
MVSB Book of the Month Author Remembered 

Author Peter Matthiessen, 86, died on Saturday, April 5, after a year-long battle with Leukemia.   

Matthiessen “was a man of many parts: littérateur, journalist, environmentalist, explorer, Zen Buddhist, 

professional fisherman and, in the early 1950s, undercover agent for the Central Intelligence Agency   

His impassioned nonfiction explored the endangered wilds of the world.  His prizewinning fiction often 

placed his mysterious protagonists in a personal heart of darkness. He holds the distinction of being the 

only writer to win the National Book Award in both fiction and nonfiction. “In Paradise” (2014), his last 

novel, is the Nichols Library’s April MVSB Book of the Month selection.    

“In Paradise” begins with American scholar Clements Olin attending a multidenominational 

retreat at the site of the Auschwitz concentration and death camp in 1996.  Olin plans to research poet 

Tadeusz Borowski's connection to the camp. His research reveals unsettling truths about his family. 

while also rediscovering his own Polish gentile roots. Library Journal found “in Paradise” to be “a 

persuasive meditation on Auschwitz's history and mythology.” 

   Peter Matthiessen was born into a privileged background in New York and was educated at the 

Hotchkiss School and Yale.  An undergraduate story won a prize from Atlantic Monthly and signaled an 

interest in a writing career.   After graduation, he was recruited by the CIA and moved to Paris.  While 

there, he helped found a literary magazine, The Paris Review, which, as revealed in a 2006, provided him 

with a cover for his sleuthing. But he was also writing, completing his first novel, “Race Rock (1954),” 

while employed by the CIA.  Another, “Partisans (1955)”, and a third, “Raditzer (1960) followed. 

Although he saw himself primarily as a novelist, he began writing non-fiction to support his 

family.  In 1959, he transformed series of articles written for Sports Illustrated into the successful book 

“Wildlife in America.”  Impressed with his work as a naturalist, New Yorker editor William Shawn, 

encouraged Matthiessen to travel farther afield and write about endangered wilds.  The resulting books, 

“Cloud Forest” (1961), set in the Amazon , and ‘Under the Mountain Wall” (1962), in New Guinea, made 

his reputation.  Subsequent travels took him to Nepal, Tanzania, and the Arctic.  “The Shorebirds of 

North America” (1967) and “Blue Meridian: In Search of the Great White Shark” (1971), earned him the 

regard of among conservationists worldwide. The paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould called Mr. 

Matthiessen “our greatest modern nature writer in the lyrical tradition.” 

Matthiessen was also exploring the interior regions of the mind.  In the mid-1960s, he became 

interested in Zen Buddhism through his second wife, Deborah Love. He studied with Taizan Maezumi 

Roshi and would eventually be ordained as a Zen priest. “Nine-headed Dragon River” (1998) details his 

spiritual journey.  In “The Snow Leopard” (1978),  “his search for a rare animal in the Himalayas, his 

wife's death from cancer and his quest for Zen awareness were interwoven to create a seamless 

meditation.” The book won the 1979 National Book Award for nonfiction.   

His work at the end of the 1960s began to take on a more overt political stance. His 1969 book 

“Sal Si Puedes” grew out of his travels with Cesar Chavez and the farmworkers union.  “In the Spirit of 

Crazy Horse” (1983) delved into the history of the Sioux nation and its relationship with the US.  Its  



controversial treatment of the Leonard Peltier murder case led to lawsuits and caused the publisher to 

briefly withdraw the book from publication.  

Matthiessen continued to write fiction between journalistic assignments.  “At Play in the Fields 

of the Lord’ (1965) told about an American missionary’s encounter with a South American indigenous 

tribe.  “Far Tortuga” (1975) was set among turtle hunters in the Cayman Islands. In 2008, at age 81, 

Matthiessen received the National Book Award for Fiction for “Shadow Country,” a one-volume revision 

of three novels set in frontier Florida.   The novels addressed themes of race, environment and power in 

America.   Regarding his active life Matthiessen said in a recent interview that “we tend to daydream all 

the time, speculating about the future and dwelling on the past. There is no reality apart from the here 

and now.”     

 “The Snow Leopard” and “End of the Earth” are also available at the library.  Other selections 

can be requested through interlibrary loan.  

 


