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About the Author 

 
Thomas King, CM, novelist, short-story writer, essayist, screenwriter, photographer 

(born 24 April 1943 in Roseville, California). A Member of the Order of Canada and two-

time nominee for the Governor General’s Award, Thomas King is often described as 

one of the finest contemporary Indigenous writers in North America. 

King emigrated to Canada in 1980, later accepting a position in Native Studies at the 

University of Lethbridge in Alberta. It was during this time that he began writing serious 

fiction. His first novel, Medicine River (1990), received considerable critical praise, and 

was made into a CBC film. The novel was runner up for the 1991 Commonwealth 

Writers Prize.  

 

Two of King’s works — A Coyote Columbus Story (1992), a children’s book, and the 

novel Green Grass, Running Water (1993) — were nominated for the Governor 

General’s Award, the latter winning the 1994 Canadian Authors Award for fiction. One 

Good Story, That One (1993) is a collection of ten short stories, including King’s often 

anthologized "The One about Coyote Going West." A second children's book, Coyote 

Sings to the Moon, appeared in 1998, and the novel Truth and Bright Water was 

published in 1999. 

 

In 2002, King published a detective novel, Dreadful Water Shows Up under the 

pseudonym Hartley GoodWeather. Critics and reviewers praise King's funny and 

poignant portrayal of the challenges facing indigenous peoples in Canada in the past 

and today. His characters are strong in the face of oppression and prejudice, but they 

are also fallible in endearingly humorous ways. In 2004, he published a follow-up to his 

award-winning Coyote Sings to the Moon, titled Coyote’s New Suit, in which Raven, an 

iconic figure in many Aboriginal cultures, questions the quality of Coyote’s snazzy brown 

suit. The short story collection A Short History of Indians in Canada appeared in 2005 

and won the 2006 McNally Robinson Aboriginal Book of the Year Award. In 2006, he 

published another book as Hartley GoodWeather, The Red Power Murders: A 

DreadfulWater Mystery. The DreadfulWater Mystery series continued, although no 

longer under the name Hartley GoodWeather, with Cold Skies (2018), A Matter of 

Malice (2019) and Obsidian (2020). 
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About the Book 

Meet Bird and Mimi in this brilliant new novel from one of Canada's foremost authors. 

Inspired by a handful of old postcards, sent by Uncle Lenny nearly a hundred years 

before, Bird and Mimi attempt to trace the steps of Mimi's long-lost uncle and the family 

medicine bundle he took with him to Europe. By turns witty, sly and poignant, this is the 

unforgettable tale of one couple's holiday trip to Prague. The often grumpy Bird and optimistic 

Mimi and their wanderings through the European capitals reveal a complicated history, both 

personal and political.  

 

“I’m sweaty and stciky. My ears are still popping from the descent into Vaclav Havel. My 

sinuses ache. My stomach is upset. My mouth is a sewer. I roll over and bury my face in a pillow. 

Mimi snuggles down beside me with no regard for my distress.  

 

‘My god,’ she whispers, ‘can it get any better?’”  

 

Starting off as an enjoyable vacation, this novel's hard gut-wrenching emotions hits you with 

realness in this ultimately realistic view on class, race, ageing and travel.  
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Discussion Questions 

 

1. Bird says, “It was bad enough when my demons were just shapeless 

emotions and unpredictable moods, but as soon as Mimi named them, they 

began to take physical form.” Eugene and the other demons become characters 

throughout the book. In what way do they help tell the story? Do you think Mimi 

has demons, too?  

2. At one point, the couple forgets to bring their novels to dinner and Bird thinks, 

“Now we’re faced with the real possibility of having to talk to one another.” How 

do Mimi and Bird talk to one another? How do they not talk to one another?  

3. Do you think Mimi and Bird actually believe they will find information about Uncle 

Leroy or the Crow bundle on their travels?  

4. Why did Oz write the story of Uncle Leroy? How did you feel about this ending? 

5. Oz and Mimi never meet - do you think Oz is real? Or is he another “demon”?  

6. Mimi and Bird both talk about wanting to make a difference, to change the world. 

After seeing the refugees in Budapest, Mimi even says “We did nothing. Oh, we 

were sympathetic and we were outraged, but we didn't do anything.” How does 

this sentiment follow them through the story? Is it relatable?  

7. Bird gets knocked to the ground twice in the book. At what points does this 

happen?  

8. Bird is feeling dissatisfied with his professional contributions to the world. How is 

that impacting his overall wellbeing? 

9. When you read books that explore different locales, do you look up the areas to 

have a better visual picture when reading the story? Did you look up any pictures 

for this book?  

10. Bird is feeling dissatisfied with his professional contributions to the world. How is 

that impacting his overall wellbeing?  
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Author Interview 

 

 

Let's start at the beginning. What was the seed of inspiration that you first 

realized was going to become the novel we have before us? What drew you to 

write this story? 

