BEYOND THE

COMPASS
EVEN BEFORE HIS BEL OVED NOV E L SPA RT I N A
W O N TH E N ATI O N A L BOOK AWARD IN 1989, JOHN CASEY HAD WRIT T EN IT S SE QUE L .
S O W H Y WA S CO MPA SS ROSE JUST PUBL ISHED—AND WAS IT WORT H T HE WA I T ?
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HE front door of John Casey’s home in Charlottesville, Virginia, slowly
swings open. The author is cloaked in the shadow of the dark interior, which
stands in deep contrast to the brilliant sunshine outside. Two dogs bark
loudly. Casey emerges—bright eyed, smiling—with a pipe clenched in his
mouth. Sinewy and athletic, he looks younger than his seventy-one years; the only feature
that hints at his age is the white hair that sits atop his head and adorns his jaw.
“Oh, hello…yes, come in,” he says, as though he had forgotten we had made an
appointment to talk. A friend of mine, the artist Lincoln Perry, who is the husband
of author Ann Beattie, makes introductions and excuses himself to continue working
on the massive mural he is painting at the University of Virginia campus, where both
Casey and Beattie teach in the school’s MFA program.
After moving a small stack of books from a chair, Casey invites me to sit at the cluttered dining room table he is currently using as a desk. I had contacted Casey somewhat
impulsively last year, when it occurred to me that it was the twentieth anniversary of
his National Book Award–winning novel, Spartina, published by Knopf in 1989. I am
almost evangelical in my love of the book, and I’ve gifted it to more than three dozen
people since ﬁ rst discovering it more than ten years ago. The ﬁrst paperback edition
of Spartina I read mentioned that the novel was part of a planned trilogy set on the
Rhode Island coast along Narragansett Bay and Block Island Sound. I’ve reread the
novel a handful of times over the years and often wondered what had become
of the book’s sequel.
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When I ﬁ rst reached out to Casey, I
learned that he had just completed his
sixth rewrite of Compass Rose (which
K nopf published in October). Two
hours after sending my initial e-mail,
Casey replied by sending me t he
opening chapters. Several exchanges
and many months later, I am sitting
in Casey’s dining room. As he repacks his pipe, I steal glances around
the room. A cache of pipes sits atop
a nearby bookshelf. Scraps of paper
covered in Casey’s tiny, nearly indecipherable handwriting—notes to himself, lists of hiking supplies, and bits of
poetry he’s been reading—surround
his laptop. A stack of color prints
shows the evolution of the dust jacket
for Compass Rose.
It has been a long road to Casey’s
dining room, but not nearly as long as
the author’s own journey to the completion of his new novel.

J

OH N Dudley Casey was born
in Worcester, Massachusetts,
in 1939. At t he t ime, his fat her, Joseph Edward Casey,
was midway through his term as
a Democratic congressperson in Massachusetts, occupying the same seat
that John F. Kennedy would one day
hold.
Like his father, Casey studied law. In
1965 he graduated from Harvard Law
School. But while at Harvard, Casey,
who was already an avid drama enthusiast, took a writing workshop with
Peter Taylor, who would go on to win
the Pulitzer Prize for the novel A Summons to Memphis (Knopf, 1986). Taylor,
whose father was also an attorney and
whom Casey still counts as one of the
most inﬂuential ﬁgures in his life (he
passed away in 1994), told the young
man something he was already beginning to sense: “Don’t be a lawyer. Be
an author.”

