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For many years of my life, poetry and creative writing has held my interest in both times of plight and 

recreation and within it I have felt bonded to. However, as an emerging artist, my interest has reached 

beyond my own boundaries, into the fields of other writers. I am becoming more curious to understand 

not just my own process but the processes of other poets and writers. Shiloh Booker has been honing her 

craft as poet and a connoisseur of literature for years longer than I have. As a working professor in the 

English department at Texas State University, she has held many opportunities to not only produce a 

body of work and have it evaluated but also to impart her knowledge unto others. I began my interview by 

asking her to introduce herself and explain what she does in her profession. 

 

Shiloh Booker My name is Shiloh Booker. I am in the English department and adjunct faculty here at 

Texas State. I predominantly teach College Writing 1 & 2 and occasionally, they throw 

me a bone and I get to teach something like Intro to Creative Writing or a literature 

class. Those are the things I get the most excited about. 

Carlos Lewis Ah, I see. Do you feel maybe that’s not as thrilling as you might like it to be, the fact 

that most of the time you’re not teaching the class that you really like to teach? 

SB That is an absolutely true assumption to make. I love teaching writing of all kinds. 

That’s true. One of the things that gets less exciting or less interesting is teaching 

argumentative writing over and over and over again, and very specific kinds of 

argumentative writing, which is what I’m supposed to do for the College Writing 

classes. I find that there are ways to make it interesting. Obviously. I mean, you know, 

one should do that all the time with most things, find a way to make it interesting. But it 

requires a lot of effort on my part to keep it fresh, keep doing new things so that I keep 

learning as I teach. If I’m not learning while I’m teaching then-- 

CL Then maybe you’re not getting the most out of it that you could be? 

SB Right. It’s not as rewarding as it could be. But I think it’s not as rewarding mutually. 

One of the ways that I think about teaching, is that if I’m not learning, if I’m not 

discovering new things then my students aren’t going to get as much out of the class as 

they could be. So if I know all the answers as they’re going to come up, and if I know 

everything everyone’s going to say, and everything everyone’s going to do, if there’s no 

challenge to it, then my students aren’t learning as well as they could be. So, it needs to 

be a mutual endeavor. We both have to discover new things. 

CL I say that’s a great way of teaching actually. You should commend yourself on that. 

SB Thanks! I’ll pat myself on the back. I think that, because learning is very much a process 



of vulnerability. You have to put yourself in a place where you don’t know the answers. 

People are more willing to do that themselves, take that risk, be in a vulnerable place, 

and take the risk to fail at something, if it’s modeled back. If I’m willing to put myself 

in a place where I don’t know all the answers, my students are going to be more willing 

to trust me to put themselves in that same place. We both have to be willing to take 

some risks and be in a vulnerable place for us to actually grow. That’s the thought 

behind it. 

CL Aside from teaching classes in argumentative writing, let’s switch gears and start to talk 

about your own personal style. You are a creative writer, right? 

SB That is correct. 

CL What’s your favorite subject to write about? 

SB Oh, my subject? Lord, well, I mostly write poetry. We’ll start with the easy stuff first 

and then get into the harder stuff. I mostly write poetry. I have my Masters of Fine Arts 

in Poetry, from Texas State. Go Bobcats. But in terms of subject or content, mostly I 

write about people; people that I love, people that I know. I do that through talking 

about the objects that I associate with them. That’s my favorite. If I’m going to sit down 

and write a poem, my go-to place is starting with an object that reminds me of a person. 

CL So rather than actually bringing up their names or their personal details, you think about 

things associated with them. 

SB Sure, absolutely. Like totems almost. This object reminds me of this person. To me 

that’s much more interesting than height, weight, eye color, facial expressions-- 

CL All the superficial things? 

SB I mean, I think that those, at least in terms of how I think about being a person in the 

world, those things don’t quite get at what it means to know another person. I think 

often for me, I think about people in terms of the other object, the objects that they use 

and images I have sort of seared in my brains as a reminder of them. Thinking about the 

objects they interact with helps, for me, to make them a person in text, like embodied. 

