 
Windfiilljournal: Plainscape; essays 'md stories in 
various journals, including Bloomsbui:JI Review m1d 
Prairie Schooner; and a series of ''Mexico mysteries. " 
The fi rst of these is Something in Vallarta ( 199 1) , ··a 
lazily unreeling spool of intrigue" (Kirkus Review) 
starring the young American expatriate Cotton Waters, 
·'m1 illegal gringo al.ien" hanging out in Mexico. Cotton 
(''algodon" in Spm1ish) is nicknamed ·'a.Igo" by the 
locals, which translates as "something. " Something 
Like a Dream is due from Perception Press in 
Guadalajara, m1d Richter is writing a third , Something 
for Nothing. An ex-expatriate himself, Robert Richter 
leads tours to Mexico, incl uding Pue110 Valla11a. 

Again on the road, at Imperial, Wayne Lee h<L'i 
authored a number of popular Western histories that 

are stm1dards in Nebraska bookstores. One is Wild 
Tozl'ns of Nebraska. Joyce Lierley, an Eastern trm1s­
phmt who ha-; lived 50 years in Paxton, first published 
Ear(Ji Paxton. Her current Affeclionatel,y Yours is a 
collection of famuly letters written from England 
between 185 1 and 1892. No rth Platte ·s Marlayna 
Bhmchard has written a children's book, Wanna Be, 
Wanna Be, Wan na Be. From Brady, M<Lxine Bridgman 
Isackson's works include The Sandhills Beckon , short 
stories in various anthologies, including the 1997 
collection by Western women, Leeming Into the Wind, 
and feature aiticles and stories in magazines m1d 
journals. 

Poets are also on this Literary road trip. At Hyannis, 
Georgeann Sheets' verbal collage of poetry, music, m1d 
stories earned her Female Cowboy Poet of the Year 
1999 at the Academy of Western Attists in Fo11 Wo11h, 
TX. jack Ostergaard is a cowboy poet at Gothenburg. 
Bruce Messersmitl1 "takes the old two-lane" from 
Alliance. His ·'displaced cowboy" poetry readings 
range from C;mada to Arizona, m1d include his 
research into the histo1y of the genre. Lyn De aeyer, 
who ranches in Cherry County, is a freehmce writer 
<Uld a regular columnist fo r Midland News and 
Nebraska Life. Her fi rst book of poetry is Downwind 
from the Smoke. Ground Tied is fo11hcoming. 
DeNaeyer has partnered with Deb CaqJenter of 
Rushville on The Heart :s· Compass, music and poet1y 
in the voices of pioneer women, avai lable th rough the 
Nebraska Humm1ities Council m1d the NebnL<>ka Art 
Council. A book and CD is expected from Grey Horse 
Press. 

Taking the road back to No11h Platte, Ron Block's 
Dismal River is joined by poet Ted Florea's obse1va­
tions, ranging from "Championship Billiards" with 
"slow old men .. . playing Gu·ds, di scussing the whole 
weather/ since '29," to a metaphorical "Bindweed. " 
"rooting il<;elf .. . into eve1y acre of his life." His poe!ly 
has appeared in the Nebraska Poets Calendm· and a 
dozen different journals ;md magazines, including 
Plalle Valley Review and Arkansas Review. Mary Beth 
Dodson's poem "Seasons of the Cranes," from her 
book, The Same Moon Nises, will be included in an 
anthology, l egends of tbe Cremes. 

Like Block's Dismal River, the writing winds its 
way through the immense expm1se of earth m1d sky 
here. There is something about the West that resists 
definition but that is impossible to ignore. It creeps 
into the writer's words, a compelling metaphysical 
landscape scattered with solita1y travelers. In Florea's 
"Chm11pionship BiJLiards" the speaker says .. .. . so I 
head l10me/ ;md I hear a lone/ coyote along/ the road 
'md I know ... just how he feels." ._ 

Deeds has an M.A. in English from L ;v-L and 
edited a literaty 'zine, Dragonfly, in the Nortb 
Pia/le area. She lil'es in a cmzJ'Oll south qfNorth 
Platte. 
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if the Book 
corn:munity o Geske 
Remembers Jane b r seminar 

t ·onal cat e 
Jnterna i 
call for papers 

Holidt1y Happenings: Bess Streeter Aldrich llouse & Museum 
Contact: Lorri Kentner, 402-994- :)855 

December 5 & 6, 
12 & I:) 

Elmwood 

Willa Cat/Jer Birt/Jday Mass December 7 Red Cloud 
Willa Cather Pioneer Memorial , Contact: 402-746-2655 

National Book Mont/J 

Paul A. Olson Seminar: Joel Sartore on Endangered America 
Contact: Center for Great Plains Studies, 402-472-.1082 

.January 

February 16 Lincoln 

jo/Jn H. Ames Reading Series, Poet Jim Reese 
Heritage Room of Nebraska Authors, Lincoln City Libraries 
Contact: 402-44 1-86 16 

Nebraska State Re(l(ling Council C01ifere11ce 
Contact: Shirley Snvder, 402-274-4 161 

February 17 Lincoln 

Februarv 24-26 Kearnev 

Poetry and Art Contest Deadline February I 5, 2000 
The R.i ver of Words poetry and art contest encourages 

children to learn their ··ecological address .. mid to 
describe through poetry mid art their own ··place in 
space ... Cosponsored by International Hivers Network, The 
Lilmuy of Congress Center for the Book mid United States 

Poet Laureate ( 1995- 1997) Robert lfa~s , ent1y forms arc 
abailahle on the Web at < http://www.irn.org> or from 
River of Words , P.O. Box 4000-.J , Berkeley, CA 94704, 
510-4 55-7020, 510-8<!8- 1008 ( fm.:) or row@irn .org. 

Center for the Book Sponsors Contest 
This 17th m1nual Letters about Literature writing 

contest invites students to \\Tile a letter to <Ul author, living 
or dead, explaining how the author's book changed their 
way of viewing the world and themselves. The contest has 
t\\'O competition levels: Level I for students in grades 4-7; 
Level II for students in grades 8- 12. Five students \\'ith the 
national winning essay in each level will receive e<L~h 
awards of $ 1.00. In addition, the NelmL~ka Center for the 

Book, Nebraska's state center for the hook affiliate, will 
present awards to the top essa~~sts in the state. Contest 
enll)' forms can be found at the Nebraska Lihra1y 
Commission home page, < WW\\'.nlc.state.ne. us>, search 
on Letters about Literature, or contact Marv Geibel , 800-
507-2665, 402-47 1-2045 , e-mail : · 
< mgcibcl @neon.nlc.state.ne.us> for a print copv. Entries 
must he postmarked by December 17. 
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