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Ranch work follows the round of seasons. Each change brings with it work fitted o the time of

year, an inextricable entwining of nature and labor. “Migrations,” previously published in an
anthology of Western art and poetry, Brushstrokes and Balladeers, captures a recurring sign
of the seasons and fits it to ranch works.

MIGRATIONS

I hear them in the evening winging northward—
Their eager, maybe longing, kind of sound.

It reminds me that we’ll soon be done with calving;
That branding time ain’t far from coming ’round.

And I think how fall works really ain’t that distant;
Shipping calves under sundown pewter skies
Wherein arrowpointed flocks are winging southward,

Trailing echoes of urgent, mournful cries.
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Cowboys, past and present, speak a langnage all their own, spiced up with manufactured words
and contributions from mangled Spanish and Indian words. “The E.S.L. Ranch” is overloaded
with actual cowboy vernacular falling on the ears of a newly hired greenhorn. The poem originally
appeared in American Cowboy magazine, and is featured in the collection, Things a
Cowboy Sees and Other Poems.

THE E.S.L* RANCH

Stranded, I was, in some cow town,
Out of work and down on my luck;
No way to pay for my next meal
With my finances at less than a buck

When a man drove up in a pickup truck,
Said he was looking for a worker to hire.
Hauled me off to the middle of nowhere;
Dumped me out next to a campfire.

I’d just settled in for a good night’s sleep
To rest up for the coming day’s work
When hell broke loose with a vengeance
And awakened me with a jerk.

Roll ont, you waddy! some guy hollered,
Can'’t ya hear coosie a-callin’?

Haul yerself out of them songans!

Roll up that hen-skin and panlin!

Put on a load of Mexican strawberries
An’ some sinkers to line yer flue,
Then grab a kack and come on back
And Ull tell ya what you're to do.

Rattle yer hocks down to the cavyy
An’ with a reata snag a cayuse,
Then light out into the brasada
And chouse any critters that’s loose.

DALLY POST PRESS 7




ROD MILLER

I stammered at the man, dumbfounded.
He said, There ain’t no time fer palaver!

If ya wanna be a ranaban

Get forked and get out on the gather!

Well, I resigned my position on the spot,
Mind reeling and spirit broken—
Starving’s easier than working a job
Where English isn’t spoken.

*English as a Second Language
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Ranch work can be franght with danger, often related to working with animals. A good deal of
this dangerous work is performed by women. This poem is based on a tragedy that befell the
mother of boyhood friends. 1 witnessed (and participated in) the scene at the kitchen table and
still feel the shock of her death. First published in Range Magazine, the poem also appears in
Goodnight Goes Riding and Other Poems.

THE STAFF OF LIFE

Prancing and yapping like impatient pups,
boys watch a loaf still wisping stove smoke
tumble onto the table, then tear into it like
savage starving slavering wolves, for slowpoke

appetites go unsatisfied. Steaming fistfuls

of freshest bread, slathered soggy with hand-
cranked butter and home-bottled berry jam;
all packing the same ranch woman’s brand.

She always made a hand, whether with
kitchen kettle or castrating knife, horseback
on the mountain or afoot in the shearing pen,
camp cooking in summer or feeding a stack

of winter hay. One day the horn of a saddle
cinch-strapped to a suddenly upside-down
green-broke colt punched the light out of
LaRee like the ball of her fist punching down

bread dough on baking day. But she, leavened
by grit and laughter and heart and tears and pain
instead of sourdough, could not rise again.
Now, bread comes cold, wrapped in cellophane.
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Harfkening back to the trail drive days, “Song of the Stampede” reconnts the cause, effect, and
aftermath of a nighttime stampede. Feared by every drover, stampedes resulted in the deaths of
more than a few cowboys. The poem appears in Goodnight Goes Riding and Other
Poems and was a Finalist for the Western Writers of America Spur Award for Best Western
Poerm.

SONG OF THE STAMPEDE

On the far horizon, clouds pulse with lightning glow;
Rolling thunder knots the night guard all up tight.

The cattle on their bellies chew cud and moan and low,
But, in a flash, could rise in fear and flight.

Song seems insufficient, but he croons his repertoire
Hoping against hope the melodies calm the storm.

The sky grows thick and heavy, twinkling nary a star,
And grass leans into wind, gusty and warm.

Cocinero has a feeling, so the pots and pans get stowed
And he rousts out the flunky, rolled in bed.

They wrestle with the wagon sheets to cover up the load
As the wind tears clouds to tatters overhead.

The remuda paws and snorts; the nighthawk herds ’em close
While night horse saddle cinches pull up snug,.

The air is fairly crackling and the rain scent fills your nose
Then boots fill empty stirrups like a plug.

With one eye on the cattle and the other to’ard the camp
The night guard hopes that help is coming soon.

Lightning flashes close, steams and sizzles through the damp.
Thunder swallows all that’s left of his last tune.

Before the rumble fades away thunder of another kind
Trembles the earth as cattle break and run.

Saddle horses race the torrent for any hoothold they can find
For if you stumble in the dark you are done.
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Sun rises, come the morning, in a sky empty and blue.
Scattered cattle graze as if there’s nothing wrong.
Horses, heads hung low, carry the weary cowboy crew
Nodding off to the meadowlark’s daybreak song,.
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A tribute to westbound pioneers, “Iabula Rasa” is an elegy to those who died on the trail to be
interred in unmarked and forgotten graves. Inspired by a line from Longfellow’s epic poem (used
as an epigraph) chronicling the exodus of the Acadians after being driven out of Canada, his
reference to their dead in churchyards sparked a comparison—contrast, really—mwith the fate of
pioneers who died on the Oregon, California, and Mormon Trails. Winner of the Western
Writers of America Spur Award for Best Western Poem, “Labula Rasa” first appeared in

Things a Cowboy Sees and Other Poems.

TABULA RASA

Written their history stands on tablets of stone in the churchyards.
from “Evangeline” by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

Lost somewhere on the empty plains
Is a low spot that puddles when it rains,
Hinting at the location of my bones.
The only mark, the only impression,
1 left on earth is this small depression
Out where the prairie wind moans.

Out where the prairie wind moans.

Into my grave corruption followed,
Leaving a corpse empty and hollowed,;
A cage of vacant bones wormed clean.
Dirt trickled down to fill the space,
Terra Firma subsided o’er my resting place
Out where the prairie winds keen.

Out where the prairie winds keen.

All the way west in a broken line
Forgotten, sunken graves like mine
Are the only witness of our demise.
No rubbings, then, to reveal the tale
Of we who died on the pioneer trail
Out where the prairie wind cries.

Out where the prairie wind cries.

Of granite tablets there are no traces;
No marble crosses mark the places
Of our rest by the westering trail.
No dates carved for death and birth,

O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES
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Only a shallow in the silent earth
Out where the prairie winds wail.
Out where the prairie winds wail.

DALLY POST PRESS
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“A Million Shades of Grey” represents something of a departure for me. 1t was written as a
tribute to Zane Grey. Zane Pearl Grey wrote late into the nights as an escape from a hated
career as a dentist, and became one of the most popular writers of Westerns of all time, beloved
by readers but decried by critics. Following the ryme scheme but not the meter of a sonnet, the
poem appears here for the first time.