CL Could you also explain maybe the events that took place for you realize that creative 

writing was your passion, that poetry was something that you really wanted to go gung-

ho for? 

SB Sure. Shit’s going to get heavy now because there’s no way for me to answer this 

question honestly without exposing some of my background and my personal life. There 

are a couple of pieces to that. It’s kind of a multi-step process. When I was very young, 



for most of my childhood, I lived in a very abusive family and an abusive household. 

Both of my parents were alcoholics. My father was abusive to me. There was a constant 

culture in our family of silence. You don’t tell anybody what’s going on. You don’t tell 

your extended family how much mommy and daddy had to drink. You don’t say what 

happens at night. The sense of really being censored and having your mouth sort of 

stopped up. That was most of my childhood from age five to twelve. As a young person 

grappling with, what does it means to be in a world and how do I make sense out of 

these things that I have no control over, I would get my little notebook and go hide in 

the woods and write. In my mind I was writing songs but I have never had any musical 

talent and I never sang them so more than anything they were poems. That was a coping 

mechanism for me as a kid but I don’t know that I recognized that there was value in it 

or saw it as art. I wasn’t making a thing. It was really how I dealt with being in the 

world, writing things down. 

Around age twelve I moved out of my parents’ house, told the police, sent my father to 

prison, and I moved in with an aunt and uncle who were very generous and kind to me. 

They saw a lot of potential in me, in ways that my parents had never, like, tried to 

develop any talent. We never played sports. I never did dance. There were no 

extracurricular activities in my childhood at all, in spite of an intense desire on my part. 

As soon as I moved in with my aunt and uncle, they enrolled me in everything I wanted 

to do. I was in theatre. I was in dance. I was taking voice lessons, and they tried to get 

me into this, well, I was not taking any kind of extracurricular writing stuff, but lots of 

performing arts. They wanted to get me enrolled in this art school because I was bored 

in the public school. You have to apply and audition and go through this whole process 

to get accepted in. I applied for both theater and creative writing because I had always 

kind of, you know, in some corner somewhere been scribbling something thinking that 

what I really wanted to do was be an actor, be in theatre. I got roundly rejected for 

theatre but I got accepted into the creative writing program. 

That was really a gift. Sort of a miracle in my life was being in this place where people 

took me seriously. They took my voice seriously. My voice had power and was worthy 

of attention. Part of the program, all of the regular hours of school plus three hours extra 

per day in your major, in your fine art. I was taking three hours a day of writing classes, 

studying poetry, studying poetic form, doing workshops, and this was starting in the 

eighth grade. It was really, really intense and all of a sudden I knew, this is the thing. 

This is the thing that I’m the best at in the world. This is the thing that I find the most 

interesting. This is the thing that makes my brain light up. From there it was really my 

major driving force, professionally, was to be a writer, to teach writing so that other 

people could experience what I did, where suddenly feeling empowered and that your 

voice matters. That’s the backstory. It’s sort of a two-parter. 

CL That’s quite a lot of information but it really does go to show how you can make the 

most out of something negative to use it to propel you forward. 



SB Sure, absolutely. I mean, I think the traumas and tragedies of our lives; they shape us in 

really important ways. I think, like, if you look at social media, you’ll see memes where 

people are like, “This thing that happened to you, it didn’t make you.” I disagree. I think 

absolutely. My trauma made me. But I see that as a good thing. I am the person that I 

am very much because terrible things happened to me for a very long time. But also, 

that gives me insight to see the world in some new and different ways and to be kind 

and empathetic to other people. So I have been created by trauma largely but not in a 

way that makes me despicable. 

CL That’s a lot but it’s some good stuff. Now let’s change the course a tiny bit and fall back 

on something a little less heavy. 

SB Sure. 

CL I’ve taken note that in the past you’ve written for Newfound Journal. Is this correct? 

SB You clearly googled me. 

