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Daniel Boone Regional Library's "One Read" program picks tend to tilt in the favor of a story that 

is America's alone. 

In last year’s “The Whistling Season,” author Ivan Doig illuminated one Montana character’s 

struggle with education changes during the Cold War era. 

In 2007 we read “Water for Elephants,” by Sara Gruen, which took place against the backdrop of 

the Great Depression. 

Before that T.C. Boyle’s “The Tortilla Curtain” was selected, showing modern-day Southern 
California where the controversy over Mexican immigration is most heated. 
 

In the same way, this year’s “One Read” choice is uniquely American. Taking place in the early 

20th century as the country prepares to enter its first world war, Andrea Barrett’s “The Air We 

Breathe” is told by a collective chorus: the tuberculosis patients in an isolated community called 

Tamarack Lake. 

Barrett’s prose winds its way through the gorgeous scenery of the Adirondacks in northeastern 

New York, where the chill of the open mountain air was said to help cure diseased spots on the 

patients’ lungs. Soon after quiet Leo Marburg, a chemist from Odessa, enters Tamarack Lake, 

the wealthy Miles Fairchild begins a Wednesday discussion group among his less-educated 

peers. The discussions create a sense of purpose for the patients, the dramatic, artistic and 

occasionally cruel Naomi, hard-working Eudora, radiologist Irene and diminutive Dr. Petrie. 

Bored, sometimes darkly so, and with news of the war trickling into the sanitarium, the patients 

watch with interest as passionate but confusing feelings develop between several of Barrett’s 

characters. Zeal, distrust and love mingle and cause a ripple effect which has dark and 

unexpected consequences. 

The author, known for the Pulitzer Prize nominee “Servants of the Map” and her National Book 

Award-winning collection of short stories, “Ship Fever,” lives in North Adams, Mass. Her fiction is 



supported by a historical structure as strong as iron, while her passion for science and biology is 

woven throughout. 

Columbians will get to see Barrett when she visits the Columbia Public Library on Sept. 17, but 

here’s an early look at the writer’s own words on how she eschews outlines, falls in love with her 

subjects and peeks at critical reviews of her work. 

Tribune: The first thing to strike me as I read your book was that you used the first-person 

plural — that is, the narrator speaks as a collective “we” — something I’ve heard creative writing 

teachers warn against. What about the work called for that style? Was it intentional, or were you 

surprised when it developed? 

Barrett: I knew this carried with it certain difficulties both for me as a writer and for readers 

unfamiliar with it, yet it was so essential to the vision I was trying to convey that I couldn’t resist it. 

The people in that sanatorium, at that time, were so commonly viewed not as individuals but 

rather as a clump, a group — even a contagion — that this was the one voice capable both of 

honoring their situation and, as the voice breaks out periodically into individual viewpoints, 

subverting it. I meant for the voice to convey not only the story but, in its very structure, the 

experience of being part of such a closely knit, forcibly confined group. 

Tribune: When you plot one of your novels, do you adhere to a strict outline, or do you let the 

storyline and its characters carry you, the writer, along? 

Barrett: I have huge admiration for writers who can make an outline and stick to it, but that 

seems like a form of magic to me. I work very messily and almost entirely intuitively, following my 

nose, the sound of the words on the page, the gestures my characters make and the things they 

say, an image that has caught my imagination ... hence, a great many drafts, much revision, 

much thrown out. 

Tribune: You wrote “The Voyage of the Narwhal” about Arctic history, an interest of yours, and 

many of your other works revolve around areas where you seem to be well versed — science, 

biology, etc. Have you ever written a story about something that interested you not at all, or 

something you had to really learn to love? 

Barrett: In the strictest sense, no: I’m always interested in what I write about. But the deeper 

truth is that sometimes I’m only lightly interested in something before I begin researching and 

writing about it. I fall in love with it because I’m writing about it, because I’m so deeply immersed 

in it. Almost everything in the world, it turns out, is hugely interesting if we pay it sufficient 

attention. 



Tribune: Historical fiction like yours has to balance true events with an untrue narrative. Do 

you believe there is a clear distinction between fact and fiction? 

Barrett: I know that some “facts” are more solidly rooted than others and that all “facts” are 

colored by who reports or records them and how — but once we start inventing dialogue, or 

supposing a person felt this way or that, then I feel sure we’re leaving the territory of fact and 

entering that of fiction. Still, even knowing that what I write is fiction, I won’t, myself, change a 

biographical or historical fact for which there is good evidence. That’s one reason I often confine 

actual persons to the background of a story while placing invented figures at the center. 

Tribune: Do you have any examples of other historical fiction writers’ works which, in your 

opinion, have either succeeded or failed? 

Barrett: I’ve never seen Alice Munro go wrong in her historical stories; nor Joan Silber. Barry 

Unsworth’s novels seem to me like models of the form. 

Tribune: Are there ever instances when someone’s interpretation of your work surprises you 

or comes up with meanings you did not intend? 

Barrett: Sure — and that’s been particularly true for this book. Even though it’s set in a 

different time, some of its themes explicitly echo things we’ve been concerned about during the 

last eight years or so — which means it taps into people’s politics, which means sometimes it 

brings up surprising emotions in readers. 

Tribune: I heard you started working on “The Air We Breathe” in New York City while on a 

fellowship, right around the events of Sept. 11, 2001. Some of the characters in your book are 

deeply suspicious of foreign-born immigrants, with the onset of World War I. Did the events 

following Sept. 11 inform the attitudes of the characters in your book? 

Barrett: I did quite a bit of research for “The Air We Breathe” in the two years preceding that 

fellowship and also some preliminary writing. But I moved to NYC for a year in June of 2001 for a 

fellowship at the New York Public Library that actually started on Sept. 10, 2001, and during 

which I was meant to continue my research. That I was there during the events of 9/11 and 

afterward did turn out to shape the book a great deal. I couldn’t write for a while, and when I 

started again I found that, in terms of the book, I was thinking less about the medical aspects of 

the situation and more about the war taking place offstage, about the way both communicable 

diseases and the threat of outside attack tend to make us blame “outsiders” for whatever’s wrong 

and induce prejudice against immigrants and sometimes toss certain liberties overboard. 

Tribune: After finishing your book, I finally allowed myself to read a few of the reviews. It’s an 

age-old question, but how about you? Do you read them? 



Barrett: I wish I could say that I didn’t, but I’m too curious to skip them entirely. I skim them, try 

not to pay too much attention to them and try to forget them quickly. If I allowed myself to believe 

the good ones, then I’d also have to believe the more problematic ones, and neither’s much use 

to the process of writing. 

Tribune: We’ll see you in September when you come to the Columbia Public Library. Any 

summer plans between now and then? 

Barrett: Gardening, hiking, if I’m lucky, a bit of sailing — reading and writing, of course! 

Reach Lindsey Howald at 573-815-1731 or e-mail lhowald@columbiatribune.com. 
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