A MILLION SHADES OF GREY

Inspiration comes with his fingers

In someone else’s mouth. Boyhood dime
Novel good-against-evil lingers;

Late night writing his refuge from time;
From reality he cannot stand.

Words, stories, burst forth, shot like buckshot,
Burning page after page like the brand
On a Withersteen steer. Readers caught
In the plot, engaged, absorbed, enthralled.
But, critics insist, ““T'oo fanciful.”

“Lacks fluency,” they say; they appalled.
“Ask readers,” says he, his glass half full.
Fifty Western novels should suffice.
Earned a million, this Pearl of great price.
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Years of excperience in the rodeo arena provided the inspiration for many of my poems. Humor
is often used by rodeo cowboys as a way to cope with the danger that is ever present in the sport.
The “Cowboy Up” in the title of this poem is a popular phrase meaning, ‘et tough” or “try
harder,” and is used in that sense as well as its literal sense in this poem. The nicknames are
those of cowboy friends from those bygone days. Rocky Mountain Roper and Rodeo News
originally published the poem, and it is also featured in Goodnight Goes Riding and Other
Poems and my collection of rodeo verse, Buckofts and Buckaroos.

WHAT GOES COWBOY UP...

“Cowboy up,” says Matlowe,

“Don’t give this horse an inch.

He’ll swap ends and then suck back,”
he advises as he hooks my cinch.

“Cowboy up,” says Shadow

as he pulls my latigo.

“Kick the hair off this old bronc
and you can win the go.”

“Cowboy up,” says Blizzard,

“You can ride Brownie to the bank
—if you can ride him at all,” he grins
as he waits to yank the flank.

“Cowboy up,” I tell myself

as I nod for Buster Brown.

He launches me in three and it’s

cowboy up—and then it’s cowboy down.
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My rodeo event, bareback riding, is traditionally first out of the chutes at rodeos. Preparation
Jor the ride often accompanies the playing of the national anthem. ‘“Long May it Wave” appears
in Goodnight Goes Riding and Other Poems and Buckoffs and Broken Barriers.

LONG MAY IT WAVE

The Star Spangled Banner inspires all manner
Of feelings in folks when it plays—

Every bareback bronc veteran feels a rush of adrenaline
Long after his rodeo days.

The Anthem’s first sound brings the Chute Boss around
Yellin” “Pull ’em down boys! Let’s rodeo!”
And you straddle the chute, ease down onto the brute,
Grab your riggin’ and stretch latigo.

Then the rockets’ red glare, the bombs bursting in air
Grow distant; seem to fade into dim.

Rosin squeaks in your handhold. The horse shivers as if cold.
And, for eight seconds, there’s just you and him.
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Antique rodeo cowboys look back on their days in the arena with fondness. Memories are often
amplified by a condition best described as, “I'he older I get, the better I was.” There, along with
adpancing age, lies the inspiration for “Leftovers.” The poem, to be found in the pages of
Buckoffs and Broken Bartiers, was a Finalist for the Western Writers of America Spur
Award for Best Western Poem.

LEFTOVERS

My hait’s fallen out.

My belly sags.

My butt’s gone droopy

and my eyes have bags.

My joints are stiff.

All my bones ache.

My muscles have atrophied
and my teeth are fake.
When you look at me now
you can’t see a trace

of that once-proud member
of the cowboy race.

I was hard and firm

and straight as a rail

in the days when I followed
the rodeo trail.

Raking the broncs

to score four score and ten,
I was rough and tough

and carefree back then.

I roped with the best.
Never bucked off a bull.
Always won enough money
to keep my pockets all full.
Ate at the finest restaurants.
Bought drinks for the house.
And all the pretty gitls
wanted me for a spouse.

I’d dance them all night
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then kiss them goodbye

and off to the next town

and rodeo I’d fly.

I was a hero back then.

A real cowboy star.

My looks and my talent

took me pretty far.
Nowadays it’s different.
Nothing left but stories to tell.
But no one questions

an old man—so I lie like hell.

O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES
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I have known old cowboys all my life, and now I am one. Adpancing age and its effects are the
impetus for the three poems that follow. “Haikn for a Former Rounder” appears in Things a
Cowboy Sees and Other Poems. “Give That Cowboy a Hand” and “Though a Glass
Darkly” appear bere for the first time.

HAIKU FOR A FORMER ROUNDER

I was born to buck
But I’ve been broke to ride.
Done sold my saddle.
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GIVE THAT COWBOY A HAND

Bent in a shape to hold bridle reins

Are the fingers of a left hand

Marred and scarred, calloused and cracked,
Scorched with the marks of a hot-iron brand.

Bony ridges and mountainous knuckles
Gnarled into canyons and coulees.

Veins run like rivers, blue across hide

As coarse as the bark on dead cedar trees.

Skin thin as parchment, mapped by
Barbwire, buck knives, and horseshoe
Nails—the tracks of mishaps and wrecks
And the work every cowboy must do.

A landscape formed by life’s every deed.
The hand of a hand. A book to read.

O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES
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THROUGH A GLASS DARKLY

Chipped and cracked, fogged

by seasons and dimmed by years,
the face in the glass confounds;
furrows deepen, wrinkles ridge.

He turns away, hand wavering
unassured, touches tousled
sougan and sits, head in hands,
eyes shut but unsettled.

Stands again to stare into the glass
at creases and canyons and crags
and coulees cut by wind

and sun and snow and smoke.

He reads the lines that tell
of blisters and burning hair
and the bloody blades

of a hundred branding fires.

Wan forehead marked by hard line
over tangled brow bristles shading
whiskers whitened on wizened
chin and cheeks burnt brown.

How the bell has it come to this?

he will wonder, till one day he looks
in the mirror and there’s no one there
to look back.

DALLY POST PRESS
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ESSAY
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Cowboy poetry lives not merely in rhyme or story, but in the precise turns of langnage that matke
a line linger. In this essay, Rod Miller considers the craft bebind memorable poems, arguing that
the best work depends on “fine lines” shaped by sound, rhythm, image, and exact word choice,
as well as “wrinkles” that surprise the reader with originality and wit. Throngh examples from
respected cowboy poets, be shows how careful attention to language can lift verse into poetry, and
he invites writers to read deeply, listen closely, and learn from those who bave done it best.

This essay was first published by Cowboy Poetry.com and was re-printed in Rod Miller’s essay
collection A Cowboy Poet's Handbook. The Handbook is out-of-print, but

FINE LINES AND WRINKLES

IT DOESN’T TAKE MUCH TV TIME to realize that the words “fine lines and
wrinkles” strike fear in the hearts of folks with an unhealthy obsession with their
faces. But 1 won’t be talking about faces or lotions and potions, creams and
concoctions formulated to reduce or eliminate the appearance of fine lines and
wrinkles.

Far from it.

I am, in fact, in favor of fine lines and wrinkles. I urge, encourage, advocate, and
campaign for their appearance in cowboy poetry whenever and wherever
possible. For those two characteristics—fine lines and wrinkles—are the very
qualities that set poetry apart from and above mere verse, rhymes, and doggerel.

By “fine lines,” I mean a collection of words and sounds strung together in an
arrangement that is as near perfect as humankind is capable of making. Lines that
say something so well, that sound so good, it is simply unthinkable to change a
single syllable, never mind a word.

By “wrinkles,” I mean unexpected turns of phrase, unusual usages, warped
verbiage, twisted expressions that surprise and delight and make the best poems
memorable, even unforgettable.