CL Yes I did. So why did you choose that avenue to display your talents and skills? And 

how fruitful was that experience for you? 

SB It was actually an interesting experience. It’s probably not the most important thing that 

I’ve ever done but it was an interesting experience. I got involved in Newfound, which 

is an online literary journal. Occasionally, they do visual arts and they do some social 

commentary stuff too. At the time when I first got involved it was mostly a literary 

journal: poetry, fiction, non-fiction. Things like that. My boyfriend at the time was one 

of the founders of it, and they needed a copy editor so I volunteered to do that because 

I’m good at being anal retentive. I’m good at grammar and punctuation and going 

through someone’s work with a fine tooth comb. I volunteered to do the copy editing 

work and I did that for a couple of years, and then every now and then when they 

needed content, I’d write some critical work for them. 

In terms of what I got from the experience, one, don’t do something just because people 

that you like want you to. That’s real life advice because inevitably, you’ll end up 

resenting them for it. You have to actually do it because you want to and I didn’t really 

want to. I just did it as a favor but it was a lot of work. It was a really giant favor. The 

benefit I got out of the experience was, one, I had never done any criticism of other 

people’s work before. I mean, I had done it in a workshop environment where I was 

talking to peers. But criticizing published writers’ works and writing book reviews, 

things like that, was a new experience and it helped me to think about published writers’ 

works in a new way. Less of like this thing on a pedestal to be praised, and I think it 

helped open it up for me as a thing I could get in and analyze and dig around. But also, 

it made me really good at grammar. 



When I was a kid, we moved around a lot. I was never in one school for longer than 

about two years. I didn’t learn grammar in any traditional way. I don’t know the names 

of things. I couldn’t tell you what a pluperfect was or an appositive but I read a lot so I 

kind of had a more intuitive sense of grammar. But when you’re correcting someone 

else’s grammar, you have to be able to back it up so it forced me to do all this research 

and actually be able to describe and define why things work in the way they do in terms 

of language, which in turn made me a better writer. It’s like if you’re a carpenter and 

you suddenly have to start making your own tools, you really know how those tools 

work better. So that was the real benefit of it, was getting better at understanding 

language. 

CL Just to build on top of that, you’ve also written a book review over Driven to 

Abstraction. That was Rosmarie Waldrop’s work that was also published on Newfound 

Journal right? 

SB Yes. 

CL I know you’ve touched on it a little bit already so in the process of giving others, 

professional published writers, constructive criticism, how has that helped you reflect on 

your own work that you’ve already written? 

SB Sure. I think that it helps me think about making a book. Doing a larger collection. I 

mean, like I said, I mostly do poetry and poetry is like a bunch of little tiny things. Like, 

here’s one thing that you can look at in ten minutes and digest, maybe not fully, but it’s 

like a snack, you know? And then you write another snack. And then you write another 

snack. And then you write another snack. And you know, they all kind of come from the 

same point of view because they’re all from the same time in my life. But then how do 

these things braid together? 

So looking at, especially I would say, Rosmarie Waldrop’s book, Driven to Abstraction, 

because it’s a weird book; it’s in multiple parts and they don’t look alike. I think it 

helped me think about how poets make a larger work out of a bunch of small pieces and 

how one part will speak to another part and kind of getting some of these ideas and 

images and themes to braid together in a bigger way that still is fragmented but also 

cohesive. Being able to do both of those at the same time is a real challenge. I would say 

probably that’s the biggest piece that I took out of it. 

CL There’s a lot that has to go into making a book obviously. You know, you have to 

choose what works you’re going to present and you know-- 

SB Which ones get shelved-- 

CL Which ones get shelved, layout order, and the whole context of something next to 



another thing. There’s a lot that goes into a book. That also makes me think, for you 

personally, what constitutes a successful piece of writing? Or what are your own 

personal requirements to say that this work is good? 

SB Ok. So I like make and thing and I’m like yes, this deserves to be in the world? 

CL Right. 

