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1. What is your overarching feeling now that your book is being published?
Fear. I am putting my thoughts and words out for anyone to read and that is scary. <e story is about my
family, people I know, the community where I was born, and I have fear that I haven’t captured it all properly. In this
time of complicated characters and plot twists, my book is a very simple story with no sex or violence.

2. How do you deal with that fear?
I oAen think about my middle son, Patrick. When he was young he used to win a lot of cross-country running races.
One time he was interviewed and asked, “How did he do it?” Patrick turned to the interviewer in his simplistic way
and said, “Oh I just get out in front of everyone else and I stay there.” I feel I am out in front of the fear and I stay there.
<at is not to say the fear doesn’t catch up with me from time to time. Recently I have had to deal with fear, but I have
found it wise to confront it when you meet it and then run as hard as you can and get back out in front.

3. As a first-time writer,what approach did you use?
I had no idea. <e only creative-writing workshop I did was a half-day with Donna Morrissey. It was delightful, but
I remember her saying that when she started her book she didn’t know where it was going to go, and that prospect
for me was terrifying. So maybe my science background encouraged me to adopt a different approach. I took about
ten pieces of printer paper, taped them together, put them on the floor, and a drew narrative arc for my story , which
is a very geological thing to do. <en I filled in on the timeline the various events in Newfoundland history, like the
Depression and the tidal wave, commission of government etc. <en I incorporated facts from my father’s letters
such as when they came to St. Lawrence, mine developments, and Urla’s pregnancy. I knew that I then had to weave
my story within that timeline.

4. So there were no surprises?
I realized the timeline approach sounds very structured and that is how I started because it is how I start most
projects. However, it was only as I was writing that the other elements fell into place. Soon it became obvious to me
from both their actual letters and my writing that this was going to be about love and, before I knew it, the love of the
landscape, love of the community and its people, and their love for each other became the story. Even though I started
in a very structured style, the essence of the writing only became apparent as I wrote. So Donna Morrissey had a point.

5. Were there any unexpected effects of your writing?
Here is what happened. Towards the second half of the book, I couldn’t wait to get to my chair and write. At first I
didn’t realize what was happening. AAer all, writing was meant to be a wrenching process. I realized that I was being
comforted and cossetted by the people I love. <is was important because I felt I was getting to know my father as his
younger self. Urla became a source of comfort too because I had imbued her with my mother’s qualities. As luck
would have it, it was the perfect time to feel wrapped in their love.
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6. How did you incorporate the real letters into the book?
I read them over and over to give me a general sense. I wish I had many, many more. I took excerpts from the letters
and inserted them not necessarily in order but wherever they fit into my story. I used them to give me a sense of the
language and characters.

7. Do you think the reader will recognize the difference between your
writing and the actual letters?
I sure hope not. Seriously though, I never really used a letter in its entirety, but some passages were so poignant that
I had to put them in verbatim and I certainly could not have dreamt them up.
For example, there is a letter in which my father describes the fishing business to his brother in the US right down to
the detail of having a mug up (a cup of tea) in the back of the dory. He also describes in detail the economics of
fishing. It was almost comical, yet informative to have one city boy engineer describe the fishery of the day to his
business graduate brother. It’s a wonderfully simple and entertaining description.
Another piece I included in its entirety was Urla’s description of their new house. Her happiness of finally getting a
place of her own was palpable. Most touching was her description of the wallpaper in what was probably a very
rustic home. She describes nosegays of forget-me-nots on a cream background as the wallpaper in one room. I would
never have described something so simple in such detail. No one could have made up that letter.

8. What surprised you the most as you wrote?
Definitely the love story. I did not set out to write about my father and his first wife that way at all. But the more I read
the letters, the more I understood the characters that were developing in my head and on paper. <e love story emerged
effortlessly. It became love at many levels: love of the landscape, love of each other, love of the community. It totally
overtook me.

9. What effect did that have on you personally?
It reaffirmed my own recognition of the importance of loving and being loved
as I was dealing with my illness. On a simpler level, it brought me joy to
discover how much love my father had—to give and receive—because he went
on to have a wonderful marriage to my own mother. What a great thing to
realize about your parents.