Mark Twain summed it up well with his famous and familiar phrase: “The
difference between the right word and the almost right word is the difference
between lightning and a lightning bug.”
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To further the lightning analogy (and mix our metaphors), bolts of brilliance do
strike twice—and more—in the same place. That is to say, most fine lines and
wrinkles demonstrate more than one poetic quality, and that’s what puts them
over the top, pushes them into the rarified air where brilliance breathes. Take
your pick: word choice, word order, sounds, relationships among sounds,
cadence, rhythm, contribution to meter in formal poems, inventive yet apt
rhymes, unexpected turns of phrase, surprising metaphors, and on and on. Look
closely and carefully at any highly regarded cowboy poem and you’ll find a
number of these lightning bolts electrifying the words and sparking the syntax.

Etching, in other words, fine lines and wrinkles into the poem.

What follows is a collection of the kind of fine lines and wrinkles I'm talking
about, chosen as examples for one simple reason: I like them.

That said, all are from acclaimed poems penned by respected cowboy poets, living
and dead. And all can be shown to demonstrate the qualities that make poetry
poetry, rather than just words wrapped together with hay wire.

Let’s start with an example from consensus master poet Charles Badger Clark.

Countless poems include references to death. In fact, it’s probably a part of more
poems than any other subject, save love. (Given the cultural cowboy reticence
about romance, death may actually be more prevalent than love in cowboy
poems.) Think of all the colorful phrases you’ve heard cowboys use to describe
dying: the end of the trail, the last roundup, the campfire has gone out, and
dozens, if not scores, if not hundreds of other eloquent ways.

But for my money, no one has ever said it better, and few have said it as well as

> 9

these fine lines from “Ridin’.

When my earthly trail is ended
And my final bacon curled

The magical comparison of death to cured and fried sowbelly is surprising, even
shocking—not to mention witty—in its originality and rightness. A perfect
example of a wrinkle if ever there was one. Notice, too, how soft sounds parade
through these fine lines until the end, then explode in a big climax with the “k”
sounds of the hard “c” in bacon and curled, lending emphasis to the metaphor. The
sneaky little thyme shared by “earthly” and “curled” contributes to the beauty.
Fine lines, by any measure.

I have run on middle fingernail through Eolithic mornings
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That opening line from Joel Nelson’s “Equus Caballus” sets the stage for one of
the truly remarkable poems for our day. But, even in isolation, that single line is
a glorious thing. One is immediately taken with the flawless trochaic foot that
clip-clops through the line. But what really smacks one upside the noggin are the
phrases wmiddle fingernail and Eolithic mornings. Both are actual and factual
descriptions. So why, in all the thousands of poems written about horses, have
tew poets called the hoof a widdle fingernail? Eolithic alone is a curious and striking
word. Pairing it with #ornings adds a touch of romance, evoking rising mists and
sparkling fresh air—the kind of unanticipated wrinkle that makes the line fine.

Paul Zarzyski’s “The Hand” erupts with anger. But vitriol cannot disguise the
beauty of the language. These fine lines are indicative:

...just another wind-burned hand

of a cavvy man, sinew and knuckl,
[lesh and blood, pocked, porous, scarred,
and dark as lathered latigo.

The most interesting characteristic of these lines is the interplay of sound. First,
there’s the short “a” procession: hand, cavvy, man, and, and, and, as, lathered,
latigo. There’s no way a string of nine of the same short vowel sounds found
themselves in those four short lines by accident. Then there’s the equally
impressive consonance of the “k” sound in cavvy, knuckle, pocked, scarred, dark;
still more correspondence of “L” sounds: knuck/, flesh, blood, /athered, /atigo.
Again, none of this is happenstance. No doubt Zarzyski worked his dictionaries
and thesaurus into a lather searching for words that would sing, rather than merely
say, what was in his head and heart. And I can almost smell the smoke wafting
upward from his baby blue portable as he typed and retyped the lines over and
over until the sounds, the cadence, the interplay, the rhythm, the anger were
riveted tight in the right places.

While “The Hand” demonstrates the poet’s mastery of sound, “El Fuego”
demonstrates its writer’s expertise with sensuousness. In these lines, Virginia
Bennett forces you to fan yourself to ward off the heat, squint in the glare of the
searing light, even wrinkle your nose at the stench of sizzling sulfur. And while
the rest of the poem intensifies this attack on the senses, the fine lines of this
stanza show the poet’s proficiency:

He’s on fire, and the Mexican sunset
Gleams in the sweat of his chestnut hide.
And they call him El Fuego de Sonora ,
For they know his desires will not be denied.
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Some of the carefully chosen words are synonymous with or symbolic of light,
some heat, some both: fire, sunset, Gleams, sweat, El Fuego (flame). All these
sensuous words are in service to the true heat of the poem: the sexual passion
shared by the wild stallion, El Fuego de Sonora, and the high-bred mare he
pursues, La Luz de Oro (The Light of Gold).

That pudgy pink projectile from those monster movie scenes
Like some whopping giant burrito filled with attitude and beans.

Alliteration, assonance, consonance, and a completely off-kilter view of the world
are apparent in these fine, wrinkled lines from “Prolapse from the Black Lagoon”
by Baxter Black. (Note that even his name uses alliteration and assonance and
consonance.) The obvious examples are pudgy pink projectile, and monster movie since
the alliteration occurs in adjacent words. Other corresponding sounds are more
subtle, but equally effective: pudgy-some, monster-whopping, movie-attitude, scenes-beans
(obvious as an end rhyme), and burrito-beans. Then, of course, there’s the hilarious
originality of calling a prolapsed uterus a pudgy pink projectile and comparing it to a
burrito—not just any burrito, mind you, but a whopping giant burrito filled with
attitude. That far surpasses being wrinkled, to the point of being seriously warped.

DW Groethe is another superior poet with uncanny ability to beat the brush for
rich words, then gather and line them out in heart-stopping herds. Say this stanza
from “Under the Dim and Nodding Sky” and you’ll hear extraordinary poetry:

Under the dim and nodding sky

"Mid the nighthawR’s fading skree,
Bend your ear to the rush in the willows,
That hush you hear is me.

Beautiful at first blush, these fine lines are flush with veiled qualities that intensify
the beauty with every revelation. Lots of writers might come up with din to
describe a sky, but where in heaven or earth did this poet find nodding® And who
but DW would even dream of spurring diz into a head-for-tail spin to make Mid?
Then there’s onomatopoeia in skree and rush, inverted internal rhymes in the last
couplet, ear-hear and rush-hush. Then there’s the overall softness, the whisper
inherent in long-sounding, stretched-out words and syllables carefully controlled
by meter, with hardly a hard noise in the bunch. I could go on.

And I could go on and on with more and more examples of the kinds of fine
lines and wrinkles that inspire me. But I’ve overstayed my welcome. So, I'll put
up a few more examples, but will allow you the pleasure of hanging your cowboy
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hat on a branch of an antler rack, to put on your Sherlock Holmes deer stalker
cap and study them out with your own magnifying glass.

When you're vidin’ on the cattle range and bit a rainy spell,
Your whiskers git plumb mossy and yon note a mildewed smell
on everything from leather to the makin’s in your sack;

And you git the chilly quivers from the water down your bactk.