SB There are a couple of answers to that. Partly I think, the answer is do other people think 

it’s worthy. Because if I think something is worthy enough, I will always show it to 

other people. I think that’s really important, especially in terms of poetry, and in terms 

of any kind of language work because language is so personal. I have this thing in my 

head and I’m taking these images and I’m putting them into words and I have to pick 

the right word and then I butt them up against other words and then there are breaks and 

all these things, and in my mind that makes a reality. But I have no idea if it has the 

same effect on a reader so gauging someone else’s response is one way that I measure 

success of a work. Does someone get the feeling or the sense, anywhere near, what I 

want them to get from the thing I just made? The honest answer is that. 

But also I think on a more personal level it probably goes back to the thing I was saying 

about teaching—does it show me something new? You do photography you’re telling 

me. I think that’s a good analog for what I’m talking about or what I’m thinking about 

here. I think about, most of my writing, it’s very heavily image based and very 

descriptive of objects. The question is which objects go in the frame and which objects 

get left out and how much construction do I have to do from the image? Which things 

do I pull into the frame that wouldn’t necessarily normally be there but then also even 

with what’s given, what do I leave in and what do I take out? I think about making 

poems often as like figuring out what pieces to pull into a work, what ideas or images or 

feelings need to be pulled in and which pieces need to get left out. Because, my process 

in terms of writing, usually starts in terms of an image. One little nugget of an image in 

language so it’s both sound and image. That’s the thing and I just repeat it out loud over 

and over and over again until something new comes into my brain and then I add that 

piece on and then I read it out loud and then I add a new piece on. 

So, in terms of writing, I go forward and I have no clue what I’m making, really, is the 

honest answer. I don’t know what I’m making. When I get to the end, and I’m not 

getting new things but it feels satisfying anyway, and then I look at it, if I learn 

something from it, like if I get a new shape or a new understanding of my reality out of 

the thing I’ve made, that’s when I know it’s successful. 

CL You also touched on the fact that part of it is dependent on do others think it’s worthy. 

Have you ever thought that, or maybe not considered that aspect as part of it being 

successful, where it’s good to me but-- 



SB Have I ever ignored someone’s advice? 

CL Yeah. 

SB Yeah actually. I have a good story to tell you about that. When I was finishing my 

graduate degree, one of the perks that they give you here, is they take your thesis and 

then they pay, the university pays a published writer to read your work and give you 

feedback on it. Which is awesome! A famous, amazing published writer is going to read 

this book I made and tell me what they think. 

CL That’s fantastic. 

SB One of the people on the list is a poet named Carolyn Forche and her work was hugely 

influential to me. I read her book, Blue Hour, and it gave me permission. I saw writing 

in a new way after I read her book. I felt like I could tell the story I wanted to tell in a 

way that I didn’t feel like I had permission to do before. It really spoke to how I see 

things but I didn’t know I could do, I didn’t know I was allowed to do those things. 

Does that make sense? 

CL Yeah. No, I completely understand. 

SB So I read her book and I read all of her books but the Blue Hour especially, I was like, 

ah! She’s amazing! And I get to send her my book. Like, it wouldn’t be a thing. It would 

be a completely different book if I hadn’t read her book. She’s really getting back to me 

two months later than she was supposed to and she made this sort of like, half-assed, 

lazy email. Like, “Sorry, I had some personal stuff going on. Here just accept this 

email.” Even though she was supposed to have marked up the whole packet and then 

mailed it back to me, here’s an email. And I was like, ugh. But I read her feedback and 

it was really clear to me that it was a lazy read. She missed really huge obvious things in 

the book and it was a lazy read. I was really hurt at first because I was like, oh my hero! 

You can’t even…They’re paying you to read my work and you’re not even going to… 

So I was hurt and pretty broken-hearted at first and I didn’t know what to do with the 

advice. She just ignored a huge aspect of the entire book and she didn’t even see it. 

