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 When asked, “When did you know you were a writer?” in a 1987 interview, Peter Matthiessen noted, “ I always knew.  I can’t remember even considering doing anything else after I was about fifteen or sixteen.” 
Peter Matthiessen is a prodigious and much acclaimed author of more than 35 novels, non-fiction books and short stories.  Primarily, he is known for his work as a travel and wildlife writer.   A predominant theme in both his non-fiction and fiction writing is that all life forms are interdependent and there is an uneasy balance between human existence and the survival of natural habitat.
Matthiessen was born May 22, 1927 in New York City.  The family soon moved up the Hudson River and then to Connecticut where Matthiessen and his brother spent much of their growing up years “on a wonderful piece of property” where both boys developed an abiding interest in nature.  Matthiessen’s father was an architect, but during the World War II he joined the Navy and helped design gunnery training devices. After the war he gave up architecture to become a spokesman and fundraiser for the Audubon Society and the Nature Conservancy.  
Matthiessen served in the Navy from 1945-1947 and then attended Yale University where he majored in English but took courses in biology and ornithology.  He started writing short stories while at Yale.  One of these stories, “Sadie”, won the prestigious Atlantic Prize while he was still at Yale.  This “was useful because I came back there [to Yale] to teach writing my first year out of college.  I didn’t last very long as a teacher, just one term, but the publication was a big help. . .I got an agent. . .”  Graduating from Yale in 1950, Peter Matthiessen married Patricia Southgate in 1951 and the couple moved to Paris.  (Matthiessen had spent his junior year at the Sorbonne.)  Late in 1951 he started the Paris Review along with Harold Humes and George Plimpton.  The Matthiessens became the center of what was known as the Paris Review Crowd.  
“There were a lot of good writers around Paris.  Bill Styron was there, Terry Southern, Jimmy Baldwin, Irwin Shaw. . .Years ago, E.P. Dutton did a collection of Paris Review fiction in the early years.  You should see it.  Beckett’s first appearance in an English-speaking magazine, Kerouac—about the first appearance under his own name—and Philip Roth’s first appearance, too”.
The Matthiessens returned to the States in 1954 and Plimpton, a childhood friend of Matthiessen’s, took over responsibility for the Paris Review.  Or as Matthiessen says, “Plimpton was the one who held it together.”
Returning to the States with a young family, Matthiessen planned to work half the year as a fisherman and the captain of a deep-sea-fishing charter boat, and write for the other half.  But he could barely make a living as a fisherman and this further weakened an already troubled marriage.  The Matthiessens were separated in 1956 and divorced two years later.
“According to the lore of Matthiessen’s life, at the time of the separation in 1956 he packed up a convertible with only a collection of books, a shotgun, and a sleeping bag, with the intention of exploring the diverse landscape of wildlife of North America.  His travels culminated in Wildlife in America (1959). . .The book was met with critical acclaim and along with Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) . . .became a cornerstone of the environmental conservation movement.  More importantly, the commercial success of the book allowed Matthiessen to devote all of his time to writing and to travel on expeditions throughout the world.”
Wildlife in American sketched the parameters of the philosophical, artistic, and political agendas that continue to dominate Matthiessen’s nonfiction prose.  The work advances the position that “Forests, soil, water, and wildlife are mutually interdependent, and the ruin of one element will mean, in the end, the ruin of them all”—including humankind. 