After you've enjoyed that lingo and music from S. Omar Barker’s “Rain on the
Range,” note the metaphors for the uncertainties of life in these lines from “A
Reata with Which to Gather the Lands” by Drum Hadley:

Each poem is a saddle, thrown onto the back
Of this spinning old buckskin mare called Earth
Whirling us down whatever trail we’re headed.

John Dofflemyer’s “One Moment, Please” uses sounds and words together to
paint a vivid picture:

it is the shards of light diffused at dawn
upon the many-legged oaks standing
knee-deep in grasses on the near ridge

Then there’s the haunting image of greed created by these fine symbolic lines from
“The End of the Trail” by classic poet Robert V. Carr:

On the coyote ways of men—
Shanp of fang beyond onr ken—
Snapping o’er a brother’s bones
For a pile of yellow stones.

Buck Ramsey pummels greed as well in “Anthem” and the epic poem it comes
from, “Grass” (or, “And As I Rode Out on the Morning”). In these lines, he gets
in a few good licks with the help of literary allusion:

For time came we were punching cattle
For men who knew not spur nor saddle,
Who came with locusts in their purse
To scatter loose upon the earth.

So why all this palaver about poetic fine lines and wrinkles? Why wade knee deep
through poems with a dip net, attempting to capture and hold and study the
qualities that make them poetry?
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One reason.

In discussions with poets I am all too often surprised when I ask about their
beloved poems, their favorite poets, their influences, only to learn there are none.
It is amazing that some who call themselves cowboy poets have never taken the
time or put forth the effort to read, study, and learn from the work of others. It
never seems to occur to them to analyze poetry that’s widely accepted as
remarkable to learn what makes it that way.

Which makes about as much sense as declaring yourself a horseshoer without
ever having studied how an accomplished farrier sets a shoe or clinches a nail.

Even figuring out who to watch and what to look for is no guarantee. I have long
and often been accused in my own poetry of concentrating too much on what
the words say at the expense of how they sound. I am compelled to confess, plead
guilty, and pray for mercy at sentencing. But with the knowing, I work harder.
The results are, as yet, unsatisfactory. Perhaps I haven’t the talent. Maybe ability
is lacking. But left over from my long-ago rodeo days are echoing shouts of “try!”
And so I do, and so I will.

The hope underlying all of this, then, is that we’ll all spend more time with our
noses buried in books of poetry, feeding on technique like hungry horses

munching oats from a morral. We'll all be better writers for the effort.

And those wonderful, beautiful, fine lines and wrinkles will appear in our poems.
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SADDLE WORK & THE UNFINISHED WEST

Interview With Rod Miller:

Cowboy Poet, Historian, and Commentator

In this wide-ranging interview, Associate Editor Jeff Streeby speaks with Rod Miller abont the
lived experience, craft discipline, and bistorical conscience bebind a career devoted to the
American West. Miller reflects on cowboy roots, rodeo culture, advertising and jonrnalism,
poetry, fiction, nonfiction, and the responsibilities of telling Western stories truthfully. The
conversation moves from language and performance to myth, memory, research, revision, and the
stubborn vitality of Western writing. What emerges is a portrait of a writer shaped by work,
Pplace, reading, curiosity, and a lifelong commitment to getting the details—and the deeper
truths—right.

COWBOY ROOTS, RODEO EXPERIENCEAND WESTERN IDENTITY

Jeff Streeby for O:JA&L: You grew up in a cowboy family among horses
and cattle. What parts of that upbringing still shape your ear, values, and
sense of story?

Rod Miller: While our cow herd was small in number, it was enough to require
all the regular cowboy work—calving, branding, moving pastures, winter feeding,
and the like. And we regularly broke and trained horses for others. Dad was a top
hand and working cow boss and respected for his abilities with livestock, and he
tried to instill those skills (with limited success) in me. So, from his influence and
that of other stockmen we worked with, I was exposed to the real thing. It allows
me, I believe, to get it right in my writing.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How did riding bareback broncs in high school,
college, and PRCA settings influence the way you write about risk, pride,
pain, and humor?
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Rod Miller: The language and mannerisms of rodeo cowboys are in some sense
unique and esoteric. By living that life, I learned the lingo and gained insights into
cowboy characteristics in all their varieties.

Streeby for O:JA&L: When people use the word “cowboy,” what do they
often romanticize or misunderstand?

Rod Miller: To many people not of the West, the word “cowboy” lacks
definition. To them, anyone in the Old West—lawmen, outlaws, gunfighters,
gamblers, explorers, settlers, and so on—gets lumped into the category. While
the West included all those types and more, cowboys were (and are) a definite
and distinct occupation and subculture that deserves authentic and honest
depictions in art.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Do you think of cowboy culture as a tradition to
preserve, a living culture to question, or both?

Rod Miller: Both. For many, their understanding of “cowboys” is based on the
myths they were exposed to in Western movies, television shows, and novels. It
was not a black-and-white world of constant conflict between good and evil,
between white hats and black hats. Cowboying was and is an occupation and
culture that continually evolves and adapts to changing conditions while
maintaining strong roots in the past.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What did working around rodeo stock and behind the
chutes teach you that spectators rarely see?

Rod Miller: For spectators, rodeo is entertainment, a show. But for rodeo
contestants, it is a way of life that involves much more than the few seconds of
exposure in the arena. Camaraderie, cooperation, and competition are ever
present, good humor and emotional intensity fill the air, and it all gets stirred up
into a cowboy subculture that is more than a sport or a show.

FROM JOURNALISM AND ADVERTISING TO LITERATURE

Streeby for O:JA&L: Your degree was in broadcast journalism, and you
later spent decades in advertising. What did those fields teach you about
compression, audience, timing, and voice?

Rod Miller: The subject of “writers block” often comes up in discussions of
creative writing. Both journalism and advertising are deadline driven, so that
malady does not exist—either in the work, or when the writer moves on to
creative writing. When something needs to be written, it gets written. Seldom, if
ever, does the writer’s voice enter into it. The voice is that of the objective
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observer in journalism, or the product or company behind the advertising.
Economy of language, conveying information clearly, and, in advertising, being
convincing and persuasive are necessary skills that transfer to creative writing.
However, the necessity of brevity that becomes ingrained in the journalist or
copywriter can make the prospect of writing an entire novel intimidating.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How does a copywriter’s discipline—clarity,
persuasion, economy—show up in your poems or fiction?

Rod Miller: To the careful and caring copywriter, language is not only a tool but
a plaything. Convincing people to stand still long enough to allow you to pick
their pocket requires engaging them in ways that are entertaining as well as
informative and persuasive. The ability to put every word to work, to be colorful
while conveying ideas, to chart a course leading toward a conclusion are skillful,
or artful, uses of language that carry over into other forms of writing, particularly
poetry but also prose.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Was there a point when writing about the West moved
from side interest to vocation?

Rod Miller: I have always been a reader—occasionally topping a hundred books
a year—and reading about the American West has always been a big, the biggest,
part of that. But not until I was in my mid-forties did writing about the West even
occur to me—I was a copywriter, not a writer. But once I thought to give creative
writing a try, first with poetry, then magazine articles, then short fiction, and
books of both nonfiction and fiction, I eased away from advertising into
retirement and writing (and still reading). The American West, both past and
present, has been constant throughout.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What did advertising help you understand about the
myths Americans buy—and resist—about the West?