So I just decided to print the email out, put it in a folder, tuck it away and then delete it 

from my inbox and shelve it. I finished the project, graduated, etcetera. Then probably 

two, three years later, I picked the email back up and I saw new things in it that I hadn’t 

see when it was too fresh. There was actually good advice in it but I didn’t see that good 

advice at the time. I only saw what she missed so I had to ignore her advice. It didn’t 

matter what she thought because at the time, what she had to say at that time didn’t have 

anything to say to who I was at that time. It was useless advice but years later, a 

different person read it and found something good in it.  



CL So it was all about giving yourself time, just waiting for the right moment for the fruits 

of that experience to be realized. 

SB Sure. But at the time, I didn’t think I was ever going to get anything from it. I didn’t put 

it away thinking, “I’ll get something. I’ll find something valuable later.” No. I saved it 

because a famous person wrote about my work. That’s nice. But, at the time I was like, 

no. I know that it stands as it is. Your advice is wrong. It’s wrong so I don’t care how 

brilliant you are. This is the work that it needs to be. That instinct was right for sure. 

The pieces of her advice that I missed didn’t speak to the thing that I thought she was 

criticizing.  

CL I see. Speaking of books, you yourself have published a book. 

SB Yes. Well, not technically published. It’s my thesis. It has not been published yet. 

Tragically. 

CL It’s a work in progress. But it’s called Branch Water, is that correct? 

SB Yes. 

CL When you decided to put together your thesis work, you know, knowing that there is a 

possibility that one day it will get published, you know, that is the hope I’m assuming-- 

SB Yeah, absolutely. 

CL When you moved from making work, to compiling it into a single cohesive body, did 

that make any difference in the way you perceived your work? Like, knowing that, OK, 

I’m finally putting all of this together and it’s one thing and it will be looked at as one 

whole work altogether, rather than just the little “snacks.” 

SB Right. Two things I guess, yes and no. I knew I was writing a book when I started 

writing the book. I knew there were a lot of things and they were all going to fit 

together. So not the first poem but maybe the fifth poem, I knew, this is a book. There’s 

enough. The well is full here to make a thing that’s big enough to be a book. I knew that 

and I was deliberate in staying on task even if other things called to me, “Hey look over 

here. The shiny thing. Right this way. Write about this.” Sometimes I would listen to 

them just to shut them up but I was really focused from the beginning that this is a large 

work on a topic but I didn’t have any sense of order or the shape that it would eventually 

actually take. I just kept writing from the same well. So in that sense I always knew I 

was making the same thing but when I got enough things that it felt like I was done-ish 

and I started arranging pieces and breaking them into parts—the book has like 4 or 5 

parts; I don’t even remember at this point, I started to see some new trends in the work 

and see pieces that I hadn’t before and see places that needed more work. Arranging it 



helped me see some of the weaknesses of the work but also see some things in a much 

more positive light. 

So an example of that…this is a good, funny little story, a good anecdote. So I was like, 

I’m going to write a poem about my grandfather. You know, I’m like mid-way through 

the process of writing this book. I’m going to write a poem about my maternal 

grandfather. I called him Papa. He was an asshole. I mean really. Just like a brutal angry 

man. I have like one good memory of him and just the rest of them are just like… You 

know, the kind of guy, for example, who ate the last of the ice cream and wouldn’t let 

me have any, like ate it in front of me when I was like five. You know, just not a good, 

nice person. I was like OK, the book needs something about him. He died when I was 

very young so I don’t have a ton of memories about him but he’s a part of the story. 

So I sat down and wrote three lines. It didn’t feel done, in the way that I said, like, I 

keep repeating it and things keep coming up and then eventually they stop coming up 

and I feel satisfied with it. But it was three lines and nothing else came so I saved it 

instead of throwing it away even though it felt like a failure, like this three line thing I 

wrote. Like, this was not a poem. This is a failure. But I printed it out when I’m trying 

to arrange the book and I put it in there and I gave it to somebody and I was like, help 

me find an order, tell me what you see. They picked that poem and they were like, “This 

is the end of your book. This poem is brilliant. This is clearly the last poem in your book 

and it does everything it needs to do. This is probably my favorite poem in the whole 

book, this little three line nothing.” Then I was like, what? This isn’t a thing. This 

doesn’t deserve life. But suddenly thinking about it as the last word, it was beautiful to 

me and it was enough as it was. Little three lines, kind of a joke, and it ended it right.  