J O S H U A B O D W E L L is the executive
director of the Maine Writers &
Publishers Alliance. His Web site is
www.joshuabodwell.com.
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Casey passed the bar exam in Washington, D.C., and practiced law brieﬂy,
though his tendency to stutter made
him war y of spending time in the
courtroom. Casey also worked as a
speechwriter for a congressperson.
“The worst job I ever had,” he recalls.
“That was real prostitution.”
Unable to shake the desire to focus
his energies on writing, Casey accepted
a fellowship to the University of Iowa
Writers’ Workshop. He received his
MFA in 1968, just as his teacher Kurt
Vonnegut was preparing for the publication of Slaughterhouse-Five (Delacorte, 1969). Casey’s fellow students
included Andre Dubus, Gail Godwin,
and John Irving, with whom Casey remains close to this day.
“John called me one day to ask if he
could use my dog’s name for the dog
that bites Garp,” Casey recalls with a
laugh. “And then he asked me to look
at the galleys of The World According to
Garp to see if the typography was right
where people stutter.”
Straight out of Iowa, Casey sold
two stories to the New Yorker and another to Sports Illustrated. Buoyed by
the successes, Casey and his ﬁrst wife,
novelist Jane Barnes—with whom he
eventually had two daughters, Maud
and Nell—settled on a small island
in Rhode Island’s Narragansett Bay.
Casey wrote freelance articles (mostly
about the outdoors) and published
more short stories. What he didn’t
know at the time was that the years
of coastal living—constantly ferrying from the island to the mainland,
learning to repair boats, and gossiping
with local ﬁshermen—would become a
vital education and provide fodder for
the novel that would one day make his
career.
In 1974 Casey’s old Harvard mentor
lured his former student off the island
and offered him a teaching position
at the University of Virginia ( U VA ),
where Taylor himself had landed.
Known as the school Thomas Jefferson
built, alma mater of Edgar Allan Poe,
and home to a highly selective MFA
program, Casey, then thirty-ﬁve, ac62
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cepted. He thought the position would
be temporary, but he remains happily
ensconced at UVA to this day.
Because of Spartina, Casey is widely
associated with the Rhode Island coastline and all things nautical. In reality,
the vast majority of his published work
has nothing to do with either of those
subjects. His ﬁ rst novel, the semiautobiographical An American Romance
(Atheneum, 1977), is set in rural Iowa
and recounts the tumultuous relationship of the Ivy League couple Anya and
Mac. The writer Paul Theroux called
the book “populous, intelligent, and
beautifully executed.” Two years later,
Casey followed the well-received novel
with the story collection Testimony
and Demeanor (Knopf, 1979). Publishers Weekly called the quartet of stories
“brilliantly realized,” and Kirkus Reviews wrote that it was “a rare gift.”
By 1979 the forty-year-old author
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had two successful books to his name,
a teaching job he loved, and a Guggenheim Fellowship in hand. And then everything fell apart. “Every time I picked
up the phone that year, it was something
horrible,” Casey says, his voice a mixture of sadness and resentment.
In a trifecta of heartbreak, Casey’s
father died of cancer, his marriage
broke up, and Breece D’J Pancake, his
former student at U VA and godson,
took his own life at the age of twentysix. “I was at such loose ends that year,”
he says.
Casey dug out slowly. He met and,
in 1982, married the artist Rosamond
Pinchot Pittman. He also set to work
on securing the literar y legacy of
Pancake—who had published several
stories in the Atlantic Monthly prior to
his death—by arranging for the publication of The Stories of Breece D’J Pancake (Little, Brown, 1983). Joyce Carol

EXCERPT

Compass Rose
A pulling boat. Sixteen feet length overall, with a four-foot beam, narrow and
fast. A bit tender. Two sets of oars. Dick said to Rose, “It’s not just because you
never know. You can set her up to have two rowing stations. The middle thwart
slides aft like so…and then you put the pegs in and she’s still trim with two rowers. Or you can row from the bow and take a passenger in the stern sheets.”
The hull was all curves—the gunwales ﬂaring from the stem to the middle
rowing station, then tucking back in to the wineglass transom.
Dick said, “You learn to row, then I’ll add a little lug rig. She’s got a pretty
long skeg under her stern, but there’s a well for a dagger-board. But ﬁrst you
learn to row.”
On either side of the bow there was a compass rose and, in red lettering,
“Rose.”
“And this here’s something Eddie made.” Dick held up a long canvas tube
inﬂated to a sausage shape. “You could use that as a life preserver, but it’s mainly
a beach roller, so you don’t scratch her bottom if you haul her up.” Dick lifted
the lid of the stern seat. “In here you got a little toolbox with some extra screws
and such. A water bottle. A waterproof chart. A storm whistle—you can hear it
a mile away. You know SOS, right? And here’s a little binnacle—”
“Dick,” Mary said. “Not everything at once.”
“Just one more thing. You see there’s a place for an oarlock in the stern. In a real
narrow creek you can scull her along with one oar. You waggle it back and forth. It
takes some practice, but it’s a handy thing to know. The basic principle is—”
Elsie and May laughed. Dick frowned. Rose said, “It’s really neat.”
“She, not it,” Dick said.
From Compass Rose by John Casey. Copyright © 2010 by John Casey. Published by Alfred
A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc.
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Oates likened the debut to Ernest
Hemingway’s, and Pancake received
a posthumous Pulitzer Prize nomination for the collection.
After receiving a fellowship from
the National Endowment for the Arts,
also in 1982, Casey took a leave from
UVA and resettled for a time in Rhode
Island. The author submerged himself
in a ﬁctionalized version of the state,
which he wove out of everything he
had learned, heard, and seen while
living in coastal South County. Casey
planned a trilogy that would comprise
a collection of stories followed by Spartina and then a book that was intended
to be an “epilogue” to Spartina but that
grew into Compass Rose.
Over the next nine years, Casey
wrote and completed all three books.