Rod Miller: Repetition can overcome many things, including critical thinking.
That’s why big companies with big advertising budgets get bigger. In a larger
sense, frequent exposure to just about anything—including lies—will eventually
overcome resistance and lead to acceptance, or at least ambivalence. Even when
it comes to things that somehow, somewhere, deep down inside we know to be
wrong. But it’s easier not to think about it, to ignore reality and go along with the
fantasy. For decades, and continuing today, Americans have been fed a constant
diet (less constant today, but still on the menu) of a simplified, simplistic version
of the Old West. It’s all good guys versus bad guys, white hats versus black hats,
“cowboys” versus Indians. And in the traditional horse opera, the good guys
always win.
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Streeby for O:JA&L: Do you approach nonfiction, poetry, and fiction with
different “briefs,” or do they begin from the same curiosity?

Rod Miller: For me, it all starts in the same place. Something happened to
someone, and that leads to a story. Sometimes what happened comes from
history or is happening today, and that can prompt a nonfiction piece or a work
of fiction or poetry. Or, that something that happened to someone may occur
only in my imagination, and likewise inspire a poem or story.

COWBOY POETRY: TRADITTION, PERFORMANCE, AND CRAFT

Streeby for O:JA&L: You began writing cowboy poetry in the mid-1990s
after long admiring the form. What finally made you try it yourself?

Rod Miller: Taking up the pencil (or keyboard) to write a poem was not a
considered decision. It just happened. I wondered if I could do it. But I knew
nothing about how to make poetry, having never taken any kind of class beyond
the cursory exposure to poetry you get in high school English classes. If I was
going to do it, I wanted to do it well. So I set out to educate myself about the art
and craft and learned what I could through study and reading, and through trial
and error in writing.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What separates a strong cowboy poem from a
nostalgic one?

Rod Miller: This is a tough one. For starters, I would not use the word
“nostalgia” as there are many strong cowboy poems that are nostalgic. I would
brand the weaker sort “sentimental.” As Oscar Wilde said, “All bad poetry springs
from genuine feeling.” Good poems can spring from feeling or sentiment as well,
but in general those emotions and the resulting poems tend to be shallow and
predictable, without much poetic technique involved. Such poems are popular
with many cowboy poets because they work in performance, where audiences
will respond and shed a tear in all the expected places.

But to me, such poems are like cotton candy—the taste is intense but of short
duration. The audience will forget a simplistic sentimental poem based only on
feelings almost as soon as the lights come up. On the other hand, a well written
nostalgic poem with strong poetic chops and deep meaning (Bruce Kiskaddon’s
“When They’ve Finished Shipping Cattle in the Fall,” and Buck Ramsey’s
“Anthem” come to mind) while maybe not as immediately affective, will find a
place in the mind and heart and remain there, sometimes forever.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Your poems range from traditional cowboy verse to
broader Western subjects. How do you decide when a poem needs rhyme,
meter, narrative, or a freer shape?
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Rod Miller: I wish I knew. It seems to me that the poem decides how it wants
to be. As it develops, it may seek a strict metrical pattern, one more casual, or
none at all. Same with thyme schemes and stanza forms. And all that may shift
and change as the poem gets worked over.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How important is oral delivery to your drafting
process—do you write first for the page, the ear, or the room?

Rod Miller: Poetry, it seems to me, is always written for the ear—but that does
not equate with “the room,” by which I assume you mean the audience for a
recitation. The important ear, I believe, is the poet’s own. Hearing the music of
the words, the interplay of sounds, the rhythm, are where the poetry begins. But
the page is where it plays out. Oral delivery and performance are talents of a
different kind, talents which I do not possess, so how a poem would play to a live
audience is not a consideration for me, as I would not know how to make that
judgment.

SIGNATURE WORKS:
POEMS, STORIES, NOVELS, AND WESTERN HISTORY

Streeby for O:JA&L: Books such as Things a Cowboy Sees, Goodnight
Goes Riding, and Buckoffs and Broken Barriers suggest a close attention
to what working people notice. What makes an observation worth carrying
into a poem?

Rod Miller: For me, it depends on whether or not I see a larger meaning related
to the subject reveal itself. While the subject sometimes seems (or is) trivial in
itself, it can carry greater weight through implied, unspoken, or metaphorical
linkage to larger thoughts, feelings, emotions, relationships, or other aspects of
life.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Your fiction and nonfiction return repeatedly to
Western places, conflicts, and communities. How do you decide whether
a subject belongs in a poem, a short story, a novel, or an essay?

Rod Miller: Sometimes when a subject comes to mind it suggests the medium
by which it will come to life. Some subjects, such as my ongoing obsession with
the Massacre at Bear River, want to be told in many ways. I have written about it
in nonfiction—both chapter length and book length and magazine articles—
fictionally in a novel and short stories, and in poems and lyrics for a song.

Streeby for O:JA&L: When writing historically grounded work, what
balance do you seek between research, invention, and moral
responsibility?
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Rod Miller: History is never settled, and there are differing points of view. 1
always study a subject with enough depth and breadth to ground myself in a
workable understanding of the subject. In nonfiction, of course, you adhere to
known and documented facts, and acknowledge any departures. When using
history as a basis for fiction there is always invention involved for dramatic
purposes. Creating characters, inventing dialogue and thoughts, altering timelines
and the like are all part of telling a story. But even then, I make every effort to
stay true to the time and place and the facts of the matter.

Streeby for O:JA&L: If a first-time reader wanted one doorway into your
work, which book or piece would you hand them, and why?

Rod Miller: That’s a tough one. My poems and stories and novels vary a lot,
from lighthearted and humorous to thoughtful and contemplative to dark and
gritty. Characters are all over the place and there is a good deal of variety in
subjects and stories, some based on history and some invented. For fiction, a
collection of short stories such as Black Joe and Other Selected Stories would give the
reader a taste. For poetry, Goodnight Goes Riding and Other Poems offers the most
variety, both in subject and style, in my attempts at versifying. Nonfiction and
history afficionados (and others) might try The Lost Frontier: Momentous Moments in
the Old West You May Have Missed for its treatment of a different subject in each
chapter.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What subject in the American West still feels
unfinished for you as a writer?
Rod Miller: The American West as a subject, like the American West itself, will

never be finished.

THE AMERICAN WEST: MYTH, MEMORY, AND REALITY

Streeby for O:JA&L: You write about the West’s people and places, past
and present. What Western myth most needs complicating today?

Rod Miller: There is a widespread belief among many Westerners that we are
somehow superior to folks in the rest of the country, even the world. The
proverbial “pioneering spirit” that led to the settlement of the West has trickled
down through the generations to create Westerners, particularly the rural variety,
who are more honest, upright, reliable, neighborly, moral, and altogether a cut
above ordinary people. Truth is, the West has—and has always had—its fair share
of unprincipled, unscrupulous rascals, liars, thieves, assorted criminals, and other
nefarious characters. And, as with the rest of the world, the good guys in white
hats Out West don’t always win the day.

DALLY POST PRESS 35




ROD MILLER

Streeby for O:JA&L: How do you keep affection for the West from
becoming sentimentality?

Rod Miller: By telling the truth. We can honor and celebrate the good things
about the West without ignoring the darker side of our past and present.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What responsibilities come with writing about
Indigenous history, settlement, ranching, violence, and memory?