CL Sometimes, things you don’t expect to have any effect really have the biggest effect. 

SB Sure, absolutely. Well, I think that’s why it’s good to have people that you trust as your 

readers. I mean, not everybody’s advice is good advice but choosing who you receive 

feedback from, people who see the potential in what you’re doing, see the work as it is 

but also as it could be and understand some intention behind what it is that you’re  

trying to do, those are the best readers. Generous readers in that way. If you have good 

readers, they’ll sometimes help you save things from the trash bin because they can see 

it in a way that you can’t. 

CL We’re going to switch gears again and I implore you to take your time with this 

question. You’ve had a very colorful past-- 

SB Sure. Yes. 

CL So, how exactly has that shaped what you concern your writings about, which is mostly 

people? You know, the fact that you’ve had such a colorful past, why does it make you 

focus on writing so much about people? 



SB That is a very good question. Well, I think, as far as I see it, all people do this. We are 

always trying to find a way to make sense out of our lives and I think the method that 

we use to do that, has as much to do with the past as the things that we’re looking at. 

Does that make sense? So for example, I felt very silenced as a young person so 

language and making sense out of language is what I do in the world. Trying to find 

logic in something I have no control over, and trying to understand. I mean, I think that 

was always the chief driving force in most of my writing was trying to understand 

things. Finding new ways to see them. So if I write a thing and suddenly I’m like, oh 

shit, I get it now. But I didn’t get it as I was writing it. It was only after I finished 

writing it that I understood this idea. So I think the reason why I write about people is 

because I was hurt so badly by them but also saved by them and I didn’t understand 

why, in either way, why I had value enough to be saved or why I didn’t have value 

enough to be hurt. 

So trying to make a shape that makes sense of that person to me. Like my father, he 

passed away my first year in graduate school. You know, I hadn’t seen him in a really 

long time and I sent the man to prison. It affected me more than I expected it to. I kept 

trying to sort of understand, why I am just destroyed by this man’s death? This person 

that I haven’t spoken to in 20 years, why am I so broken by it? Why am I crying and on 

the floor? Why is it a puzzle I keep working on? Because it was a thing that I couldn’t 

just understand, I couldn’t just say—at least I understand this now, I had to keep going 

to it. And you know, like I said, talking about height, weight, eye color, is never going 

to get at it but maybe talking about, like, the paring knife that I think of when I think of 

him. This little tiny, little red paring knife, and for some reason and I don’t know why, 

but like that knife, this little tiny sliver of a knife, that is an object. That’s his object. 

And if I poke at it enough and I put it next to other objects enough, then maybe I can 

understand him in a way that I didn’t before. 

Same thing with my Papa. There’s this tree they shoved into the ground. It was a branch 

that fell off during a storm and he shoved it in the ground and it took root and became a 

tree again. That’s a part of the three line poem. How do I make sense out of this person 

that was cruel to me but also this powerful force? How do I see it in a way that I know 

how to be in the world still and how to be a good person in the world and be kind to 

other people and be kind to myself? So if I make sense out of people, then I understand 

myself better and I think that trauma and violence have a huge effect on that because 

people are the dangerous things in the world. 

CL People are very dangerous. People are complex too. 

SB Sure, absolutely. Well, and that’s the piece that you can’t just say this person that hurt 

you is not just evil. He was also my dad and he fed me and the only reason I lived 

through most of my childhood is because he had a job and he took care of us. The 

reason I love to read is because of him. Like, the same thing that kept me alive is this 



love of language. I have it because of him so it’s not just a black and white issue. So 

when the person that does violence to you or the person that hurts you the most is also 

beautiful and complicated and you can’t boil it down, you can’t simplify it. You just 

have to keep finding a new perspective to look at this person because it can’t be made 

less complex. But there can be new ways of seeing it. 

