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DIRECTOR’S NOTE
Now that I’ve been the director of the MFA in creative writing for 
five months, I’ve figured out most everything.  And if you believe 
that, then I’ve mastered fiction.  As well as Beth Loffreda prepared 
me, it’s been like drinking from a fire hose.  But it’s been a lovely 
drowning.  I’m increasingly glad that I took this position for which 
I was singularly unqualified.

After all, I have a PhD in entomology.  But my path into creative 
writing is not all that different than the staggering diversity of 
trajectories of our students.  The first-year students come to us 
from nine states, both coasts, and a swath of the Midwest.  This is 
our most ethnically, racially, and socioeconomically diverse class 
in years—and our most multilingual, with seven languages spoken 
fluently.  They’ve been teachers, journalists, firefighters, line cooks, 
ranch hands, librarians, amateur boxers, farmers, and art reviewers.  
They’ve lived and worked from Argentina to Zimbabwe.  They come 
from Ivy League universities and inner cities. 

 Our second-year and recently graduated students remind 
me that what I’m doing matters.  They can boast a Wyoming Arts 
Council fellowship in fiction, essays in the Atlantic, Brevity, and 
Discover, stories published in VQR, Fairy Tale Review, and The 
Boston Review, an Olive B. O’Connor Fellowship in Creative 
Writing from Colgate University, a National Endowment for the 
Arts Creative Writing Fellowship, a finalist for the Black Box Poetry 
Prize, the Cargill Prize, and a tenure-track position at Gonzaga 
University.

Despite these accomplishments, of which I’ve only mentioned 
a handful, a question arose at a recent gathering of our students.  
They were sometimes challenged by someone asking, “So, what are 
you going to do with an MFA in creative writing?”  The answer 
seems to be “A whole lot, most of which nobody can predict and 
few can imagine.”  But I’m sympathetic to the students who feel as 
if they’re being asked to defend their passions, their very identifies.  

When I was in graduate school, nobody asked me about what 
I thought my doctorate in entomology would be good for.  And 
nobody anticipated that I’d become a writer—a calling that I’d felt 
since adolescence, when I’d been told that boys studied science or 
medicine or engineering.

My deepest aspiration is that our students will move hearts, change 
minds, and touch souls.  They’ve done so for me.  I hope that you’ll 
also be enchanted by the depths of their commitment and the 
heights of their accomplishments which are included in this fall’s 
newsletter.  And, of course, we want to hear from you.  So stay in 
touch.

Jeff Lockwood
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STUDENT BIOS 
Maria Anderson is from Three Forks, Montana and writes 
fiction. 

Khalym Burke-Thomas grew up between Trinidad & Tobago 
and New Jersey. Last year he served as a corps member for 
the education non-profit City Year, working with 4th and 
2nd graders at an elementary school in Brooklyn, NY. He is 
currently pursuing his MFA in poetry here at UW. 

Dominick Duhamel was born in southern California and 
has lived most of his adult life in Los Angeles and Oakland. 
He enjoys reading graphic novels and post-modern fiction; 
his favorite writers are Thomas Pynchon, Julio Cortázar, 
Roberto Bolaño, and Cormac McCarthy. He is currently 
working on a novel set in the underbelly of central Los 
Angeles. He has two cats, listens to a lot of hard bop, and 
believes in UFOs.

Ella Fishman is a fiction writer from Irvine, Ca.  While she 
desperately misses the California climate, she has come to 
have great love for the inspiring landscape of Wyoming and 
even greater love for the people in this program.  Personally, 
she prefers humorous works and cannot understand how 
she continues to produce unrelentingly depressing tales of 
death, dissatisfaction, and bitterness.  Rather than examine 
her own psyche for the answer, she has tactfully decided it 
best to blame the Wyoming winter and leave it at that.

Manasseh Franklin hails from the hills of Pennsylvania but 
rarely goes back there. After moving west six years ago, she 
became enamored with big mountains, big skies and long 
snowy winters. She is currently pursuing her MFA in Creative 
Nonfiction and Environment and Natural Resources and 

spends most of her free time playing outside and writing 
about glaciers.

Carly Fraysier grew up in Barre, Vermont but was actually 
born in Laramie. Feeling like there must be something 
significant in this fact, she keeps saying it. Between a good 
handful of recent migrations between East and West she 
found herself wool-gathering for experience: goat milking, 
sewing backpacks, training horses (and two oxen as well – 
Bill and Stan), building barns, Brussels sprout farming and 
baking fancy desserts. She is very happy to be here, doing 
what she is doing now. Her (mostly) nonfiction writing has 
wandered amongst subjects such as maple sugaring and feral 
cat trapping with her Grandmother. 

Korie Johnson is a 6th generation Okie and spent her 
childhood where the wind comes sweeping down the plains. 
She grew-up counting cattle, grooming horses, gathering 
eggs, and painting fences. In middle school she moved to 
Western Colorado and stayed awhile. At fifteen she shaved 
her head and rode through the desert in the back of an El 
Camino. The West is where Korie feels at home, and she 
thinks Laramie is a real charming town. She writes fiction, 
and is struck each day by how lucky she is to study with an 
overwhelmingly talented faculty, and a cohort whose skills 
put the sparkle in the Gem City.

