Winter's Bone Review from On the Slow Train, Elkhart, Indiana

Every culture, every subculture, has some redeeming values and traditions. The world would be the poorer for the disappearance of any nation, tribe, or people. Or so I’ve believed. Daniel Woodrell’s novel Winter’s Bone appears to suggest otherwise. When I read his story of Ozark hill people, I concluded that this was a culture the world would be better off without--at least the way Woodrell portrays it. The meth lab has replaced the still in Woodrell’s Ozarks, and the Dolly clan of his book lives by “cooking crank.” One suspects that Ten Commandments are still posted on the front lawns of courthouses in that part of the country, but their presence has no effect on the likes of the Dollys. Murder, theft, adultery, and the other “Thou shalt not” prescripts are allowed, even celebrated by the clan leaders. In the Dollys’ culture there is one unforgivable sin--snitching.

Ree Dolly, the book’s heroine, yearns to escape her dreadful life by joining the U.S. Army, “where you got to travel with a gun and they made everybody keep things clean.” This is not the sensitive kid of Hemingway or Sherwood Anderson who wants to escape the stifling provincialism of small-town America. If she stays in the Ozarks, she could end up like her best friend, a teenaged mother with an abusive and unfaithful husband.

But while she wants out, she is also acting as mother to her two younger brothers, as well as to her own drug-addled mother. And she’s fiercely loyal to them. The book begins with the deputy sheriff coming to tell Ree that her father, Jessup, awaiting trial for making meth, has put up the family house as bond. (Personal note: Woodrell is a graduate of the University of Iowa Writers’ Workshop. The administration building at Iowa is Jessup Hall.) If Jessup fails to show up for trial, the family is literally out in the cold. The book tells of Ree’s search for her father--an odyssey of pain and disillusionment. Ree’s success at the end seems unlikely--that the women who beat Ree nearly to death would then have compassion for her. And though she saves her house, it appears that she’ll never be able to join the Army and escape the Ozarks. There is hope at the end, but also a sense that Ree has accepted the “brute ancient ways” of her people.

It’s not the kind of book I’d normally read. And after reading it, I’d be hard-pressed to read anything else by Woodrell. I suspect that the Ozark people have redeeming qualities, but we need someone with the compassionate humor of a Mark Twain or the empathy of a Sharyn McCrumb (who writes mysteries set in the Appalachians) to portray them.

One last thought: The most interesting part of the book to me was something Woodrell doesn’t really follow through with. It’s the bizarre religion which brought the Dollys, who appear to have been Irish Tinkers, to the Ozarks. Here’s an excerpt:

“She knew few details of the old bitter reckoning that erupted those once holy walls, but suddenly understood to her marrow how such angers between blood could come about and last forever. Like most fights that never finished it had to’ve started with a lie. A big man and a lie.

“The big man and prophet who’d found messages from the Fist of Gods written on the entrails of a sparkling golden fish lured with prayer from a black river way east near the sea was Haslam, Fruit of Belief. The sparkling fish had revealed signs unto him and him alone, and he’d followed the map etched tiny on the golden guts and led them across thousands of testing miles until he hailed these lonely rugged hollows of tired rocky soil as a perfect garden spot, paradise as ordained by the map of guts sent to his eyes from the Fist of Gods.” 

For me, the chapter on Haslam, Fruit of Belief is Woodrell’s best writing and shows his imagination and creativity. But it’s a mystery which remains a mystery: “The prophecies of Haslam, Fruit of Belief, reached her down the generations as hoarse godly mutterings of a big man spinning a braggish lie that made little sense and had no conclusion. The cause of the old bitter reckoning was not clear either, and there might’ve been living Dollys who knew the truth but nobody ever said it where she could hear. All they ever said was there’d been a woman.”

The “bitter reckoning” is why the Dollys have returned to “that great snarling tribal anger that Haslam had tried to preach away from their hearts and habits.” But after spinning this wonderful tale, reminiscent of the Arabian Nights, Woodrell drops it--unless I’ve missed something. Had he woven the tale into the rest of the book, I would have been more enthusiastic about it. 