CL That’s a lot. That was really good though. 

SB Thank you. 

CL No problem. My pleasure actually. So, now I say we can back up a little bit-- 

SB Ease up? Get out of the heavy? 

CL Yeah. I love the heavy. But, just back it up just a little bit. You have this passion. You 

have the reasons for having this passion and you’re currently pursuing it as best as you 

can but the fact still remains that-- 

SB I grade five paragraph essays for hours a day? 

CL Yeah! So what do you think would need to happen or what situation might need to occur 

for you to decide maybe to switch your prerogative to pursuing your creative passion 

full-time? You are grading argumentative things, which is not bad for you. Not by any 

means. You love teaching and you get a lot from it but-- 

SB It takes time and mental space. 

CL Yeah. I’m sure that you’d rather be taking that time to write more of what you love. 

SB Absolutely. 

CL So what do you think might need to happen for you to get there? 

SB It’s not a deep answer. It’s really about money. Absolutely. Poetry doesn’t pay anything. 

Even becoming, a “successful poet” will never pay a salary. You cannot be a poet unless 

you’re like Maya Angelou but even that, there’s like one person who gets to be that, you 

know? I mean, I think that there are a few but I don’t know if I have the goods so maybe 

some self-confidence. But to get a first book published in the contemporary poetry 

world, you have to pay money to submit to first book prizes. Agents won’t read a 

manuscript of an unpublished poetry. You have to pay and these prizes, you know, 

hundreds and thousands of people submit to them. There’s like a twenty to fifty dollar 

reading fee for each one and it’s sort of like a crapshoot. Does this one famous person 

who reads this one thing actually like it? It’s a little bit like winning the lottery. 



And especially because it’s in the form of contest, like, I’ve been a contest judge. I 

know that when you’re reading for a contest, you’re less generous than in other 

situations in reading because you have to read so much so fast on a timeline that you 

don’t get to just stop and take the break and recharge your brain so you can be a 

generous reader. So it’s very difficult to get published. Really, poetry is not the easiest 

thing to do, in terms of getting a salary and being able to live off of it. So I’m trying 

other genres actually. That’s part of it. That’s what I’m working on now. Maybe my 

partner will get a super awesome promotion and I can quit my job. Really, it’s a very 

practical issue at this point in my life. It’s really just paying the rent. 

CL Living expenses. Things like that. You have to live so you can keep making more of 

what you like. That kind of thing. 

SB Exactly. I mean, I’m lucky in that I have a lot of freedom in terms of what I teach. I get 

the opportunity to foist upon my students whatever thing I think is interesting. I keep 

feeding my brain in that way. So there’s a perk to that. I mean, I could be an accountant. 

Although, who knows? Maybe I would find the numbers beautiful and I could write 

poetry about numbers. I don’t know. That’s not going to happen. 

CL Well, you never know. I mean, you did put down an email for years and then you picked 

it back up and you were like, oh! There are some gold nuggets in there. 

SB It’s true. 

CL So you never know. Could you elaborate a little bit more on what you’re currently 

working on? Because you did bring that up. What exactly is it? 

SB I’m working on a memoir right now. I finished my manuscript, my thesis, and I spent a 

couple of years continuing poking at it and submit it to book prizes and I got very 

frustrated. Because I knew that it wasn’t done. There are other things I need to take out 

and new things I need to put in but I wasn’t in the same place and I wasn’t willing to go 

to the same place because it’s a really raw, emotional manuscript. I wasn’t willing to go 

to that emotional place, yet, you know? It’s going to come back. I’m not done with it. 

So I sort of decided to stop stressing myself out and feeling like a failure and change 

gears and go a slightly different direction. So what I’m working on right now is a 

memoir. I’ve got about two essays firmly finished. I just started writing it in the last 

couple of months so I’m mostly reading right now. That’s how I write, is to read a lot. 