Rod Miller: We must realize that manifest destiny was neither manifest nor
destiny, but a deliberate choice—many choices. We must be honest in portraying
what happened, why it happened, how it happened, and the consequences.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Do you see the modern West as continuous with the
old stories, or as something those stories sometimes prevent us from
seeing clearly?

Rod Miller: I believe there is still a superiority complex of sorts among many
Westerners. The one-sided history we all learned, and perhaps to a lesser extent
is still taught today, results in a heroic view of the past. So, our perceived
superiority is based on misunderstanding. And there is, and always has been,
resistance to seeing a clearer view of how the West we live in came to be.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What place in the West has most changed the way
you write?

Rod Miller: Having lived on both rims of the Great Basin and in two places on
the Snake River Plain, as well as traveling widely across the West, I suppose I am
influenced by it all. But if I had to choose just one place it would be Elko, Nevada.
The place and the surrounding area enjoy a rich history as a railroad town, a
cowtown and ranching community, a mining town, and the home of modern
cowboy poetry. In attending the National Cowboy Poetry Gathering there many,
many times as a spectator or reportet, I obtained an education in Cowboy Poetry
that exposed me to poets, storytellers, and singers from all over the West and
around the world. I witnessed recitations of more forms and styles of poetry than
I ever imagined, and learned that poetry, like the West, is wide. And the education
I got there has spilled over into my approach to fiction and nonfiction, as well as
poetty.

AWARDS, RECOGNITION,
AND THE WESTERN WRITING COMMUNITY
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Streeby for O:JA&L: You have received multiple Spur and Peacemaker
honors across genres. What has recognition changed in your working life,
and what has it not changed?

Rod Miller: On a personal level, recognition offers encouragement that you can
actually do this. On a professional level, it creates something of a reputation that
may create additional opportunities to write and publish. But it has not changed
the way I go about writing, nor has it affected my bank account in any appreciable
way.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Does winning awards create pressure to write toward
expectation, or does it free you to take larger risks?

Rod Miller: Winning awards is always a surprise and is unpredictable, so you
can’t write to win one. I have always felt free to write whatever I wanted.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How would you describe the current health of
Western writing—poetry, fiction, history, and commentary?

Rod Miller: Western writing is still limping along, and I believe there will always
be a place and appetite for it. While it does not enjoy the dominance on pages or
screens that it once enjoyed, it lives on. In my experience, the prognosis for the
future of Western writing—accompanied by a lot of hand-wringing and angst—
is always worse than the reality.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What kinds of Western stories are still underpublished
or misunderstood?

Rod Miller: Honest stories—whether in verse or prose, fiction or nonfiction—
that reveal the warts and all about the West, are often met with resistance. Some
readers, who seem to have an all-or-nothing view of the world, consider such
honesty unnecessary, unpleasant, hateful, even unpatriotic.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What do younger writers entering Western literature
need most: craft discipline, historical knowledge, lived experience, or
freedom from genre rules?

Rod Miller: All young writers need to read. A lot. Beyond that, I believe young
poets should immerse themselves in craft discipline. Once they understand the
tools of creation and the mechanics of making poetry, they can free themselves
to experiment and write real poetry, rather than just spinning out stories that
rhyme. For fiction writers, I would suggest gaining historical knowledge, of both
the distant and more recent past. Understanding how things happened and the
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people that made them happen leads to honesty and accuracy in writing. A greater
benefit is that history offers a fountain of ideas for stories.

COMMENTARY, ESSAYS, REVIEWS, AND PUBLIC VOICE

Streeby for O:JA&L: You write essays, book reviews, articles, and
commentary as well as creative work. What changes when you speak in a
more direct public voice?

Rod Miller: Thoughts and ideas are often dangerous, and conveying them
through writing always carries the risk of upsetting someone, perhaps everyone.
It is important to support your opinions with evidence and logic, which can
diffuse disagreement to some extent, or at least make the argument about ideas
rather than making it personal.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How do you decide when a subject calls for argument
rather than story?

Rod Miller: Essays, opinion pieces, and book reviews are usually written by
request or assignment, so the subject is given to you. As you immerse yourself in
the subject, the nature of the argument reveals itself.

Streeby for O:JA&L: As a reviewer, what are you looking for in
contemporary Western writing beyond accuracy and entertainment?

Rod Miller: Beyond accuracy and entertainment, a book or story—whether
fiction, nonfiction, or poetry—ought to offer the reader good writing, inspired
use of language and words, and make complexity understandable (which is not to
say there is no place for ambiguity). Good writing allows—even requires—the
reader to participate on some level. Finally, the story should not end with the last
word on the last page—it should linger in your mind, haunt your thoughts, and
occupy a place in your memory forever.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How do you handle disagreement with readers who
may come to Western subjects with strong political or cultural
expectations?

Rod Miller: I believe that friendship and kindness come first. In almost every
instance, they are more important than politics or history. If someone disagrees
or disputes what I write, that is their prerogative. Even in disagreements, I try not
to offend. At the same time, I do not believe that everyone is entitled to their
opinion if that opinion is based on ignorance (for example, I am not entitled to
an opinion on how to perform brain surgery). Such arguments are like the old
saw about trying to teach a pig to sing—it offends the pig and wastes your time.
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Streeby for O:JA&L: What can commentary do that poetry or fiction
cannot—and what can it never do as well?

Rod Miller: In commentary, I believe it is best to be straightforward and direct.
You present the subject, voice your opinion or premise, then support it with
evidence. In fiction or poetry, you tend to let the subject reveal itself. You can
circle around it or sneak up on it, rather than approaching or addressing it directly.
The end result may be similar, but arriving at that place involves following
different paths.

TEACHING, WORKSHOPS, READINGS, AND AUDIENCE

Streeby for O:JA&L: You often lead workshops, lectures, readings, and
presentations. What do writers most often misunderstand about cowboy
poetry or Western writing?

Rod Miller: Few of the people I have encountered in workshops who want to
be cowboy poets care much about poetry. They do not think it necessary to
understand the literary techniques that underlie poetry, and care little about
understanding the mechanics of form and meter. They seem to believe that
cowboy poetry is nothing more than telling stories and jokes in rhyme (that is
often rough, inconsistent, and unmetrical). The best cowboy poetry has always
demonstrated an awareness of the mechanics of the art, but many aspiring poets
do not see it or look for it.

Many aspiring Western writers should be aware that there is more to the West
and its stories than simplistic plot-driven tales of black hats and white hats
fighting it out. It is also important to know whereof you write—be accurate in
detail and faithful to the history of the time and place.

Streeby for O:JA&L: When you teach the craft of cowboy poetry, what is
the first habit you try to build in writers?

Rod Miller: I emphasize the importance of the interplay of sound, the use of
assonance, consonance, alliteration, onomatopoeia, and internal rhyme, even in
free verse, and to rely on more than sing-songy end rhymes in traditional rhyme-
and-meter forms.

Subtlety is also something I often address—to let readers discover the meaning
in the poem, not to spoon feed it to them. And to use symbolism, imagery,
metaphor, allusion and the like to provide a richer experience for the reader.
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Streeby for O:JA&L: How does a live audience alter the meaning of a poem
or story once it leaves the page? What have audiences taught you about
humor, timing, and emotional truth?

Rod Miller: Reciting memorized verse in front of audiences has turned cowboy
poetry into a performance art. I do not possess the skills required to do that well.
While I often read poems in lectures and presentations, the relationship with
audiences in those settings is different from reciting purely for entertainment.
Among the many things that I am not, “entertainer” would be high on the list.