A

talk, I notice Casey’s
ability to digress within
digressions. Our conversation ricochets and hurtles
off into places I couldn’t have imagined.
Casey is also known for being ridiculously athletic and restlessly active; even
when he’s sitting and talking, he seems
to almost tremble with kinetic energy—
pretty much what you’d expect from a
man who once paddled a canoe from
Pennsylvania to Chesapeake Bay.
As we move from the dining room to
the kitchen, Casey puts aside his pipe to
ﬁx us a pot of dark coffee accompanied by
smoked salmon on slices of fresh pumpernickel bread. Then he tells me about
the novel that changed his career.
In 1989, at the age of fifty, John
Casey published Spartina. It had been a
decade since his previous book, and his
editor at Knopf, Carol B. Janeway, had
decided not to lead with the story collection but rather with the novel that
was originally planned as the trilogy’s
second installment.
Spartina, named for a kind of marsh
grass capable of extracting freshwater
from salt water, is the story of Dick
Pierce, a frustrated, brooding, and
complex Rhode Island fisherman. A
native with family roots going back
multiple generations, Dick resents his
S WE
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“ J O H N WRI T E S S L O WLY A ND REVISES A LO T,” SAYS NO VELIST A NN BE ATTI E .
“ H E ’ S L I K E A D RA GO NFLY, DA RT ING IN A ND O UT, A ND A LWAYS O VE R H E AD,
TA K I N G T HE A E RI A L V IEW O F HIS O WN M AT ERIA L. T HE T HREE- DIM EN SI ON ALI TY
T HIS RESULT S IN SHO WS.”
growing dependence on the wealthy
townspeople and elite summer crowd.
It is a book about class warfare, a novel
about what we are willing to do in
order to get what we want—or believe
we need—which in Dick’s case means
completing a ﬁfty-foot wooden ﬁshing
boat, Spartina, that he is building by
hand in a shed behind his house.
Casey says Dick was a “composite of
a lot of pissed-off guys I’ve known—the
kind of man who can be smart at sea and
an ox on land.” Though Dick is married to the long-suffering and stalwart
May, with whom he has two boys, he
is soon tomcatting around with Elsie
Buttrick, a younger and wealthier local
girl who is working as an ofﬁcer in the
Rhode Island Natural Resources De-

◆

partment. “When Elsie got in there,”
Casey laughs, “things really took off.”
One of Casey’s great achievements in
Spartina is creating multidimensional
characters who never lose the reader’s
interest or empathy, even when they
are unable to make good decisions.
The novel, which brims with salt ponds
and marshes—and men and women
behaving badly—succeeds in feeling
both traditional and modern.
Beattie wrote in a back-cover blurb
that she was wowed by Casey’s “portrait of a man struggling to exceed his
external and self-imposed limitations”
and claimed that Spartina possessed “the
only convincingly happy ending I’ve read
in a long while.” But it was perhaps a single quote from the New York Times Book

