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The West and Beyond:
South Dakota Review

JOHN R. MILTON

It is impossible for me to write about the South Dakota Review
without being personal and perhaps even a little sarcastic or critical concerning the South Dakota cultural environment. It is
tempting to say tbat culture does not exist in this state because
of its agricultural conservatism and its limited vision in education
and politics. However, there have been pockets of culture at certain periods of the state's history, and so we can claim a small but
respectable body of literature, a few outstanding artists, one or
two musical composers, and some amateur theatre. Most of the
very good creative work has been honored more outside the state
than witbin. Recognition of quality (not only in the arts) and of artistic talent is not an act tbat comes easily to native South
Dakotans.
Perhaps tbat very condition attracted me, however perversely,
to this state twenty years ago. I have always liked a challenge, especially one associated with some kind of frontier. And the physical freedom of the northern prairie and plains is in itself stimulating. In many ways, Soutb Dakota is still a frontier state, still
working its way laboriously toward a measure of refinement and
sophistication that most other states reached many years ago.
Having edited seventy-two issues of the South Dakota Review
(guest editors have done four, making a total of seventy-six as of
this writing), it is no wonder that I bave personal feelings about
this literary journal that I founded in 1963. It has been an important part of my life, providing contact with the "outside world,"
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bringing the satisfaction of helping young writers get started,
making Western American literature better known in many
parts of the world, actually introducing thousands of geographically innocent people to the state of South Dakota, and. amid
these nice things, giving me fits. There is no way in which I can
explain the very real difficulty of starting and maintaining a literary journal in this part of the country. On the other hand, to the
credit of a few people and that freedom that is not only physical
but also at least mildly intellectual, the magazine has stayed alive
longer than most similar publications that have been born and allowed to die in other parts of the country. My critical attitude is
frequently tempered with gratitude.
As both parent and midwife, I attended the birth of South
Dakota Review (SDR) at the printing presses of the Vermillion
weekly newspaper, having talked Elbert Harrington, dean of the
College of Arts and Sciences at the University of South Dakota,
out of $400. for which we got 450 copies of the new magazine.
Squabbles between the newspaper owner and his shop foreman,
as well as obvious reluctance on the part of Dean Harrington to
give up that much money, made the birth painful and left the
baby with a sickly pallor. Even more painful was the realization
that the university did not take the event seriously and was fully
prepared to let the baby die quickly and quietly. After long argument, it was agreed that I could publish two issues a year for no
more than two years; presumably the journal would then be
flushed out of my system and life in the English Department
could return to normal. After five issues of SDR as a semiannual
publication, the magazine had attracted over two hundred subscribers and enough national attention to warrant, in my mind,
expansion of size and increased frequency of publication. It would
be a quarterly. The problem lay in getting the College of Arts and
Sciences to provide the money, since no respectable literary quarterly is self-supporting. The president of the university had already saved the magazine from early extinction by paying for one
issue out of snow-removal money left over after a dry winter.
To show my determination and my belief in a regional literary
journal, in 1965 I resigned as chairman of the English Department, informing the dean that I wished to put more time and
energy into the Review. Although conservative in several ways.
Dean Harrington nevertheless decided to budget an annual
amount for the magazine, thereby becoming its patron saint
while exhibiting a farsightedness not often found in South
Dakota. Since 1966. then, SDR has been published four times a
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year, except that in 1970, as well as 1981, money problems led to
temporary reductions to three issues.
The life of almost any magazine is divided into two major parts,
the editorial and the financial. The subsidy from the College of
Arts and Sciences increased a little each year until, in 1972, it was
enough to support the magazine without assistance from outside
grants (getting those grants had been time-consuming and frustrating). Then, suddenly, one of South Dakota's frequent crises
came along and SDR's budget was cut by more than half. In the
ten years since then, in spite of inflationary costs of printing, the
college subsidy has never again come close to what it was in 1972.
Big money was needed, not in the amounts going into medicine,
or law, or administration, but more than could be provided by
South Dakota Arts Council or Coordinating Council of Little
Magazines grants. As a native of Minnesota, I decided to approach the Hill Foundation (now the Northwest Area Foundation)
in Saint Paul. It was, and is, the policy of this foundation not to
support publications, but two exceptions were made, both for the
South Dakota Review and its erstwhile sister, Dakota Press.
These two grants have been the lifeblood of SDR. This support
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terminated in 1983, just about at the time of the magazine's twentieth birthday. It is not certain that the 1963 baby will live to the
age of twenty-one.