WRITING PRACTICES: RESEARCH, DRAFTING, AND REVISION

Streeby for O:JA&L: What does a good writing day look like for you now—
research, drafting, revision, reading, or correspondence?

Rod Miller: How I spend my writing day depends on what needs doing that day.
But I will always do something. It may be reading for background or research,
responding to or writing emails, writing or posting something on my websites or
blog, working with an editor or copy editor, approving cover designs, and other
such behind-the-scenes stuff. Most days include actual writing time on the novel
in progress, a magazine article, or working on a poem.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How do you move from a historical fact, anecdote, or
remembered phrase into a finished piece?

Rod Miller: My approach, once an idea comes to me or something inspires me,
is to start writing and let the story come to itself. I do very little planning and no
plotting in the traditional sense. Each day’s writing builds on the last, and the
story builds as it goes along, sometimes in unexpected ways. While I may have a
vague notion of what’s to come, it is the surprises that come along, and wanting
to see what happens next, that keep me writing.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What is your strongest revision tool: cutting, re-
ordering, sharpening sound, deepening character, or testing the truth of
the piece?

Rod Miller: When working on a poem, I always look for ways to sharpen
sound—a better word, a more melodious combination of words. Sometimes this
happens within the strictures of a form (maybe one I’'ve made up), sometimes in
service to sound and rhythm in a free verse poem.

When writing prose, I read and reread and find better words, work to make the
language better, to strive for more clarity, and to make sure what I have written
rings true.
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Streeby for O:JA&L: How do you know when a poem, story, or essay is
finished?

Rod Miller: In a sense, nothing is ever finished. But at some point you have to
accept what is there and move on. Otherwise, nothing will ever get written, never

mind get published.

HISTORY, WITNESS, AND RESPONSIBILITY

Streeby for O:JA&L: When writing about events such as violence, displacement,
or forgotten Western history, how do you avoid turning tragedy into spectacle?

Rod Miller: Tell the truth. Lay it out with the whys and wherefores and the
outcome, even if it involves discomfort, which may be necessary.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What obligations do writers have when family memory,
community memory, and documented history do not agree?

Rod Miller: First-person accounts, diaries and journals, newspaper reports, oral
histories, government and military reports, and other documents often—almost
always—disagree in whole or part when it comes to recounting history. The writer
has to evaluate the sources of information for bias and for nearness to the events
or people under study in order to determine what is most unbiased and objective,
then rely on those sources. The best sources must be compared to find where
agreement can be found, which is usually where the most truth will be revealed.
In your writing you should always attempt to tell the truth that is revealed, and
support it with documentation, logic, and explanation.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How do you write about Western conflict without
flattening people into heroes and villains?

Rod Miller: Always remember that the people involved in history are real
people, more like you than not, and are imperfect. Good guys aren’t all good and
bad guys aren’t all bad.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What does historical honesty require from a writer who
also loves the region he writes about?

Rod Miller: Tell the truth. Accept the fact that people are imperfect, that history
is complicated and not always pleasant.

CAREER ARC, COMMUNITY, AND THE LONG VIEW
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Streeby for O:JA&L: Looking across poetry, fiction, nonfiction,
screenwriting, and reviewing, what through-line best explains your career?

Rod Miller: It has always been driven by curiosity and wonder. I started writing
about the things that interest me because 1 wondered if I could do it.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How has your understanding of “Western writer”
changed since you first began publishing?

Rod Miller: It changed before 1 ever started writing, when I read Wallace
Stegner’s statement that he was a Western writer, but not a writer of Westerns.
When I joined Western Writers of America as a barely published novice, that idea
was and has been reinforced. In addition to getting to know writers of Westerns,
I have also had opportunities to meet Western writers who departed from the
formulaic good-guys-versus-bad-guys approach to reach for richer, deeper
stories. The same held true with poetry, as I got to know and learned from poets
who surpassed the typical rhyming tales to use words and language for a higher
purpose.

Streeby for O:JA&L: If you could revisit one early poem, story, or
nonfiction project, what would you change now?

Rod Miller: Once a piece is in print, I seldom look back or reread my work
unless for a specific purpose. When I do, there are often little things that could
be improved, but for the most part I am pleased with what’s there, and often
surprised that I actually wrote it.

CLOSING QUESTIONS: WHAT COMES NEXT

Streeby for O:JA&L: What are you working on now that feels like a new
challenge—formally, historically, or personally?

Rod Miller: There’s another novel in a series that is just getting started. The
challenge I find when I write in a series is to keep the character consistent, while
finding fresh conflicts to challenge and deepen the character.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What question do interviewers almost never ask you,
but should, given your life in rodeo, advertising, poetry, history, and
commentary?

Rod Miller: In a world where it seems that almost everybody thinks they have a
poem or a story or a novel in them, why did it take nearly 50 years before I
wondered if I could be a writer?
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Either that, or what kind of arrogance led me to think anyone would ever care to
read what I wrote.

Streeby for O:JA&L: For emerging Western writers or cowboy poets, what
practice builds the deepest craft: reading aloud, research, listening to
working people, memorizing tradition, or something else?

Rod Miller: There is one thing every writer or aspiring writer should always do:
read, read, read, and read some more. The more good stuff you read, the more
likely you will absorb by osmosis what makes good literature. I believe that
reading has done as much or more for me than the education in creative writing
that I did not get might have done. Beyond reading for enjoyment—although all
reading can be enjoyable—read for research, into both history and craft, so you
can learn do it right and do it well.

Streeby for O:JA&L: To absorb more good stuff from Writer Rod Miller, we
encourage our readers to follow and engage through these convenient links:
writerRodMiller.com
RawhideRobinson.com
writerRodMiller.bllogspot.com
writetRodMiller@gmail.com
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ROD MILLER

ABOUT THE WRITER:

ROD MILLER (WRITER ROD) is an award-winning cowboy poet, historian,

novelist, and essayist dedicated to chronicling the American West. Immersed in
cowboy culture from birth, he drew eatly inspiration from his time on the
intercollegiate and PRCA rodeo circuits.

Miller has authored numerous historical books, novels, and poetry collections,
including Things a Cowbgy Sees. His diverse commentary and historical insights
frequently appear in western periodicals and anthologies. A four-time winner of
the prestigious Western Writers of America Spur Award, Miller seamlessly
blends authentic western heritage with refined literary craft.

ABOUT THE INTERVIEWER:

JEFF STREEBY is an American poet, editor, and educator with over 30 years of
experience teaching English language and literature at secondary and university
levels. He holds a Master of Fine Arts in poetry from New England College.

