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Even if Davy Rothbart hadn’t founded 
FOUND magazine or eulogized Fred 
Rogers for the New York Times, a 
phone call to his Michigan home 
would still be in order: The jacket 
of his debut short story collection, 
The Lone Surfer of Montana, Kansas, 
carries high praise from both Arthur 
Miller and Judy Blume. 

“Basically, they’re just really cool 
and generous, to take time to read 
some young punk’s stories,” Rothbart 
says. Before he died earlier this year, 
Miller had been writing to him and 
reading over his stories since Rothbart 
was in college; and Blume is a FOUND 
fan, and recently hosted the young 
punk at her Key West home.

“She was super-kind and gener-
ous, and got me drunk, too,” he says. 
“She and her husband are wine con-
noisseurs, and you could say the wine 
was fl owing.” 

As for boozing with Arthur Miller: 
“He’s more of a crack and meth type 
of guy,” Rothbart says. “No, no! I actu-
ally did meet him once in person in 
Ann Arbor, but we never got drunk. Or 
smoked a blunt, unfortunately.”

The absence of blunts aside, Miller 
and Blume are on to something: 
Rothbart’s prose in The Lone Surfer 
plows ahead fearlessly, tackling liars, 
cons, romantics and fuckups, and 
revealing a wealth of talent.

Though the current incarnation 
of The Lone Surfer was released by 
Simon & Schuster in August, most of 
the stories inside have been kicking 

around for years. They were written 
as warm-up work for a novel that has 
not yet materialized.

“I didn’t think I’d written a book or 
anything. I just thought I wrote some 
stories,” he says. He had intended to 
photocopy them and pass them out 
to audiences on the FOUND tour three 
years ago, but a designer friend, Paul 
Hornschemeier, “messed around with 
them, and he put together this beauti-
ful, beautiful book.” A year later, when 

Simon & Schuster was putting 
together the FOUND book, they 
made a pitch for Rothbart’s 
stories as well.

“I like the stories, I think 
they’re cool,” he says, “but I’m 
convinced that it had more to do 
with how awesome the design 
looked.” 

Three more stories were 
added to the collection, and now 
Rothbart’s touring the country 
with the book. “I hope calling them old 
stories doesn’t diminish them or make 
it sound like it’s just a bunch of old 
trash lying around,” he says. “I worked 
hard, and I’m really happy with them.”

For Rothbart, publishing FOUND 
and writing The Lone Surfer have 
been remarkably similar creative 
undertakings. “What FOUND is all 
about is getting these glimpses of 
other people’s lives,” he explains. “You 
kind of imagine the rest of someone’s 
life, based on some love note or some 
to-do list you found just going down 
the street. For me, everyday life is 
like that. All these stories came from 
somebody whose path I crossed really 
briefl y, and then imagined what the 
rest of their life would be.” 

“Half of the stories are true,” he 
says, “and the other half might very 
well have happened. It’s almost all pret-
ty much true—everything either hap-
pened to me or happened to someone 
I know. They’re stories about 
things I’ve seen, or 
things that happened 

to me or things that 
could have happened.”

We got to talking 
about small-time crooks, a signifi cant 
number of whom populate Rothbart’s 
stories. He mentioned he was drawn 
to the small scams in Mean Streets 
more so than the crimes of any of 
Scorsese’s kingpins, and this prefer-
ence reinforced itself after his stints 
scalping tickets in Chicago and teach-
ing creative writing to inmates. Given 

that Rothbart 
cast his stories 
as biographi-
cal—whether 
it be his life 
or somebody 
else’s—I ask if 
he overheard 
the tale he 
based the story 
“First Snow” 
on while volun-
teering in prison.

“No, I guess I just made it up,” he 
says, beginning to laugh uncontrol-
lably. “That’s fucked up, huh? It goes 
against everything I just said about 
how they’re all true! Everything in 
that story is true except for the beat-
ing, which is the central part of the 
story. Maybe I overstated it when I 
said they’re all true. 

“See, this is something that gets 
me in trouble with friends—I also 

think that the literal truth is not as 
true as a fi ctional truth. If you tell 
a story with embellishments or 
fabrications, you can more accu-
rately represent the core truth, the 
emotional truth of an experience, 
than the straight-up literal truth. 
To me, all the emotions of how 
really crappy it is to be a kid and 
locked up in prison, that’s what 
the truth of the story is. I think 
the feelings are all true, even if 

the actual events are made up.” 