Paradoxically, perhaps, it is the editorial side of the journal
that has caused the most grief as well as the most enjoyment. It
has been said that no sane person would willingly edit a literary
journal, or any other kind of magazine. Perhaps 70 percent of the
manuscripts submitted for publication each year are —with apologies to all the writers —junk. But each one must be opened, unfolded, read, refolded, put in the return envelope, the flap licked,
the arrival envelope thrown in the wastebasket, and the return
envelope carried to the postoffice. The routine is tedious; paper
cuts on the fingers are common; the tongue grows fur —water dispensers never seem to work, dispensing over the entire envelope
or the table —and the eyes and nerves suffer from fatigue. This
process is repeated several thousand times each year.
Furthermore, each writer must be told that his manuscript is
being rejected. For several years I wrote a note with every group
of poems, every story, every article, explaining briefly but carefully why it was being returned. My kindness elicited more manuscripts of the same questionable quality, and finally I resorted to
the common but scarcely humanitarian printed rejection slip. To
my amazement I discovered that the rejected writers considered
it the most understanding printed slip they had ever received;
and, so encouraged, they sent more manuscripts. After several
attempts I devised a printed note that sounded reasonably kind
but did not invite further submissions. Because one indignant
writer had said that I could at least sign the note, even though it
was printed and fairly standard in its wording, I left space for my
initials. Now I have three choices. I can send a slip without my initials, indicating coldness to the manuscript; I can initial the slip
and at least indicate that the manuscript was actually read by a
live reader; or, I can write a personal note of encouragement
whenever I think the contributor either deserves it or needs it.
These notes have frequently led to further correspondence, both
a blessing and a curse. I have been able to help writers all over
the country, and some of us have become friends, even though
only by mail; but, the cost has been depletion of time, lack of
sleep, and curtailment of my own writing of poetry and fiction.
Even so, I feel that the account is balanced.
On a few occasions, of course, my attempts to help writers have
backfired. One man to whom I suggested that he was on the right
track but needed more experience replied angrily that he had
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been published in over two hundred magazines. He was right; I
began to notice his name in every conceivable kind of publication.
But I did not change my mind about his poems. A young woman
from New York sent fifteen poems, all the same length and form,
ail on the same general subject, all fairly good but not very stimulating or meaningful. I went through the poems carefully, picked
out the single line that I thought best in each poem, and typed
those fifteen lines into a "new" poem and sent it to her, suggesting that one way to break out of the tedium was to do various
kinds of editorial exercises such as I had just done with her
poems. Indeed, I thought the "new" poem made up of the fifteen
best lines was —even if by accident —an exciting poem. Her loudly indignant response —I could almost hear her shouting from
New York —was that I must never again touch her poems in any
way. I replied that the solution was a simple one: to keep me from
touching your poems, do not send them to me.
Fortunately, the serious writers, all of whom are humble —contrary to public opinion —welcome suggestions. They may not
agree, but the exchange of ideas and suggested possibilities leads
to creative and intellectual growth, for both the writer and the
editor.
South Dakota Review publishes approximately 10 percent of
the material submitted to it. It is this material that ultimately
tells the history of the magazine. Although it is tempting to be all
things to all people, or, at the other extreme, to appeal only to
specialists, SDR has tried to maintain a course just off to one side
of the middle ground. The first issue proclaimed an intention to
publish the "best material it can get" but also indicated a "leaning
toward the West," The hoped-for accomplishment would be an illumination of Western American literature for the benefit of
those readers who seemed to feel that good literature could not
be produced west of the Hudson —and certainly not west of the
Mississippi —and also an introduction of contemporary literature
from outside the West to those prairie and plains states in which
the poetry societies were still living in the nineteenth century.
Even with those stated goals, there has been confusion among
some readers. A few angry letters early in the game protested
the publication of any writing not produced within the state of
South Dakota, thereby advocating —perhaps unwittingly —the
very provincialism that SDR wished to combat. Recently, a journal that reviews other journals said, "A writer should be proud to
have his work appear in SDR, but he should see that his submissions have some specifically western interest" {Fred Chappell,
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"South Dakota Review," Literary Magazine Review 1, no. 2
[Spring 1982]: 40-42).
Tbat same report referred to the editor of SDR as "serious and
inventive." If the statement is true, it explains the difficulty in
putting an easy label on tbe magazine, otber than tbe generic "literary journal." There is indeed a western emphasis in the
seventy-six issues taken as a group; but, some issues have ignored that emphasis entirely, some have been dominated by New
York writers, and some have included a variety of geographical
origins. What I commonly refer to as a "normal" issue is a mixture of articles, fiction, and poetry with no regard to any particular region or area. However, those issues that I consider
"special," often open by invitation only and controlled thematically, have usually been devoted to one or more sections of tbe West.
In short, SDR may be called "western," but not entirely.
