

Monica Devine, Alaskan artist and author of Water Mask
5.0 out of 5 stars Thoughtful, immersive body of work
Reviewed in the United States on May 23, 2021
Clifton Bates’s book of collected works is told in three parts: Part I, Like Painted Kites reveals stories from the far East where the stories’ protagonist traveled for business, mingling with the people and cultures of Asia. Part II, To the North, Qualities of Light, takes place in a remote village where he worked in Alaska Native education for many years, and Part III, titled, & Elsewhere, consists of general stories, poems, and plays. The author possesses a very deep connection to the far East and the far North, two disparate lands and cultures, which he deftly describes in detail. Bates is also very self-aware and delights in following the circuitous paths of his mind, bouncing in and out of self-reflection. For example, in one scene he describes how he merges with the flow of people, feeling at peace with the natural order of the world until his attention is steered toward a startling moment and he is back to the “skirmishes” with his wits.

In “To the Here and Now,” the author places us firmly on a boat in the South China Sea. Bates witnesses the yacht captain, Ah Po, swipe another fisherman’s catch. Bates then calls him out on the act and places a Hong Kong five-dollar piece inside the fish trap for its rightful owner to receive. This scene furthers one to think of right vs. wrong in a foreign culture where people are struggling to survive, and may not necessarily share American values or worldview. Hong Kong is a marvel. We travel with Bates through busy city streets, small festive towns, and colorful open markets. The writing is so full-bodied, we almost feel the heat and humidity bearing down on us; we experience the marvelous sights and sounds along with him in his many explorations.

In “The Bear, the Coconut Shell, and the Buddhist Doctor,” Bates takes his Hong Kong host’s eleven-year-old daughter to Thailand to seek medical treatment for asthma that could not be cured by conventional doctors. An alternative doctor, through potions, pills, food prescriptions, and chanting cures the once frail child, bringing her to perfect health.

Shifting to the far North, in his piece “And I Remember When,” Bates is a new teacher in a remote Alaskan boarding school where he shares the beautiful, poignant poetry of a Native student’s first draft. Cultural differences abound in his observations: he watches Native students play a simple game, with joy, until the game is turned into a competition by non-Native students, who insist on strict rules and a desire to win. Bates notes how the nature of the game changed, as did the Native student's initial joyful behavior. Bates wrestles with his student’s hopes and dreams and witnesses the confusion and frustration of a people whose culture has changed drastically over a short period of time. In full view is how the heartbreaking disease of alcohol has the potential to destroy heretofore healthy Yup'ik families.

In Part III: & Elsewhere, we go to the author’s former life, with memories and poems of aging and death. In one, he writes of his love for a woman, a “mature, peaceful spirit” who cared for him deeply but never told him her disturbing secret: that ultimately, she was in the process of dying. This was an especially hard pill to swallow, but the countless good times they shared will stay with him forever.

Through this combination of essays, plays, short stories, and poems Bates gives the reader an abundant cross-section of his wide-ranging talent. I thoroughly enjoyed reading about distant places in the far East and in the North, Alaska. The author has lived an interesting, storied life which is perfectly captured in these pages. This collection is meant to be savored like a fine wine. Take your time sipping to experience the robust quality of Bates’s work.