Davy rolls into town Tuesday, 9.20.05, 
with his brother Peter, for a night 
of story-reading, song-singing and 
FOUND-fi nding at the Coolidge Corner 
Theatre, 290 Harvard St., Brookline. 
617.566.6660. 6pm/$2. www.coolidge.
org, www.brooklinebooksmith.com 

Borders 
10 School St., Boston 
617.557.7188 
 Wed.9.14 Discussion w/ 

Michael Tougias (The Blizzard 
of ‘78) [12:30pm]
 Fri.9.16 Discussion w/ 

Anthony DeCurtis (In Other 
Words: Artists Talk About Life 
and Work) [12:30pm]

Boston Public Library
700 Boylston St., Boston 
617.536.5400 bpl.org
 Tue.9.20 The Harvard Book 

Store presents: Discussion w/ 
Anne Fadiman, Sven Birkerts, 
Allegra Goodman (Reread-
ings: Seventeen Writers Revisit 
Books They Love) [6:30pm]

Brookline Booksmith
279 Harvard St., Brookline 
617.566.6660 
brooklinebooksmith.com
 Wed.9.14 Discussion w/ 

Susan Senator (Making Peace 
With Autism) [7pm]
 Thu.9.15 Discussion w/ 

Candace Bushnell (Lipstick 
Jungle) [6pm]

Center For New Words
182 Hampshire Street Inman 
Square, Cambridge 
 Wed.9.14 Discussion w/ 

Mary Frances Berry (My Face 
is Black is True) [7pm]

Thu.9.15 
Soloway Sisters Extravaganza 
[7pm]

Coolidge Corner Theatre
290 Harvard St., Brookline. 
617.7342500. coolidge.org

Tue.9.20 
Brookline Booksmith presents: 
Reading w/ Davy Rothbart 
(The Lone Surfer of Montana, 
Kansas) [6pm/$2]

Emmanuel Church
15 Newbury Street, Boston 
 Thu.9.15 Lecture, “Jazz as 

Celebration and Challenge,” 
w/ Aardvark Jazz Orches-
tra founder Mark Harvey 
[7:30pm]

Grub Street (Boston)
160 Boylston St., Boston 
617.695.0075 grubstreet.org

Thu.9.15 Grub
Goes Hub: Grub Street Boston 

Offi ces Grand Opening 
[6:30pm]

Harvard Book Store
1256 Mass. Ave., Cambridge 
617.611.1515 
harvard.com/events
 Wed.9.14 Signing w/ Gail 

Mazur (Zeppo’s First Wife: 
New and Selected Poems) 
[6:30pm]
 Thu.9.15 Discussion w/ 

Priscilla J. McMillan (The Ruin 
of J. Robert Oppenheimer and 
the Birth of the Modern Arms 
Race) [6:30pm]
 Mon.9.19 Discussion w/ 

Joann Sfar (The Rabbi’s Cat) 
[6:30pm]
 Wed.9.21 Discussion w/ 

Garry Willis (Henry Adams 
and the Making of America) 
[6:30pm]

Harvard Coop
1400 Mass. Ave., Cambridge 
617.499.2000 
harvard.bkstore.com
 Wed.9.14 Reading & Signing 

w/ Marc Acito (How I Paid for 
College) [7pm]
 Thu.9.15 Reading w/ J.G. 

Hayes (Now Batting for 
Boston) [7pm]
 Tue.9.20 Discussion & sign-

ing w/ Tram Nguyen (We Are 
All Suspects Now) [7pm]
 Wed.9.21 Discussion & 

signing w/ Ariel Levy (Female 
Chauvinist Pigs: Woman and 
the Rise of Raunch Culture) 
[7pm]

Longfellow Hall
13 Appian Way, Cambridge 
800.542.READ harvard.com

Fri.9.16 
Harvard Book Store presents: 
reading w/ Terry Pratchett 
(Thud!) [7pm]

McIntyre & Moore 
Booksellers
255 Elm St. Davis Sq., 
Somerville 617.629.4840 
mcintyreandmoore.com

Tue.9.20 Davis
Square Philosophy Café: “Du-
eling Magisteria: Can Science 
and Religion Get Along?” w/ 
Tom Clark [7:30pm]

Newtonville Books
296 Walnut Street, Newton 
617.244.6619 
newtonvillebooks.com
 Wed.9.14 Discussion w/ Lan 

Samantha Chang (Inheri-
tance) [7:30pm]
 Thu.9.15 Reading w/ Bret 

Easton Ellis (Lunar Park) 
[7:30pm]

Tue.9.20 
Reading w/ Nick Flynn 
(Another Bullshit Night in Suck 
City: A Memoir) [7:30pm]
 Wed.9.21 Reading & signing 

w/ Lorraine Adams (Harbor), 
Margot Livesey (Banishing 
Verona) [7:30pm]
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Nick Flynn, 9.20.05, 
at Newtonville Books.

The lone newsboy of 
Montana, Kansas.

THE LONE SURFER 
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PUBLISHER | SIMON & 
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PRICE | $12
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“To me, all the emotions of how 
really crappy it is to be a kid 
and locked up in prison, that’s 
what the truth of the story is.”

think that the literal truth is not as 
true as a fi ctional truth. If you tell 
a story with embellishments or 
fabrications, you can more accu-
rately represent the core truth, the 
emotional truth of an experience, 
than the straight-up literal truth. 
To me, all the emotions of how 
really crappy it is to be a kid and 
locked up in prison, that’s what 

the actual events are made up.” 

I know. They’re stories about 

things that happened 

could have happened.”
We got to talking 

Nick Flynn, 9.20.05, 