During the first five years, a western tone prevailed in five of
the thirteen issues. One of tbose (Volume 2, No. 1, Autumn 1964)
had special importance. Although not yet organized, a relatively
small group of teachers, writers, and publishers wbo were interested in Western American literature were allowed to hold a
meeting in conjunction with the Western History Association
Conference in Oklaboma City, 28-31 October 1964. Three major
papers were presented: Alan Swallow, tbe Denver publisher who
supported Vardis Fisher, Frank Waters, and Frederick Manfred
whenever their New York publishers turned sour, delivered
"Poetry of the West"; J. Golden Taylor, then teaching at Utah
State University, presented "The Western Short Story"; and, at
the last, I presented a paper entitled "The Novel in tbe American
West." These three papers were tben published in SDR, accompanied by a symposium of western novelists including Forrester
Blake, Walter Van Tilburg Clark, Harvey Fergusson, Vardis
Fisher, Paul Horgan, Frederick Manfred, Michael Straight, and
Frank Waters. Never before bad tbese major writers appeared as
a group; never before had one issue of a journal given this much
attention to twentieth-century Western American literature. The
consequences were far-reaching. Novelists Manfred, Waters,
Fisher, Straight, Max Evans, and William Eastlake were brought
to the University of South Dakota television studio to make
thirty-nine half-hour programs on video tape for broadcasting
and for lending to public television stations elsewhere in tbe
country. In 1965, the Western Literature Association was established "by a small group of Western scholars to do something
about a long-felt need for the systematic, professional study of
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Western writing." In 1966, the association began publication of
its own journal, Western American Literature (WAL).
As involved as I was with all of these matters, I could not possibly look upon the new journal as a competitor of SDR; rather. I
welcomed it wholeheartedly as a vital and necessary champion of
the cause of Western American literature, knowing also that
SDR could now venture freely into other areas whenever it
wanted to. Nevertheless, the two journals have often cooperated
while remaining at a respectable distance because of two major
differences: WAL is academic, whereas SDR is only partially so;
and. WAL publishes only articles, book reviews, and bibliographies, while SDR is open to fiction and poetry, informal history,
biography and autobiography, and the arts.
At first, however, the articles in SDR seemed to be more notable than the imaginative writing. A 1964 essay by Frank Waters.
"Two Views of Nature: White and Indian," became the nucleus of
two books. A feature on D, H. Lawrence's three women in New
Mexico (Frieda Lawrence. Mabel Dodge Luhan, and Dorothy
Brett) became a chapter in Taos Mosaic by Claire Morrill. Essays
on Little Big Man and western realism were either reprinted, excerpted from, or referred to many times in later years. A feature
on D. H. Lawrence became part of a book by Joseph Foster.
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The New Mexico items were probably a result of the summer I
spent in Taos, trying to write a novel. It failed, and I discarded it,
but during those hours when I avoided the writing I was getting
better acquainted with Frank Waters, Claire Morrill, Joe Foster,
Max Evans, and The Honorable Dorothy Brett, an English noblewoman whose first "coming-out" date was with Winston Churchill and who followed Lawrence to Taos, becoming well known as a
painter of the Pueblo Indians and as an eccentric. Fascinated by
her background, I urged her to write her memoirs while she could
still remember the early years. With considerable editing (most
painters do not write well), we put together sixty printed pages
under the title "Autobiography: My Long and Beautiful Journey"
for the Summer 1967 issue. The issue sold out, a new experience
in the life of SDR. Brett, then in her eighties, was a popular
though eccentric figure in Taos, imposing and often demanding,
frequently seen with her ear trumpet, which she affectionately
called "Toby." I was certain that her story warranted the printing of a second edition, and, furthermore. Spud Johnson had
found some errors in Brett's memory and I wanted to incorporate
those corrections in a new printing. (Spud had at one time edited
the infamous little magazine Laughing Horse and later had accompanied D. H. Lawrence to Mexico. He was as tiny and frail
and reserved as Brett was robust and outgoing.) Unfortunately,
the demand for Brett's memoirs faded shortly after the second
printing, and we were left with five hundred unsold copies. The financial crisis was temporarily resolved through a small grant
from the Coordinating Council of Little Magazines, the publications part of the literature division oí the National Endowment
for the Arts. It was Brett's intention to complete her memoirs in
book form, and she did some work on them before she died, but
nothing more is in print, and the sixty pages in SDR have now
become a collector's item.