Review that generated the most buzz.
The review, “Man Meets Boat Meets
Hurricane,” which was published on
June 25, 1989, included the rather ostentatious line: “Possibly the best American
novel…since The Old Man and the Sea,
maybe even Moby-Dick.” It was this very
line, later turned into a cover blurb, that
had ﬁrst convinced me to pluck Spartina
from the bookstore shelf.
Years later I discovered that my
fellow Mainer Susan Kenney, author
of In Another Country (Viking, 1984)
and Sailing (Viking, 1988), had written the review. I also learned that the
full quote read, “Just possibly the best
American novel about going fishing
since The Old Man and the Sea, maybe
even Moby-Dick.” Today, Casey admits

the national poetry series

◆
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a little embarrassment about the “ﬁshing” bit being edited out of the quote.
Kenney, who recently retired from
teaching creative writing at Colby College in Waterville, Maine, still remembers the “sense of amazement” with
which she read Spartina twenty years
ago. “I recall I couldn’t put it down once
I started and may have ﬁnished it in one
long stretch into the night,” she says.
Janeway, who remains Casey’s editor at Knopf, once told the New York
Times that Casey has what she called “a
‘Japanese style,’ which is to say one in
which everything extraneous or decorative is pared away to leave the beauty
of maximum simplicity.”
When the short list for the 1989
National Book Award was announced,
Spartina found itself in the running
against a group of novels that would
likely appear on any list of the best
novels of the late twentieth century:
E. L. Doctorow’s Billy Bathgate (Random House), Katherine Dunn’s Geek
Love (Knopf ), Oscar Hijuelos’s The

JOHN CASEY

Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love (Farrar, Straus and Giroux), and A my
Tan’s The Joy Luck Club (Putnam).
Spartina beat the pack. Casey’s second novel received a golden seal on its
cover.

A

bottom of the stairs
outside Casey’s k itchen
door, the author tosses a
rucksack of papers, a few
books, and another bag into a wheelbarrow. “I just have so much to bring
between the house and my writing
shed that I’ve found this wheelbarrow
is helpful,” he tells me. We wend our
way along the narrow path through the
dense, practically primeval foliage in
Casey’s backyard. He points proudly
to a mature fig tree and tells me he
planted it when it was a mere sapling.
Casey’s rustic writing shed sits at
the back corner of his property. Inside, the small room is a riot of papers.
A box marked “Pancake” and another
labeled “Spartina” rest precariously on
T THE

the narrow ladder to the tiny sleeping
loft. A windowsill beside the desk is
littered with pencils and pipe cleaners. Casey insists that he and a graduate student he has hired are “sorting
through things and rearranging.”
It is the studio of an undoubtedly
busy writer. On the corkboard above
Casey’s desk is a hand-drawn, threecolumn chart that maps out the ninetytwo chapters of Compass Rose.
W hen I ask him about the more
than twenty-year gap between Spartina and Compass Rose, he rattles off a
series of reasons for the delay. “It’s not
as though I haven’t been doing things,”
he protests with a smile. “I’ve certainly
been busy!”
Two years after the publication
of Spartina, Casey won the prestigious Rome Prize from the American Academy in Rome and had every
intention of working on Compass Rose
during that seven-month fellowship,
but once he arrived there he found
he couldn’t. “Instead,” says Casey,
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“I decided to walk around Rome and
learn Italian. So I did.” His passion
for the language led him to translate
two Italian novels: Alessandro Boffa’s
You’re an Animal, Viskovitz! (Random
House, 2002) and Linda Ferri’s Enchantments (Knopf, 2005).
In 1993 Casey collected the coveted
Mildred and Harold Strauss Living
Award, which offers an annual stipend
of ﬁfty thousand dollars for ﬁve years,
from the American Academy of Arts
and Letters. Writers who accept the
prize cannot be otherwise employed,
so Casey focused for a time on his
Rhode Island stories and, in 1996,
Lord John Press released the novella
Supper at the Black Pearl, which is set
just before Spartina begins, in a ﬁ nely
printed limited edition.
But in t he meant ime Casey got
swept into the ﬁctional story of a lawyer named Mike, his ﬁ lmmaker wife,
Joss, and the disillusionment of their
marriage, set against the backdrop of
Mike’s miserable 1978 congressional