            Matthiessen’s next two books resulted from extended explorations of the natural world and the cultures of indigenous people, and were funded in part by the New Yorker Magazine.   In The Cloud Forest: A Chronicle of the South American Wilderness (1961) and Under the Mountain Wall: A Chronicle of Two Seasons in the Stone Age (1962) Matthiessen shows man’s “dangerous potential” not only as a threat to the natural world, but to indigenous people as well.  The Cloud Forest describes the cultures of the Amazon River in Peru, and Under the Mountain Wall describes the Kurelu tribe of Western New Guinea.  
“These two books bring into relief a predominant theme which John L. Cobbs in DBL6  [Dictionary of Literary Biography] describes as the ‘tension between vulnerable innocence and corrupt civilization’ as well a the ‘concern for fragile traditional culture and natural ecologies in the onslaught of civilized destruction.’” 
Matthiessen’s nonfiction prose grows from “extended and sensuously detailed expedition journals that are later honed and shaped into the published text.  “The nonfiction, therefore, emerges out of a diaristic response to the immediate situation.”  
When asked about the relationship between his fiction ad non-fiction writing, Matthiessen replied, “I’ve always thought my real writing was the fiction, which seems odd, since I’ve done over twice as many non-fiction books as fiction books.  Yet I really haven’t changed my view.  Non-fiction usually involves research.  One has to stick to the facts, piecing together a construction, it’s more like a cabinet work or carpentry.  Fiction is totally different, much more natural more fun.  Yet somebody told me that I mustn’t repudiate my non-fiction, because it’s saying very much what the fiction is saying.  They work together well because the underlying themes are the same.”
            The novel At Play in the Fields of the Lord (1965) enhanced Matthiessen’s reputation as a fiction writer when it was published and increased his renown further after it was made into a motion picture directed by Hector Babenco in 1992.  The story recounts the misguided efforts of four American missionaries and an American Indian mercenary to “save” the isolated Niaruna tribe in a remote jungle village in the Amazon.  In the words of New York Times Book Review contributor Anatole Broyard, [At Play in the Fields of the Lord] is “one of those rare novels that satisfy all sorts of literary and intellectual hungers while telling a story that pulls you along out of sheer human kinship.”  The novel received a National Book Award nomination in 1966.
            In 1960 Matthiessen settled in Sagaponack, Long Island where he met Deborah Love who he married in 1963.  He continued his extensive travels and prodigious writing of both fiction and non-fiction during the 60’s.  It was during this period that he published The Shorebirds of North America (1967) which marked “a juncture in Matthiessen’s nonfiction wherein the writing takes on a more ‘literary’ quality: the diaristic journal notes are melded with his objective gaze and lyric style into graceful works that interrogate the human condition and the question of being.”  
During the late 60’s Matthiessen “found validation of his socio-environmental worldview in Zen Buddhism, with it’s blending of mindfulness, compassion for all sentient beings, and interdependence of all things. . .” In the Missouri Review (1989) interview Matthiessen describes his first encounter with Zen Buddhism:
We [he and his second wife Deborah Love] were both interested in LSD, we were doing a lot of drugs.  Then she went over to Zen—this was in the late ‘60s—and she and I weren’t getting along very well.  I left and was away for about seven months and I just showed up without warning in the driveway.  She was there with three Zen masters, but I didn’t know that—they were just three guys in my driveway in weird costumes.  She introduced me, and then they went away.  “Oh, poor Debbo-lah,” They said.”
 
Together Peter and his wife Deborah immersed themselves in Zen practices and as a result their marriage strengthened.  Then in 1972, Deborah died of an inoperable cancer.  Matthiessen continued his study of Zen Buddhism and is now an ordained Zen priest.
In 1973 Matthiessen embarked on a 250 mile trek across the Himalayas with naturalist George Schaller in search of the elusive snow leopard.  This expedition was the source for The Snow Leopard (1978) that won the National Book Award for contemporary thought. The book is a “spiritual pilgrimage and an introspective dialogue that grapples with the tenets of Buddhism—impermanence, egolessness, compassion, and death—in light of Matthiessen’s grief over the death of his wife.” 
In  1980 Matthiessen married Tanzanian-born Maria Eckhart, an editor of Conde Nast Traveler, in a Soto-Zen ceremony.  During the 80’s he began researching in earnest the material that was to become the Watson trilogy.   Matthiessen’s first notes on the Watson material date from 1958.  In a 1989 interview in RE ARTS & LETTERS Matthiessen is asked about his current novel.
“Right now I’m driven by this immense novel set in Southwest Florida.  I had an idea which was formerly just an episode in something quite different, but this episode is still growing.  It took over, and now I have to cut away the old novel.  .  .I’ve heard about this event [the Watson killing] ever since I was a little boy.  .  .That’s a fascinating story by itself.  The local accounts were almost always mistaken and exaggerated; they made a Bluebeard out of this man. .  .Now some of his descendant have changed their names because of the scandal, but I have discovered them and they have agreed to talk to me.  And I have talked to some very old people who knew him. . .  [During one of these interviews Mattheissen noticed an old photograph.] And there on the wall was an old photograph, and I knew that it was him.  He looked like a man that you could trust with your life.  In fact, you might have to!”
Killing Mister Watson, the first book in the Watson trilogy, won the Ambassador Award, English-Speaking Union (1990).  

As Conrad Silvert noted in Literary Quarterly, Matthiessen “is a naturalist, an anthropologist, an explorer of geographies and the human condition.  He is also a rhapsodist who writes with wisdom and warmth as he applies scientific knowledge to the peoples and places he investigates.  Works of lasting literary value and moral import have resulted.”
Peter Matthiessen was elected to the Global 500 Honour Roll of the United Nations Environmental Program, and was designated a fellow of the Academy of Arts and Science in 1991.
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