The Southwest continued to intrigue me. The next issue to sell
out was the Spring 1969 number devoted entirely to the 1930s
writings —never before published —of I. L. ("Doc") Udell. This
amazing man, who worked as a chiropractor in Taos for many
years and, without a medical license, delivered thousands of
babies, also wrote about and painted huge pictures of the Spanish
sect known as Los Hermanos Penitentes, outlawed from the
Catholic church for practicing flagellation and a kind of crucifixion. I stumbled upon his manuscripts by accident, secured them
through a friend, and got permission to publish them. Rick Jason,
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the movie actor, who had known Udell in the military service,
wrote an appreciative introduction, and I wrote a biographical
sketch from the information in Udell's letters. We printed the
issue to look more like a book than a magazine and it sold out
quickly. Because of the photographs, the drawings, and the expensive color on the cover, we could not afford to reprint. This
valuable historical document resides, perhaps unnoticed now, in
only nine hundred libraries and private collections.
The year 1969 may well be the most important in SDR's history. While in Santa Fe the year before, I had visited the Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA) and come away impressed by
the school's creative writing program. Young American Indians
came to this school from all parts of the country, representing
many tribal groups. The best work done at the school over a period of several years, therefore, was a good indication of the emerging talent of contemporary Indian writers and was also a revelation of their mode of thought. With the cooperation of the writing
teacher at IAIA, Terry (Mrs. Don B.) Allen, I selected a substantial grouping of poems, stories, and other prose pieces. One thing
led to another. I obtained poems from Simon Ortiz and James
Welch, soon to be among the most important Indian writers of
our time. Then, determined to go all out, I began working on a
section that would feature Indian artists. Oscar Howe, friend and
neighbor, provided me with slides of some of his paintings as well
as names of other artists to contact with requests for photographs of their work and written statements about their purposes and techniques. Howe had once attended the IAIA. Another friend, R. C. Gorman, the Navajo painter, then on the verge
of fame, contributed a self-interview as well as slides of some of
his paintings. Finally, I wanted something about American Indian
music and went to Louis Ballard, composer and teacher at the
IAIA. He was too busy to talk unless I would help him get ready
for the next day's classes; and so, while we collated mimeographed materials for part of an afternoon, I presented my case.
He was interested, but his German wife insisted that he did not
have time, that he had more important things to do. Twice she
suggested that I stop bothering her husband. Eventually, Ballard
wrote a few pages about an Indian ballet he had created and then
answered a few questions that I put in the form of an interview.
After a year's planning and gathering of materials, I had more
than we could afford to publish, and that did not take into account
the cost of four-color separations needed to print the art work.
The search for money was frantic but successful. The Coordi-

Copyright © 1984 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

The West and Beyond

341

nating Council of Little Magazines made another grant, matched
by the University of South Dakota; the Institute of Indian Studies
at the university made up the difference when I went over the
original budget; and the South Dakota Arts Council, unable to
make a direct grant to publishing because of policy, ordered
enough copies in advance so that it seemed safe to proceed. The
issue came to almost two hundred pages, the largest we had done,
and the first printing sold out almost immediately. Its popularity
led to similar publications in other parts of the country; dozens of
requests for reprint permissions came from major New York publishers as well as small Indian magazines and newsletters; new
college courses in American Indian literature adopted the issue
as a textbook. We reprinted this Summer 1969 issue as a book
through the new Dakota Press at tbe university, and the book
went through several printings before the fuss died down. As
The American Indian Speaks, the book earned enough money to
keep SDR and tbe press going for two or three years, even
though the price of tbe book was outrageously low. SDR was now
internationally known, and "things Indian" became an immensely
popular subject during tbe subsequent decade.
Tbe response to The American Indian Speaks was almost embarrassing, and as though in retreat to my own little bailiwick in
tbe Upper Midwest, I divided the last issue of 1969 between Frederick Manfred and Sinclair Lewis, Minnesota novelists wbo knew
each other briefly long after Lewis had won tbe Nobel Prize in literature and when Manfred was still Fred Feikema. The following
year, an issue {Autumn 1970) developed still closer to home, limited entirely to South Dakota writers and subjects. One of my exceptional students, Jan Hebert, helped me discover Oscar Micbeaux, a black man who had homesteaded in Gregory County,
near Bonesteel, and shortly thereafter wrote an autobiographical
novel. The Conquest, about bis experiences in Soutb Dakota. We
reprinted an excerpt from that novel, and Jan continued to do research on Micheaux. The descendant of a slave, Micheaux first
worked at odd jobs, then as a Pullman porter, during which time
he saw South Dakota and liked it. Later, after his brief bomesteading period, he moved east and went into tbe motion picture
business, gaining a reputation and considerable financial success.
It is unexpected discoveries of this kind that make editing enjoyable.