campaign in Charlottesville, Virginia.
Casey released that novel, The Half-life
of Happiness (Knopf ), in 1998. At 513
pages, it is his longest book.
When Casey finally returned his
attention to Compass Rose, he knew
that he needed to do something extreme. After rewriting several drafts
he remained unsatisﬁed. He decided
to set the manuscript aside and start
the book anew with a stack of blank
white paper. “I think that was one of
the few brave things I’ve ever done,”
says Casey.
Starting fresh, Casey worked Compass Rose through six complete rewrites.
“I take forever,” Casey admits. “I prick
a ﬁ nger and write a word.” He mimes
taking a blood sample. “Then I prick another ﬁnger and write another word.”
“John writes slowly and revises a lot,”
agrees Beattie whose latest collection,
Ann Beattie: The “New Yorker” Stories,
is published this month by Scribner.
“He’s like a dragonﬂy, darting in and
out, and always overhead, taking the
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aerial view of his own material. The
three-dimensionality this results in
shows: Look at his prose and wonder
where the detail came from, how it’s interspersed with and reﬂects an internal
state of some character, but at the same
time how this detailed, perfectly articulated lyrical little moment is going
on in the Whitman-esque world where
songs are sung so loudly, and so much
is possible, that we can’t just consider
the written perfection of what John has
so stunningly conjured up.”
Finally, in the fresh light of this past
spring, Casey was ready to accept that
Compass Rose was ﬁ nished.
The novel, which begins just months
after the action that ends Spartina, is
told from the points of view of “three
women with whom I’ve lived in my
imagination for a very long time,” says
Casey. There is May Pierce, Dick’s wife;
Elsie Buttrick, Dick’s former mistress;
and Rose, the daughter Elsie and Dick
conceived in Spartina. Dick and May are
still married, and live just down the road

66

10/4/10 1:35:50 PM

proﬁ le

from Elsie and Rose. The small town
gets even smaller as Rose, the daughter
of a ﬁercely independent mother and a
stubbornly indignant father, becomes a
thread that binds not just the members
of her two families but also the many
individuals within the Rhode Island
community she calls home. Like the sea
she lives alongside, Rose’s life is always
changing and always capable of being
both beautiful and destructive.
In Compass Rose, Casey steadily navigates a storm of interpersonal relationships and modern family dynamics. As
usual, Casey’s female characters are
complex and strong—even though May
remains married to Dick despite his
philandering, she does so on her own
terms. When asked about writing of the
thoughts and desires of women from
the female perspective, Casey replies,
“I grew up, and now live, surrounded
by more women than men.” Casey and
Rosamond have two daughters of their
own, while Casey’s two daughters from
his ﬁrst marriage have also pursued lit-
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erary careers: Maud Casey is the author
of the novels The Shape of Things to Come
(Morrow, 2001) and Genealogy (Harper
Perennial, 2006), and the story collection Drastic (Morrow, 2002); and Nell
Casey has edited two anthologies of
essays, Unholy Ghost: Writers on Depression (Morrow, 2001) and An Uncertain
Inheritance: Writers on Caring for Family
(Morrow, 2007).
“I remember thinking at one point
that there would be no women at all in
Spartina. And then Elsie showed up,”
recalls Casey. “It took me awhile to
get to know her. I was writing about
her handling clam worms, and she was
kind of disgusted by them. And then I
thought, ‘Oh, no…wait, Elsie’s not disgusted by anything in nature.’” It’s not
unusual to hear Casey talk like this, as
though his characters are old friends or
neighbors. After all, he has lived with
some of them for nearly thirty years.
In his chilly, tree-shaded writing
shed, I watch Casey sink into a chair
and pull a plaid blanket over his shoul-

ders. As he packs his pipe and searches
his cluttered desktop for a match, I ask
him if he ever imagined that he would
live for this long with the characters
of Spartina, Compass Rose, and the half
dozen or so short stories set in South
County that Knopf has also committed
to publishing. Casey strikes a match
and brings it slowly toward his pipe.
His eyebrows rise as the ﬂame touches
the dry, sweet-smelling tobacco. He
draws hard on the stem and his lips
make a slight smacking sound.
“This whole thing held together so
cohesively in my mind over the decades. I know everything about these
characters, even the things I don’t put
in the books, like their birthdays!” He
holds the pipe aside and grins.
“I’m happy,” he says. “I’m satisﬁed
that it was worth it.”
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See an annotated photograph of John
Casey’s writing desk.
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