Erin Jones is pursuing an MFA in Creative Nonfiction and 
Environment and Natural Resources at the University of 
Wyoming, and has a BA in Geography from The University of 
Texas at Austin.  She is mostly from Texas, but has also lived 
in Utah (red rock and alpine), Georgia, Pennsylvania, South 
Africa, Tennessee, and New Mexico.  This diverse assembly 
of locales has resulted in deep and incongruous affairs with 
sweet tea, guacamole, trailer breakfast tacos, green chile, and 
all things spicy.  Erin believes in the power and necessity of 

Continued on page 5
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INTERVIEW WITH NINA 
MCCONIGLEY
Nina Mconigley received an MA from the University of Wy-
oming and an MFA from the University of Houston. She cur-
rently teaches in the English Department at the University of 
Wyoming and helps foster the creative writing community 
in Laramie. Her book of short stories, Cowboys and East In-
dians, from FiveChapters Books won the 2014 PEN Open 
Book Award. In this interview she discusses her experience 
continuing to write after her MFA. 
 
Tell us about yourself.

I was born in Singapore, but moved to Wyoming when I 
was 10 months old and lived here since. I did an MA at the 
University of Wyoming because they didn’t have an MFA 
program then and I started writing some of the stories (in 
Cowboys and East Indians) then. Even though there wasn’t 
an MFA, my MA had a creative emphasis. I worked with Aly-
son Hagy, and she helped me shape a few of the stories in 
the book. After I graduated I applied for MFA programs and 

BHANU KAPIL
Spring 2015 Eminent Writer

Bhanu Kapil will join the University of Wyoming MFA 
faculty this spring 2015 as an Eminent Writer in Residence 
and teach a poetry workshop. Kapil is the author of numerous 
books of poetry/prose including, The Vertical Interrogation 
of Strangers (Kelsey Street Press, 2001), Incubation:  a space 
for monsters (Leon Works, 2006), Schizophrene (Nightboat, 
2011), and most recently Ban en Banlieue (Nightboat, 2014). 

Bhanu was born in England to Indian parents and grew up 
in a South Asian working class community. She received her 
MA in English Literature with a minor in Creative Writing 
from SUNY Brockport. She currently teaches at Naropa 
University’s Jack Kerouac School of Disembodies Poetics in 
Colorado. 

This fall MFA students read her book, The Vertical 
Interrogation of Strangers, in Harvey Hix’s workshop and 
discussed it in terms of the “alter ego”. Kapil interviews 
hundreds of women of Indian origin, in America, in 
England, and in India, and folds their voices into hers to 
create beautiful prose. The resulting book length work 
discusses migration, who we are when we cross borders, and 
transformation. We are excited to learn the craft of hybrid 
forms from her to communicate our own ideas.  

Continued on page 6
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tall mountains, good swimming holes, secret waterfalls, and 
dry eerie canyons.  She writes about people and place.

Nick Mangigian grew up in Ann Arbor and comes to 
Wyoming from Minneapolis, where he lived for seven years. 
In addition to reading and writing, he enjoys running and 
playing guitar. His favorite movie is The Empire Strikes Back, 
his favorite album is probably Rumours, and his favorite 
musician is Prince. He has too many favorite books to count, 
though Catch-22 is a good place to start. 

Chido Muchemwa is pursuing an MFA in nonfiction and 
a minor in International Studies. She was born and raised 
in Harare, Zimbabwe and comes to Wyoming from North 
Texas where she got her BA in English and French. Her 
favorite things include Ben and Jerry’s Half Baked, Julius 
Caesar and watching cricket. 

Auesta Safi is from Sterling, Virginia and writes poetry. 

Ben Slater graduated with a BSc in Physics from Imperial 
College, London, in 1992, and has worked as a musician, 
recording engineer and record producer. He currently works 
as an engineer at Wyoming Public Radio and runs a small 
recording studio. He likes to write songs and poems.

Ryan Oberhelman is originally from Minnesota, but grew 
up a transient, moving from one shitty paper-mill town to 
the next.  He is currently interested in grit-lit, place-based 
writing, ecological disaster, and multigenerational family 
novels.  He is currently working on short stories while 
researching for a novel based on the Oberhelman family 
farm from 1880 to 2012.

Jeff Tatay was born and raised in Mishawaka, Indiana 
where he earned a B.A. in English literature from Indiana 
University South Bend. He is a writer, photographer and 

outdoors enthusiast and has spent much of his life exploring 
the “in between” spaces—small forgotten ponds, lakes and 
marginalized forests and farmland—in an increasingly 
commercialized, yet still rural and post-industrial region of 
America’s Rust Belt. His work is inspired by environment 
and place and his exploration of the “in between” spaces—
the biological and natural world of the Midwest. Now that he 
is living in Wyoming, he plans to continue his exploration of 
the “in between” spaces, which are unknown and unfamiliar 
to this first time newcomer of The West. 