One thing that had bothered me about tbe writing in The
American Indian Speaks was that most of the poets were amateurs wbo might not continue to write poetry; they might not
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turn out to be serious poets. It seemed to me that it would be
beneficial to choose a few Indian poets who bad already proved
tbeir worth and to publish groups of their poems, approximating
what some teachers are fond of calling "in depth." I asked three:
Duane McGinnis (Niatum), Klallam; Ray Young Bear, Sauk and
Fox; and Jim Welch, Blackfeet and Gros Ventre. Jim responded
with fiction rather than poetry; be had just begun bis first novel.
"The Only Good Indian" was, tben, the first look the reading public had at Welch's very successful novel, Winter in the Blood, published three years later. Niatum's and Young Bear's poems led to
books. Art work (wbich led to another grant search to pay for the
reproductions) was supplied by Fritz Scholder, Charles Lovato,
and Carl Cannon. Scholder, on his way to fame and fifteenthousand-dollar paintings, bad slides of his work. The Lovato and
Cannon paintings were shipped to Vermillion so that I could pbotograph them.
With the addition of other poems and a story, and an extremely
valuable reminiscence of the Standing Rock reservation by Vine
Deloria, Sr., we soon had the largest and most expensive issue
tbat we have had in SDR's twenty years of existence. First, tbere
was a scramble for small grants from here and there; tben, after a
minute or two of deliberation, came the decision to publish this
Indian material simultaneously as a Dakota Press book and as the
Summer 1971 issue of SX>i2, using the unoriginal title oí American
Indian II. At that time, the editor's seven-year prayer was
answered by tbe Hill Family Foundation in Saint Paul in tbe form
of a substantial grant tbat not only solved the immediate problem
but kept both SDR and Dakota Press going for almost ten years,
not luxuriantly but adequately.
American Indian II sold out quickly and was never reprinted.
Distribution in the Upper Midwest is weak —an understatement
— and I could never be sure of the reception of any issue of SDR.
For this reason, tbe print run was usually held to nine hundred to
one thousand copies, and, perhaps with some form of midwestern
humility, we did not put a high enough price on the magazines
and books, so that "sold out" did not mean an abundance of cash
in return for copies sold. Furthermore, it has been my opinion
that with any kind of subsidy, whether from tbe university or
from grants, we had an obligation to make publications available
at easily affordable prices. Eventually this philosophy backfired
and forced Dakota Press out of business.
However, as an outgrowth of American Indian II, we brought
to the University of South Dakota four of the writers —Welch,
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Niatum. Young Bear, and Jay Johnson —to give readings, to discuss problems in the dissemination of Indian writing, and to participate in television programs. It was a memorable weekend at
the end of October 1971, during which time I drove 450 miles back
and forth between Vermillion and the airports at Sioux City and
Sioux Falls, tried to keep peace between our visitors and the local
Sioux, and, very tired, barely survived an all-night talk session
that finally ended with Young Bear and Johnson singing, in turns,
in Mesquakie, Sioux, Navajo, Hopi. and Zuni. Jay Johnson
bestowed the ultimate honor upon the rest of us by singing a
SOUTH DAKOTA REVIEW
SOUTH DAKOTA REVIEW
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sacred chant that required absolute precision at the risk of disaster. His uncle had once made a small mistake during the chant
and had immediately gone deaf in one ear.
I drew an analogy from this experience. For several years I had
not felt well and did not know why. In spite of the best intentions,
I now began to wonder if SDR had been exploiting the Indians
even while trying to make their work available to a wider audience as a means of better understanding their cultures. When a
sudden rash of collections, anthologies, and journal issues all over
the country devoted themselves to Indian writing —this lasted
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through the 1970s —and much of this material was reprinted or
lifted from American Indian Speaks and American Indian II, I
began to feel guilty, contrary to assurances from my Indian
friends. Thus, my own decision, in the face of requests to publish
more Indian issues, was to withdraw from that kind of material
except for an occasional poem or story published without drawing
attention to the cultural inheritance of its author. At the same
time, whether by coincidence or the will of the gods that only
Indians seem to understand, I discovered that my health problem
consisted of forty-five severe allergies, and I began treatment.
Perhaps the point of these personal incidents is that editing
SDR has not been a simple mechanical process but has also been
an emotional experience. For one thing, the reading of manuscripts is not shared by several editors or assistants as it is for
most periodicals. As far as I know, SDR is the only literary journal in the United States of its stature and quality that has a oneman editorial staff. Technically, then, the word "staff cannot
even be used, unless it includes the young woman who takes care
of subscriptions and mailings. This young person is always a student who works on subscriptions in her spare time. During the
past ten years, there have been four. (At present, perhaps temporarily, I have two occasional assistants.) The editor, too, can devote only part time to the magazine, the rest of his schedule filled
with teaching, research, writing, and the various duties that fall
as a burden every year upon most professors. For these obvious
reasons, whether I like them or not, I must read almost every
manuscript submitted to SDR, and it is impossible to do so entirely without emotion.