10. Any other surprises?
Yes. Amidst all the daily struggles of the Great Depression, isolation and
poverty, they still managed to find joy in their lives. Reading about parties that
lasted until dawn, nights of music, card games and dances, rave reviews of a
partridge soup and all made me appreciate the ability to find that joy when
life around them was not always or ever easy. Here we are at a time when,
today, life is so much easier and people find it difficult or are on a constant
quest to find joy. Living in the moment was not an issue in the ’30s.

11. Let’s talk about character development.
People ask me if this is a book about my father, and although I say yes, I realized Urla emerges as the central character
with many of my mother’s qualities. <e book is mostly about Urla’s transformation. So it is her character development
that I focused on.
It became a question of developing the confidence as a young woman out of her element to do away with the stereotypes
she had been exposed to and trust her own instincts. Isn’t that what we want from all of our young people? At the
beginning we see a young woman who wants to be the perfect wife for my father and never wants to let him down and
has very set notions about everything from what a small town should look like to what being well educated looked like.

St.Lawrence,c. 1930



W W W. B R E A k W A T E R B O O k S . C O M
NOW AVAILABLE
F R O M B R E A k W A T E R B O O k S

Based on a true story, DANCING IN A JAR
weaves a remarkable romantic tale through the
life of the town of St. Lawrence, Newfoundland,
during the Great Depression when a New Yorker
is hired as a manager in the town’s fluorspar
mine. ISBN 978-1-55081-630-3 | $19.95

“Poynter peels back layers of history to find
an enduring love story, carefully rendered and

intimately felt.” –LISA MOORE

By the end of the book, she has eschewed most of her early views on things and is open to learning to be her own
kind of mother and find her own place in this small community. Isn’t it interesting, this new confidence? Here she is
blossoming, but not in a way that is recognized by her family and friends in the US, who instead see someone defeated
by the move to Newfoundland.

12. Does Urla’s character say anything about women and women’s roles at
the time?
I think any book written about that period has to say something. One of the aspects of Urla’s life in St. Lawrence that
helped her adapt was her friendships with other women her age and older. Although each had different starting points,
they had much to share and Urla was open to learning from women who had far less exposure to life. Urla would
have seen everything in St. Lawrence—from women who were so poor they would clean your house in exchange for
a coat, to those who travelled to New York to visit relatives. Regardless, she saw every woman work hard and contribute
to a family and community. I was amazed at this group of five or six women going for walks with boots, home-knit
colourful socks, skirts that had French lace sewn to the hem or fur added to their coat collars—all their own
adornments to their simple clothes. Here they were traipsing over hills, bringing picnics, and laughing. <ey were
fully aware of the latest fashions in St. Pierre or those described to them by someone who had been to New York.
Urla came to realize that these women had a vibrant life and dreams despite their environment.

13. You say the book is anchored by true events in Newfoundland history.
Were you able to do that and write the story you wanted?

It was important to me to make my father’s story as real as possible and anchored in actual developments at that time
in Newfoundland. First and foremost, the effects of the Great Depression were so widespread and experienced
differently everywhere that I felt it was important to document how it influenced Newfoundland.
Secondly, the Prohibition and the importance of St. Pierre and Miquelon were central to my story. <e pure poverty
and the establishment of the Commission of Government gives a sense of disarray and, therefore, the environment
any company would be dealing with. But perhaps the most important aspect for me to get right was the development
of the fluorspar mine. Today, the mines are oAen associated with tragedy, and understandably so, given the huge
loss of life to lung disease. However, in the ’30s and ’40s, before the health concerns were known, the St. Lawrence
mine was a welcome source of income. I tried not to romanticize the mining venture but at the same time I hoped
I provided a better understanding of the vagaries and the context for developing a mine. I wanted to be fair to my
father. I hope I have been.

14. Do you think that you unfairly represented anyone?
<e only one I have Catholic guilt over is my grandmother whose name I carry. My grandmother was very
materialistic, but that was in part because she was the child of German immigrants. <eir goal was to leave everything
behind and take advantage of all the opportunities in America. <ose opportunities were big houses, fur coats,
and a house on the beach. In contrast, my ancestors in St. Lawrence continued to embrace their past. <ere was no
evidence of conspicuous consumption. My father chose the latter.