Before moving to Wyoming, Sofi Thanhauser lived on 
Martha’s Vineyard Massachusetts where she wrote for Edible 
Vineyard about corn, scallops, squid, and other sea animals. 
She majored in history at Columbia University, and she 
is now at work on a piece of nonfiction about textiles and 
clothing. She recently completed a short film about a coup 
set in a militarized matriarchy of the future.

Randall Tyrone is a graduate from the University of Houston 
and writes poetry and is excited for you. 

Olivia Wall is from Charlotte, North Carolina. She graduated 
from Colorado College in 2012 and mostly writes poetry. 
She thinks it’s great to be in Laramie. 

Jess White is from California and writes nonfiction. She 
obtained a B.A. in English Literature from the University of 
Michigan. She has lived in Cambodia, Argentina, and South 
Korea.”

John Thornton Williams has studied Creative Writing at 
the University of Tennessee, Hollins University, and now the 
University of Wyoming. A recipient of Glimmer Train’s Short 
Story Award for New Writers, his fiction has  also recently 
appeared in Witness and The Masters Review. He likes to 
think that he’s an above average pool player.

Continued from page 3

FACULTY NEWS 
Harvey Hix has one new book just out, Ley Lines, from 
Wilfrid Laurier University Press and another new book of 
poetry forthcoming in February 2015, i’m here to dream in 
your language, from Etruscan Press. 

In Ley Lines Hix creates a conversation that centers around 
the poetics of listening- how much does the act of creating 
involve listening to the world around us? By curating the 
dialogue of many poets and artists, including fellow UW 
MFA faculty member Alyson Hagy and former UW MFA 
faculty member Ann McCutchan, Hix is able to reflect 
broadly and deeply on the topic.

Jeffrey Lockwood’s book, The Infested Mind:  Why Humans 
Fear, Loathe, and Love Insects, came out this past year from 
Oxford University Press. In it Lockwood documents and 
explores human interactions with insects, the psychology 
behind our fear and fascination, and exposes history in a 
new light. 

 Beth Loffreda co-edited a collection with Claudia Rankine, 
The Racial Imaginary, which is forthcoming in January 2015 
from Fence Books.
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went to the University of Houston. Subsequently, post-MFA I worked crappy jobs to be able to write, and lived in my parent’s 
basement. I worked as a barista…a string of nutty jobs so I could write. Then I moved to India.

How long did you live in India/what did you do there/how did it influence your writing?

I was there for a year and worked in a publishing house called Tara Books (one of the best small presses in India). I think it is 
one of the best things I did after MFA because it was working with books in a way that felt less stressful and felt very authen-
tic. A lot of the artists I worked with were doing their art for art’s sake.

Living in India made me miss Wyoming- I was very homesick. I missed my open spaces. And I ended up writing some of my 
best stories about Wyoming living in India.

How has the stress of being a writer changed since you won the PEN? 

To be honest, I don’t think writing is stressful. Publishing is. Writing always makes me happy. I guess it hasn’t been that many 
months since I won the PEN, but now I have a lot of opportunities to go read at places, including India. And I am now join-
ing the faculty at Warren Wilson. 

I’ve been working on this novel (new) for three years (before I received the PEN, and before Cowboys and East Indians was 
published) and I set up expectations for myself to keep me writing despite having to put away my first book. 

I think it’s weird- you graduate from MFA where you receive criticism and you’re always getting feedback from your work…
for me it took a while after my MFA to be able to trust my own instincts and believe that I knew how to fix my story (I mean 
I’m not always right, plenty of editors have told me different but I feel pretty confident I can revise). What I’m not confident 
in is everything else- publishing, selling it, what my agent will think. That part is still scary. I think you have to be real dogged 
about it- it’s partly a numbers game, you just have to send your work out. It’s good to feel bad about rejections (it’s your work, 
it’s your life) but then move on. It’s like falling in love- you just need one editor to love you, not everyone. I mean I worked 
for a magazine and the reason why some pieces don’t get published are so weird- because of things that have nothing to do 
with the writing.

If you could tell MFA students one thing what would it be.

I did not write one word the year after I finished my MFA. I thought a lot about my thesis and how I could turn it into a book. 
I wrote four new stories post MFA. People get a little frantic a year or so out- if you’re fiction you think you need an agent 
right away (I graduated! I should be a writer now!). It’s hard- you have to find a community again and figure out who you are. 
Be easy on yourself. People get too much into a rush. 

I graduated in 2006 and my book was published in 2012. So it was six years after my MFA that I sold a book. There were 
periods in there where I did not write a lot but I never thought I would not finish the book, or stop writing. There were times 
I was really focused on teaching, but I always knew I was going to write. I started my novel (I started it in 2011) before my 
short story (Cowboys and East Indians) came out. It takes an act of faith to start something new while you haven’t sold your 
first book (it took two years to sell). You just think “oh well, got to keep going.” I’ve got a story to tell.

Continued from page 4