Depending upon my responses to their work, and sometimes to
their personalities as revealed in letters, some contributors have
thought me cruel while others felt that I was uncommonly kind
and helpful. I have little sympathy for those writers whose major
ambition is to be published in one, two, or even three hundred
magazines and newspapers. Their game is numbers, and they do
not take their writing seriously enough to warrant my leniency.
One day I took time to write an encouraging note to a man whose
poems showed promise but also exhibited carelessness. I suggested that if he took his work more seriously and kept trying to
improve his poems he would one day be an acceptable poet. Not
one of the best, to be sure, but at least reasonably competent. He
replied immediately that he had published several books of
poems and for twenty years had been published extensively in
magazines as well. Furthermore, who did I think I was to lecture
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him on the writing of poems? I did some checking and found that
he had indeed published as much as he said he had, and this made
me angry, that so many editors could have been fooled. I have
also been lectured in turn, once by a practitioner of haiku who
could not understand why I had rejected his little seventeensyllable exercises. I will not publish haiku in SDR because most
people write them only to avoid writing an honest-to-goodness
complete poem, and also because it is impossible to write a good
haiku in the English language. It is an oriental form geared to an
entirely different language structure.
I have never cried over a manuscript, but then I do not cry over
anything. However, I have given vent to other emotions, including anger. It irritates me to read a letter proclaiming the writer
as the new savior of literature —no editor would dare reject his
story or poems —and then find the accompanying manuscript
dull, carelessly written, full of misspelled words and errors in
punctuation, and usually slightly crumpled, this latter condition
proof enough that a number of editors have already rejected it.
On occasion, I also swear quietly at established writers with several good books to their credit who send a story that needs an
hour's worth of mechanical editing. I wonder if they send their
novels to the New York publishers in the same condition. If not,
they are insulting me. But, if so, then it is the editors who save
their work for them and get no credit. The writing world has no
more justice than any other world.
Why, then, does an editor remain an editor? Why not chuck it
all and settle for teaching, or writing, or gardening? It has been
said of printers that they have ink in their veins, that it is impossible to do anything else. Perhaps the same is true of editors, although they would probably have red-for-making-corrections ink
rather than printing-black. There is a better answer, somewhere,
and I believe that mine is related to the special issues of SDR,
those for which I request manuscripts from specific writers, as
opposed to the "normal" issues filled by unsolicited manuscripts.
In selecting seven issues from 1973 to 1981 to comment on, I may
incur the wrath of writers who appeared in other issues that, for
them, were equally special, such as two issues devoted to writers
of the Upper Midwest, or two that featured fiction only. Those
were important also. Nevertheless, there were seven that I was
especially fond of through the 1970s and into the 1980s.
The 'Tenth Anniversary" issue. Autumn 1973, was unabashedly western. Into it I put some, although not all, of the writers who
had established the Western Novel as universally, rather than
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only regionally, important, and a few lesser but also important
writers of whom I always think fondly. Their names appeared on
tbe cover in large black letters in a wide band of bright red that
continued around to the back cover. It was my equivalent of putting their names on a marquee in neon lights. SDR had lasted ten
years, had spent a portion of that time publicizing Western American literature, and, to be honest, I felt belligerent in presenting
these significant people: Walter Van Tilburg Clark, Ben Black
Elk, Frank Waters, James Welch, Forrester Blake, Jay Johnson,
Paul Horgan, Harvey Fergusson, William Eastlake, Frederick
Manfred, Vardis Fisher, Michael Straight, and Max Evans. I
knew them all, although two by correspondence only, and I was
proud of them.
The Autumn 1974 issue was just as enthusiastic in presenting
"The Arts in South Dakota," coinciding with the October 4th dedication of the Center for tbe Fine Arts at the university. Here
the editor seemed to contradict himself, having said unkind
things about tbe sorry state of culture in this region, now stating
boldly that one issue of the South Dakota Review can hardly
make a dent in tbe arts material available in the state. Granted, I
imported a folk play from North Dakota for this issue, but alongside it were poems, an article, eight full-color reproductions of
paintings, and a musical score, all from South Dakota. Another
grant from the South Dakota Arts Council paid for the reproductions, and I can live comfortably with apparent contradictions.