A Pushcart Prize and Best of the Net nominee, his widely published poetry and
haibun have appeared in over 40 literary journals globally, including Ra##/e and
Whiskey Island. Streeby is also a recognized cowboy poet and horseman. Since
2017, he has served as the Senior Associate Editor for OJAL Arts Incorporated,
managing its prominent publication, OPEN: Journal of Arts & Letters.
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SADDLE WORK: A Writer's Portfolio

O:JA&L’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS CHAPBOOK SERIES

020

A writer’s resource by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
by O:JA&L Featured Writers
Experimental Discourse by Associate Editor WJP Newnham

Haibun by Associate Editor Jeff Streeby
2021

A flash fiction sequence by Don Robishaw
An essay from a longer academic WIP by Anne Whitechouse

Selected and with an Introduction by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
The 10 Best Flash Natrratives 2017-2021

Flash Discourse by Wayne Cresser
Where the Thin Winds Worry
Flash Discourse by Carolyn Mikulencak
(No longer available)

2022
Prose Poetry by Brad Rose
Flash Discourse by Mark Blickley
Poetry by Bruce Robinson
Haiku by Jianging Zheng
Haiku by Adjei Agyei-Baah
Haibun by Taofeek Ayeyemi

Irish/English Haiku by Gabriel Rosenstock celebrating the art of Issachar Ber Ryback

New and selected flash fiction by Wayne Scheer
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ROD MILLER

Irish/English Haibun by Gabtiel Rosenstock, featuting passages from THE NATURAL
HISTORY OF SELBORNE by Gilbert White (1720-1793)
2023
Haiku & Senryu by Hassane Zemmouri
Poetry by Anne Whitehouse
Academic Nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse
Haiku by Adjei Agyei-Baah
Prose poetry by Hekkei Huotari
Poetry by Ben Jacques

Experimental Fiction by Blossom Hibbert

Haiku by Yuko Otomo
Irish translation by Gabriel Rosenstock
Scots translation by John McDonald

Haiku Sequences on the Mississippi Delta region by Jianquing Zheng
Poetry by Bruce Robinson

Haiga (or EKPHRASTIC HAIKU) with photography by Debiprasad Mukherjee
and with Haiku in English and Irish by Gabriel Rosenstock

Experimental Discourse by Jim Meirose with an essay
and with an interview by O:JA&L Associate Editor Warwick Newnham
2024

Haiga by Hassane Zemmouri (Haiku) and Magali Bretou (Photography)
Flash Fiction by Richard Stimac
Poetry by Richard Stimac

Poetry by Bruce McCrae
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SADDLE WORK: A Writer's Portfolio

Haibun by Paresh Tiwari
Haibun & Short Poems by Steve Gerson

Haiku by Hassane Zemmouri
Haibun & short-form Japanese poetry in English by Erin Castaldi
Haibun and tanka prose hybrids by Jacob Kobina Ayiah Mensah

Poetry by Sean G. Meggeson

Prose Poetry by Heikki Huotari
Poetry by Larry D. Thomas

(Americana) Poetry by Lynn Potts
2025

Haibun and Tanka Prose by Joshua Michael Stewart
Prose poetry and flash fiction by David Person
Experimental fiction by John Repp

Oulipo Poetry by Ben Egerton

More Titles In-Press

O:JA&L Free Presses Serials

Edgar Allen Poe
A series of academic essays by Anne Whitehouse

Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2021)
Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2023)

Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2025)
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ROD MILLER

O:JA&L’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS MASTERS SERIES

With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
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With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
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With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

O:JA&L’s HOT BUTTON PRESS Serials

2023

THE DEPLORABLE
A novella by Mick McGrath

2025

Fiction by Mick McGrath
Haibun & short works by Steve Gerson
Experimental fiction by Lukas Wood
Julie Anne Cullinane

Fiction by Samantha Isasi
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SADDLE WORK.: A Writer’s Portfolio

Leather & Dust
Poetry by Cory D. Cart

My Life Is a Film I Haven't Yet Watched
Flash Discourse by Colin Dardis

MORE TITLES IN PRESS

O:JA&L’S HIGH BUTTON PRESS ART CHAPBOOKS
2025
RITES OF CALIBRATION: Images & Excerpts
Fine Art Photography by Rex Wilder
NEW MEXICO Deconstructed

Fine Art Photography by Natalie Christensen
IMPERFECT VESSEL
Painting and drawing by Anne-Marie Brown
BY LAND AND BY SEA: Awakening the Sensual
Sculpture and Installation by Mark Yale Harris
LAYERED LIGHT
Painting and drawing by Bette Ridgeway
ESSENCE & ATMOSPHERE
Painting and drawing by Kathleen Frank
TANGENT & INTERPLAY
Painting and drawing by Catherine Eaton Skinner

Implications of Energy
Atrtist portfolio of Dr. Ernest Williams III

MORE TITLES IN PRESS
AVAILABLE NOW FROM O:JA&IL’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS

OPEN:; Journal of Arts & Letters
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ROD MILLER

PAMELYN CASTO

“Pamelyn Casto’s Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is insightful, comprehensive, and
brimming with inventive prompts and exercises to make your flash truly leap off
the page.”

~ Dinty W. Moore
co-editor of the Best of Brevity: Twenty Groundbreaking Y ears of Flash Nonfiction

“Pamelyn Casto has been the most useful person in flash for years. This “portable
workshop” proves it. Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is an amazing flash
compendium of everything for anyone who is interested the form. It’s also a
writers” workshop from prompts to where to send flashes. What’s not to like?”

~ Robert Shapard

co-editor of many Flash and Sudden Fiction anthologies, the latest are Sudden
Fiction Latina: Short Stories from the United States and Latin America (2010) and Flash
Fiction International: Very Short Stories from Around the World (2015)

“Pamelyn Casto’s valuable book Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is an astonishing
illumination—a total history of the form with essays, strategies and exercises;
lessons, examples, how-to’s, markets, marketing, contests, anthologies, prompts,
advice from pros, new directions (flash filml!), reader psychology even—it is all
here, with hundreds of internet links. There will never be a fuller single resource,
with a good teacher’s encouraging tone about it, to boot. You can say flash fiction
begins with Aesop; with Casto you can begin anew.

~Kent H. Dixon
translator of The Epic of Gilgamesh (2018) and co-editor of Stone Wall Book of Short
Fictions (1976)

“Pamelyn Casto is a deep font of flash knowledge, and this portable workshop is
a thorough, indispensable resource for writers and instructors who want to know
mote about what this thing called "flash" is, how to write it, and more important,
how to read and understand it.”

~ Tara Lynn Masih
editor of The Rose Metal Press Field Guide to Writing Flash Fiction (2009) and founder
of The Best Small Fictions (founded 2015)

Buttonhook Press titles on Amazon

available now
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SADDLE WORK: A Writer's Portfolio

“Like a flash of lightning between the clouds, we live in the flicker.”
—Joseph Conrad

FLASH FICTION
ALIVE IN THE FLICKER

APORTABLE WORKSHOP

PAMELYN CASTO
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AMAZON REVIEWS
for Pamelyn Castos’s FI.ASH FICTION: Alive in the Flicker

Daniel J. Nicholas
Reviewed in the United States on August 26, 2024
Verified Purchase

If I were to teach a class, this book would be required reading or a course outline
for discussion. Bravo, Pamelyn! In addition, I look forward to your monthly blog to
start up again.

David Lignell
Reviewed in the United States on November 23, 2022
Verified Purchase

Pamela Casto's new text, Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker, is a must have "portable
workshop" workbook for anyone who desites to learn and practice the many forms
of flash fiction.

W.R. Rodriguez
Reviewed in the United States on October 5, 2022
Verified Purchase

An authoritative overview of the genre, combined with practical advice on the writing
process and an abundance of writing prompts.

Norman Jensen
Reviewed in the United States on April 2, 2024

Reading is great but hands-on prompts are even better.
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Supporting artists and writers worldwide
O:JA&L CHAPBOOK Series

$17 (USA) $21 (Canada)
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