Reading is work for writers. I’m reading a lot of memoirs to get a sense of form because 

it’s not a form I’m familiar with. So doing non-fiction, writing about my own life, trying 

to figure out which pieces to pull in, where the beginning is, which pieces should I leave 

out, but mostly reading right now. So yeah, a memoir. We’ll see what happens with it. 

CL If it happens to go anywhere or get published, let me know! 



SB I’ll let you know. Are you going to buy the book about my life? 

CL Yeah. 

SB Maybe I’ll get you to do the cover art, you know? 

CL Oh well, you know, I sometimes am a jack of all trades. So, that’s what you’re currently 

working on. So what about the last project that you worked on or I guess the one you 

most recently finished? 

SB The biggest thing I most recently finished was my thesis and I’ve been futzing with it, 

like poking at it for a while now to no avail. I think it needs time. That’s what I think. I 

think it needs time. 

CL I got you. 

SB Yeah, it’s I think a good book but it’s unfinished yet. Yeah, it just needs some time. 

CL Not satisfied with it just yet? 

SB Yeah, I put it away and I didn’t look at it for probably two years. I graduated and I did 

this big push to try to get published and I was submitting to all these book prizes and I 

kept getting not accepted, which, shock. It’s like a little bit like gambling, trying to 

getting accepted. I mean, people do and good books get published but it’s a very uphill 

battle. So I decided to take a break and I spent a while, like, I looked at it and was like, I 

don’t know. And so I shelved it for about two years. Then I pulled it back out probably 

last year and that was when I looked back at the letter from Carolyn Forche and I saw 

what she was talking about and I agreed with some of it. And I probably wrote about 

two or three more poems but it wasn’t a good place for me to be, at least at this point. So 

I decided to take a break. Let it live in a folder for a little while and then work on 

something different, work in a different genre, play with language in a new way, see if I 

can learn some new things. That’s the big piece. Learn some new things. Then I’ll come 

back to it when I’m a new person. 

CL Well, is there anything else you’d like to say before we wrap up this interview that 

maybe we didn’t discuss or that you didn’t get to say? 

SB No, I feel like it was pretty good interview! Good questions. I read your questions and I 

was like, well, shit. I’m either going to go there or I’m not going to go there and I know 

me. We’re going to go there. They were very good, very insightful questions. You 

clearly did your homework. 



CL I did.  

SB Do you have any extra questions, any other little lingering thoughts or wonders that you 

have? 

CL I did have one! And that was when you were talking about how your grandfather had 

snapped that little branch off the tree or whatever and stuck it in the ground and then it 

grew into the tree. Did that have anything to do with picking the title of your thesis 

work? 

SB Mmh! No. Actually, Branch Water has nothing to do with trees at all. It has to do with 

whiskey actually. 

CL Oh! 

SB I’ll tell you a little trivia about bourbon, which is my favorite alcoholic beverage. So 

bourbon comes from a specific area in Kentucky, just like burgundy comes from the 

Burgundy region of France or Vidalia onions only come from a specific area in Georgia. 

So bourbon only comes from a specific area in Kentucky because of the way rainwater 

filters through the stone in the Appalachians and so the water from the creeks is 

particularly clean and mineral-y because it’s been filtered through these rocks. And so 

bourbon gets made with this water and in that area a branch is a creek. It’s another word 

for creek. So “branch water” is actually a beverage, bourbon and branch is like bourbon 

with a splash of “branch water”, which is creek water. 

CL Wow. That’s pretty clever. 

SB Yeah, so partly it has to do with alcohol, which you know, the book is a book about my 

family. We’re talking generations and generations back of alcoholics. But I liked that it 

had the sense of “tree-ness” because of the idea of family trees, and trees are an 

important image for me personally so you kind of get both of those pieces woven 

together. 

CL Well, thank you so much for taking the time to allow me to interview you Shiloh. 

SB Yeah, it was fun. 

 