I have been accused of being a regionalist. I say "accused"
because with many people regionalism is mistakenly equated
with provincialism and therefore considered bad. My own opinions on this subject have been stated many times in many places;
in fact, that word "places" is important because I believe that a
writer cannot do significant work without a sense of his place, or
an acute sense of the place be is writing about. To see what others
felt about this matter, I sent a list of questions to approximately
eighty writers, some of whom were also visual artists, in an attempt to make them talk about place, roots, regionalism, nationalism, and related concepts. Fifty-four replied, some to the questions one by one, others in essays of varying lengths. These responses were brought together in tbe Autumn 1975 issue under
the general title The Writer's Sense of Place. They represented
three different attitudes: (1) those writers wbo believed in tbe importance of place and wbo spoke positively about regionalism and
individuality in the arts; (2) those who did not; (3) those who were
not certain, or who contradicted themselves as they replied to the
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THE WRITER'S
SENSE OF PLACE
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questions. It was exciting to have together in one issue of SDR
the divergent views of such people as James T. Farrell, Frank
Waters, Grace Paley, Erskine Caldwell, Richard Eberbart, William Stafford, Wallace Stegner, Rudolfo Anaya, Ross Macdonald,
and Richard Wilbur. Tbe discussion took regionalism out of the
West, out of the Upper Midwest, and into the entire nation. For a
while, this issue was used as a textbook in several schools.
At tbe 1975 Modern Language Association meetings in San
Francisco, a seminar on Frank Waters, the New Mexican novelist
and authority on Southwest Indians, generated six scholarly
papers that invited publication. Because Waters has been a friend
for twenty years, and because he rarely gets the recognition he
deserves as a major writer, I added several other articles, one by
Waters himself, and a section of photographs of Waters's "place"
in New Mexico for the special issue of Autumn 1977. Not exactly
a best seller, it nevertheless continues to attract scholars and
classroom teachers. The following year. Summer 1978, saw the
publication of an issue with only poetry. By one of those strokes
of good luck, a substantial group of poems —quite good poems —
submitted that year organized themselves geographically, not entirely in subject matter, but in places of residence of tbe poets. I
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arranged the poems in that way, so that in sixty-nine pages the
reader in effect took a cross-country tour from East to West.
A conference on "The Realities of Regionalism," October 1980
at the University of South Dakota, prompted an issue made up of
the edited tapes of the conference (Winter 1981). The speakers
were author Lois Phillips Hudson (originally of North Dakota),
historian Gilbert Fite, poet William Stafford, and novelist Frederick Manfred. Besides the major presentations, the tapes caught
a great deal of byplay and some argument, proving again that regionalism is a provocative subject. Poems by Stafford and a story
by Hudson filled out the volume.
The seventh special issue that I wish to comment on was a gamble that paid off. While getting reacquainted with Los Angeles
after an absence of too many years. I began debating with myself
and with my cousin who teaches geography at UCLA about the
westernness of Los Angeles. At first, the answer seemed obvious; the city was at continent's end and was kept from expanding
on one side by the Pacific Ocean. But. could the city itself, with its
wild variety of cultures, subcultures, and anticultures, its cults,
crazy freeways, and crazier Hollywood, be called a western city?
The question was posed to ten people, either writers or teachers,
who knew the city well, who lived there at one time or were still
there. As might be expected, their considered answers had
almost as much variety as the city itself. Yet. at least a small
undercurrent of agreement emerged. The ten essays became the
Spring-Summer 1981 issue of SDR, published to look at least a little like a book with the title Los Angeles as West. Not exactly by
coincidence, the city was celebrating its bicentennial that year.
and the planning committee allowed our use of the official logo on
the "book" and listed it with other books about Los Angeles in
the Los Angeles Sunday Times. The publicity did no harm.
When someone writes for a sample copy of the Review, probably expecting to receive a "typical" or at least representative issue, I do not know which one to send. In a sense, every issue is
special, although I have already referred to "normal" issues as
well as those considered special. Perhaps "general" is a better
word than "normal." The general issues contain a variety of types
of writing: poetry, fiction, articles, and, on occasion, history, biography, autobiography, and personal narrative. During the earlier
years, we published book reviews every now and then, but that
practice has been discontinued because of time, expense, and
scheduling. A well-staffed journal has a fiction editor, a poetry
editor, a review editor, an advertising manager, a circulation
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manager, and an assortment of assistants. But that begins to
sound like big business, and literature is not big business in South
Dakota. My concern has been with quality rather than a full staff
or ten thousand subscriptions. How to maintain the quality of material is a question that can be argued. An editorial board, if carefully put together, can serve as a watchdog. However, in too
many instances, the board will greatly decrease the efficiency of
the operation. As a writer rather than editor, I once submitted a
short story to a literary journal located east of the Mississippi
and waited a full year for the letter of acceptance. To make it
worse, the letter said that the story would be published as
"early" as two years hence. That journal had a flock of editors
and readers of manuscripts, and each piece had to make the
rounds. Even though editing the Review is the equivalent of a
full-time job, and I must work on it evenings, weekends, and summers, I still prefer making my own decisions. Also, and this is important to writers, I can usually publish the accepted materials
within six months of the submission, quite different from the majority of journals.
