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When William Least Heat-Moon countered my suggestion for an interview over coffee with some 
Mississippi Fish Shack soul food, I was not a bit surprised. In his new book, “Roads to Quoz: An 
American Mosey,” the author’s travels often lead him into some small roadside diner for a flaky 
slice of pickle pie or a plate of fried catfish. His traveling companion and wife, Jan, nicknamed 
“Q,” jokes that for him, the roads are “mainly to furnish reasonably direct connections between 
cafés and chili parlors, taco wagons and beaneries.” 

However, food is only one patch in the quilt that is Heat-Moon’s quest for quoz, a word “referring 
to anything strange, incongruous or peculiar.” There also is the landscape — from the winding 
Ouachita River in Arkansas to the grand openness of the Great Plains — and the cast of 
eccentric and fascinating characters he and Q meet along the way. 

The book is itself a collection of Heat-Moon’s musings, interactions with locals, town histories and 
folklore. It gives a cross-section of the small towns located along the blue highways, away from 
the billboard-studded federal interstates. 

“Nothing sharpens a traveler for the road better than the grindstone of home,” Heat-Moon writes, 
and that grindstone is right here in Columbia on an old tobacco farm near the Missouri River. He 
ventured into town on a snowy afternoon in December to nosh on red beans and rice and talk 
about fueling his curiosity, amassing his collection of travel accounts and looking for the 
untouched parts of America. 



● 

Tribune: After traveling from one end of the country to another, you still choose to stay in 
Missouri, where you were born and raised. Why? 

Heat-Moon: I’m a big believer in roots. I feel connected to Columbia, even though as I’ve traveled 
for over half a century now, I feel connected to a lot of places in America. But most of those lack 
the advantage of a central location, and for somebody who’s on the road as much as I am, it’s 
nice to be able to start from the middle. By land, I can get to either coast in a couple of days, and 
I can get to either border in half that time. 

Tribune: Have you done any traveling abroad? 

Heat-Moon: I’ve gone to 38 countries — Japan, China, the Scottish islands, England, Wales, 
Ireland, Spain, the Scandinavian countries, Italy, New Zealand. I’ve written maybe a dozen 
stories about my travels overseas, but they’re all short magazine pieces which I’ll collect and 
publish in the next couple of years. I’m not comfortable with writing stories of book-length about a 
foreign nation because I’m not qualified for that. It would be superficial.  

Tribune: So as an American, you feel like you have a particular insider’s view to offer. 

Heat-Moon: I understand the slants and angles in America. I’ve been in every county in the 
United States — more than 3,000 of them. If you put your finger on a map of the United States, I 
have been within at least 25 miles of that place, except there are places in the Nevada desert I 
haven’t been yet. And a trip there is coming up. 

Tribune: What is it that makes you travel? 

Heat-Moon: I think I’m most driven by my curiosity. After physical health, it’s the one thing I don’t 
want to lose with age. To live in the same place you begin to go dead to it, but getting on the road 
— moving away — quickens curiosity again. And then, when you come back home, home looks 
new to you, and you feel 
alive again. So it’s moving 
between those two highs of 
strangeness. 

Tribune: About the word 
“quoz”: Did you know it’s not 
in the dictionary I have in 
the newsroom? 

Heat-Moon: I think you 
have to go to the Merriam-
Webster Second 
International Dictionary, 
which is long out of print 
now. But it is in there. 

Tribune: Did you start on 
this series of six trips with 
quoz in mind, or did the 
definition for you develop as 
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it went? 

Heat-Moon: I stumbled on the word after our trip down the Ouachita River Valley, which was the 
first one that we took in “Roads to Quoz.” I found the word when I decided, for the book, to call 
Jan, my wife, ‘Q.’ I went to my Merriam-Webster Second International to read through all the 
entries under the letter Q, and I kept coming across these delightful words, one of which was 
quoz. It was the last word in the Q section, and I thought: That’s what I’m doing. That’s what 
these trips are about, hunting for quoz — something mysterious and strange. 

Tribune: You quote Thomas Jefferson when he says, “I am convinced our own happiness 
requires that we should continue to mix with the world and keep pace with it as it goes” and that 
isolation leads to an unhealthy state of mind. Do you believe that? 

Heat-Moon: Yes, given that I live essentially in the woods, it’s very easy to become isolated out 
there. Being married changes that somewhat, but when I was living out there for 10 years by 
myself, I could go for two weeks sometimes and not see anybody, except maybe a distant view of 
someone from the post office.  

Tribune: You’ve said that you find “virtually anyplace in the United States beautiful, provided it 
hasn’t been too much worked over by the hand of man.” Are many of those places left? 

Heat-Moon: I’ve often wondered whether there’s a single square foot in America in which a 
human foot has never trod. And then, of course, my next question is: What if you somehow found 
that spot? If you were the only one who knew — would you put your foot into it? Or would you 
say, “That place is sacred, I will not touch it.”? 

Tribune: What would you do? 

Heat-Moon: Well, I hope that I would say it’s sacred, keep your foot out of it. I hope so. But the 
temptation would be to go and stand in it and say, “I’m the only one.” But you know, that’s ego. 
That’s not good. 

Tribune: You usually use historical texts to guide your travels. Are you trying to see the American 
landscape through someone else’s eyes, like William Dunbar, who led the 1804 expedition up the 
Ouachita River? Or are you trying to create a historical narrative of your own? 

Heat-Moon: Both. When I’m traveling, I’m always wishing for a time machine that would let me 
stop and see that space I’m in start spinning back slowly through time, like a movie running 
backwards. The best way of trying to do that is by reading other people’s accounts. To that end, I 
have a collection of more than 3,000 books about traveling in America. … I have one room just 
filled with them. I look around the shelves and see Lewis and Clark is over here, and over here is 
Frances Trollope, and John Steinbeck and William Dunbar, and 3,000 other voices. … It makes 
me feel connected, and if there’s one word that my books are about, that word is connection. It’s 
at the heart of all that I write and every ethical position I hold. I believe that the more a human 
being is connected, the more we are likely to behave intelligently, wisely and compassionately. 

Tribune: All of the reviews of “Roads to Quoz” say your characters are the driving force in the 
book — all these fascinating people that you meet. Do you have a particular gift for seeing 
people? 

Heat-Moon: In many ways I’m an introvert, but when I go on the road I’m forced to escape that. 
… I’m not afraid to make a fool of myself by saying something to break the ice between strangers. 
An hour ago, when I was looking for you, I was talking to the waitress there, and we were talking 



about her watch. With more time I could have pursued that topic, and that would have led to more 
about her life, I’m sure. 

Tribune: So when is your next trip? 

Heat-Moon: In a couple of months. It’ll be a Sierra Club Service Trip to Nevada, where we’ll be 
pulling out old fences that impede wildlife migrations — and their survival. Then there may be a 
canoe trip on the Rio Grande. I’m trying to use less fuel. Not because of its expense but because 
I believe human contributions to climate change are real and significant. So Q and I are now 
doing more canoeing, rafting, bicycling, hiking. 
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