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Compass Rose:
Your recent novel, Baker Towers, has been lauded for its historical accuracy. Was there anything in
particular that drew you to 1940s America?

Jennifer Haigh:

Well, the war changed everybody’s life: the young men who went away to fight, the families
and lovers who stayed behind. In the post-war period, towns like Bakerton were truly
transformed. Lots of people left, and new people came. This made for interesting times.

CR:
Crities have also lauded the realistic psychological aspects of characters of your novel. How do you develop such
realistic characters?

Haigh:

I get to know the characters bit by bit, over the course of several years. This begins long
before I start writing chapters. At the beginning I spend a few months writing about the
characters. I try to imagine them as children, to picture their eatly lives; I think about their
secrets and fears. These early writings often don’t make their way into the final manuscript;
they’re a kind of exercise to help me understand the people I'm writing about. Mainly,
though, the characters emerge during the writing process. I’'m always trying to write a scene,
a passage, where a character reveals something about himself, some new aspect that’s
surprising to me and to the reader.

CR:
How did your background in short stories affect your writing style?

Haigh:

It’s not a question of style so much as process -- they’re different forms, and I approach
them differently. For me a novel involves more uncertainty — I begin with a vague idea of
what the book will be and generally end up with something else entirely. A short story often
comes to me in one piece; I know from the outset what will happen, how the conflict will
resolve.

CR:
How has earning an MEA affected your writing? Was it a painful or rewarding experience?

Haigh:
Having two years to focus completely on my work was so valuable. For me this was more
significant than any class or workshop, and certainly more important than earning a degree. I



finished writing Mrs. Kimble at Iowa, and I met my agent there, which certainly facilitated
getting that book published. Most importantly, I developed close relationships with
classmates who’ve had a huge impact on my work. We read each other’s early drafts and give
the kind of thoughtful, specific, writerly feedback that’s so precious and so hard to come by.
It’s not an exaggeration to say that we taught each other how to write. I had terrific teachers
at lowa, but it was my classmates who had the greatest influence on my work and still do. I'd
be lost without them.

CR:
What types of themes do you intentionally insert into your writing?

Haigh:

It seems to me that very few fiction writers actually work that way. I think I'm fairly typical
in that I just write stories, and it’s in the process of writing them that I figure out what they
mean.

CR:
Ken Kimble, from Mrs. Kimble, is a very interesting and diverse character. Was he inspired by anyone or
anything in particular?

Haigh:
Well, no. He’s a made-up guy.

CR:
Mrs. Kimble won the 2003 PEN/ Hemmingway Award. What was it like finding out that you had won
the award?

Haigh:

I was very grateful. Publishing a first novel can be discouraging. It’s hard to get reviews, and
with hardcovers selling at twenty-five dollars, it’s understandable that readers hesitate to take
a chance on a writer they’ve never heard of. Bookstores are full of terrific first novels, each
representing years of some writer’s creative life, that will come and go without being noticed.
PEN performs a great service by bringing attention to some of these books.

CR:
Was winning the PEN/L.1.. Winship Award for Baker Towers much different?

Hagh:

In a sense it was even more surprising since I hadn’t, up to that point, considered myself a
New England writer. I grew up in Pennsylvania and have spent my adult life moving around
every year or two. But I’ve lived in the Boston area five years now, and my forthcoming
novel, The Condition, is set in Massachusetts. That more than anything makes me feel like a
New England writer.

CR:

Describe your writing process.

Haigh:



I write every morning, for as long as I can stand it. In the early stages of a novel my workday
is quite brief; I simply don’t know enough to write for more than an hour or two. As the
book progresses I work longer days. The first draft takes a long time, a year or more. 1
compose by hand, at my kitchen table; then I go to the computer and transcribe what I've
written, and in the process I cut, add, make changes; it becomes a kind of second draft. The
next day I start again, writing by hand. I do this until I reach the end of the story. The first
draft is the most difficult part of the process, the most dispiriting. My first drafts are always
lousy, deeply flawed, and it’s hard to face that reality day after day. Later, when I have a
complete draft, I begin rewriting, and that’s when I really get excited about the work. I did
seven drafts of Mrs. Kimble it took me that long to get it right. I love working with the
sentences, playing with the meaning and the rhythm. I could revise happily for years on end.