Equally significant, I think, is that a single editor is continually
on the spot in matters of policy, interpretation, and decision. All
responsibility is his, and he is the target for both criticism and
praise. (I think often of the need in American society, business,
and education for clearly established sources of authority and responsibility. Politicians, administrators, and corporation executives hide from their duties to the people, set up expensive and
elaborate chains of command until it becomes impossible to go to
the person in charge and pin him down. When computers take
over the country, we will not even know that it has happened.)
There are, of course, many kinds of pressure on the single responsible editor, and these pressures assume many forms. Some of
them would be amusing if they were not time-consuming. I once
had a letter and a bundle of poems from a woman who said that
she was the secretary of a young man who was the best young
poet writing at the time —a great poet. Apparently the great
young poet was also shy, allowing his secretary to promote his
work. The tone of the letter confused me —somewhere between
arrogance and amusement —but the poems were clearly so-so,
neither as good as some nor as bad as others. I wondered whether
the letter was the real thing or possibly a hoax. The poet may
have invented the secretary to hide behind. Or the secretary may
have invented the poet. (There were even more possibilities, but
to mention them would be to invite trouble.) The only way to han-
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die a situation like this, other than shipping the poems back with
a printed rejection slip, is to ask direct questions. I did so, and the
secretary did not reply.
Some years ago, I tried to put into categories the kinds of people who send manuscripts to literary journals, including SDR: (1)
the sober professors who have written something out of duty,
perhaps love, and quietly wonder if it might be published; (2) creative writing teachers who think they are professionals and who
seem to expect publication; (3) creative writing students who
think, or know, that they are as good as their teachers, and sometimes are; (4) well-established writers who are asked by the editor
to contribute to a special issue; (5) hobby writers of all ages, but
usually over fifty, who never seem to expect anything but who secretly hope they will find an editor who is susceptible to their
work; (6) the young unwashed who send torn and soiled manuscripts in a kind of arrogance never supported by talent; and (7)
the lonely individual who is serious about writing but often uses
it therapeutically, needing to purge or exhibit himself through
publication. Now and then, an assistant professor will ask to be
published so that he can get a promotion. (I appreciate their
frankness.) Since the 1960s, the sixth group has dwindled sharply,
while the second group has grown and has also become more
polite.
What amazes me the most about the South Dakota Review is
that despite limited circulation and distribution it has made a
name for itself in a wide area. Subscriptions a few years ago went
to forty-five states, five Canadian provinces, England, Australia,
Iran, Thailand, Germany, Russia, Denmark, and Switzerland. It is
listed in bibliographies available to scholars everywhere, and in
the past year or two, I have had letters from Russia, Italy, India,
Germany, Sweden, and elsewhere, requesting help of one kind or
another.
Outsiders' views of the magazine can be both amusing and perplexing. Several years ago, the following appeared in a small New
York publication: "The life out there in central and mountain time
is not easily understood by the back easters. If you've lived there
for any time, you know things about the land and the people that
can't be separated. It is another life. The flavor of the literature
in South Dakota Review always catches this. Nearly every story
and poem approached requires a rejection of past opinion. We do
have a CHOICE of truth in any locale, but out west it is the natural element of life in general. Reading these pieces, I found my
mind open to choice of creed and commodity and selection, all of
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which are augmented by laws of influx." Whether SDR is considered purely regional or not is of little consequence in the long run,
just so it manages to explain the region in such a way that its literary concerns eventually become understood. No region is isolated in our time, and, except for a few rare pockets smaller than
regions, there is little provincialism other than that in individual
people who choose to limit their view.
Tbe chief goal of SDR is to widen the view of whoever reads it,
whether the reader be in San Francisco, New York, Albuquerque,
Omaha, or Huron. The West has been badly misunderstood and
misrepresented through nineteenth-century myths that live on;
midwesterners, in turn, are not fully aware of the difficulties as
well as the pleasures of life in Los Angeles and New York City. In
every part of the country, there are writers of all ages —although
I think especially of the young —who wish to interpret their
places, and one of the joys of editing has been to help these people
get published. Most New Yorkers have as much difficulty in getting published in a New York magazine as do writers from the
West, and they must find sympathetic editorial assistance elsewhere. To find a young writer who is serious, has talent» and is
willing to learn more, and to give him or her what may be first
publication, and then to watch that writer develop and eventually
complete a book, is very satisfying. To be able to find a good poem
or story by a South Dakotan makes me happy. For all the reaching out to many parts of the world, the South Dakota Review is
still a product of this prairie state, enriching it while being enriched by it.
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