 

Well, first off, there's never really a seed. My partner Helen and I had been doing quite a 

bit of travel - in spite of my best efforts - and I thought, "well, maybe I'll write a travel 

book of some sort," and she said "don't write a travel book, write a novel," and I thought, 

"ah, well, maybe." So that kicked around for a while and I began thinking about some of 

the places we'd been, and some of the things we did, and I began coming up with a set 

of characters and voices, and that's normally where I start... with characters and voices. 

 

And then it just went from there. I just started writing the thing, I didn't have an idea of 

what I was going to do or where I was gonna go; I just kind of find my way through it 

and sometimes - much of the time - that works. Some of the times it doesn't. 

 

So more a process than a seed. Did writing Indians on Vacation provide any 

particular challenges? 

 

Well, the only challenge, really, was my memory, and that was trying to remember the 

places accurately. Normally when I write a novel I create everything, and so I'm in 

control of that world. With Indians on Vacation there was the expectation that if I talked 

about Prague, that I talked about Prague in an accurate way... or Budapest, or any of 

the other places Mimi and Bird go to. So, trying to remember those places, and 

remember them accurately - and remembering my reaction so that I could incorporate it 

into the piece - was a bit of a challenge. Normally I don't do that when I'm writing fiction. 

 

The aspect of writing a travel book and a novel simultaneously and having it work 

in both ways... 

 

Yes, it's a novel first, and has travel elements to it, exactly. 

 

On the flip side, as opposed to challenges, what was your favourite thing to come 

out of that process? Were there any tidbits of revelation or research that you 

found especially rewarding? 

 

Well, I try to do as little research as possible. Like I said, I like to make things up, but I 

suppose the fun part of that novel, for me, was Eugene and the other demons. When I 



discovered that I could create them as characters within the piece and use them for all 

sorts of nefarious purposes. That was kind of a delight, and I was looking forward to the 

sections where Eugene, and Kitty, and the twins, and Chip, came into play. 

 

Bird's demons. They're obviously entertaining, and they serve brilliantly to 

illustrate how different Bird and Mimi are in their personalities, but they also 

provide both Bird and the reader with some insight into what makes him tick. 

Could you tell us a little more about them? I love hearing that they were one of 

your favourite aspects because I really enjoyed them myself; what led to their 

development, and how that decision influenced your portrayal of Bird's journey 

and travels? 

 

Well, I talked to my partner about what I wanted to do; I told her I wanted to create a 

character who was sort of haunted, by some of the things that he did do and didn't do, 

and she said, "Well, if you're going to do that you might as well deal with your demons," 

and I thought she said 'you're going to have to deal with Eugene.' I thought she was just 

being funny and so I said, "You mean Eugene and the other demons," and she said 

"Yeah." 

 

And when I said 'Eugene and the other demons' out loud, I thought, 'you know, that's a 

good name for a rock group, but it's also a good name for the demons that all of us walk 

around with. Once that started, I had Eugene, so I looked around to see what other 

kinds of demons we live with, and *bang*, there was Kitty, and Desi, and Didi, and Chip, 

all ready and available for me to use within the novel. 

 

Very early in the story, while sitting down at a restaurant, Bird laments that he 

and Mimi have forgotten their novels; what do you picture the two of them 

reading? 

 

TK: Oh, anything they can get their hands on. Whenever Helen and I travel, we always 

try to travel with books. She can read off of a pad; I cannot, I have to have a physical 

book in my hand. Whenever we go to eat dinner, we read. We don't talk to each other, 

we just read and eat our food. You may think we're weird, but actually we've see other 

people do the same thing. It doesn't matter what we read, there's no rhyme or reason to 

it. Sometimes, if we get into a country where english is not a predominant part of the 

language or culture, and we go into a bookstore that has one or two english novels, we 

have to just make do, and sometimes those things are awful... and sometimes they're 

okay. So we'll read anything from just literary fiction to mysteries... we don't read horror, 

we don't read sci-fi for the most part. I think if I had a choice between not reading and 

reading a horror book, I'd choose the not reading. 



Think about writing something else instead of reading that... 

Yeah, I can work on poetry, just get a napkin out and start scribbling away, or work on a 

piece of a novel, an idea for a novel. 

 

Prague. Much of the story takes place in Prague. Obviously some of that is 

related to your own personal knowledge of it; is there any other particular reason 

why it was chosen as the backdrop to Indians on Vacation? Was it mostly 

familiarity, or had it struck you in some way as an ideal setting for Bird and 

Mimi’s story? 

 

No, I don't know why; I could have chosen Amsterdam, I could have chosen Paris. Paris 

has been done to death by novelists, I don't know that Prague has, to that degree, I 

don't think it has. Prague just struck me as a good place to set it, in part because of the 

Charles bridge that kind of connects two sides of the city together. I was intrigued by the 

bridge with its statues of saints, that aren't the original statues anymore for the most part 

- many of those are reproductions, nobody seems to mind. It's just that mass of tours 

walking back and forth across the bridge every morning; I don't know what else would 

have drawn me to Prague. When we were in Prague, I would get up each morning and 

say to Helen, "So, we're in Prague," and it sort of became a little mantra I was able to 

use in the novel itself, and I kind of liked it, but no real good reason for setting it in 

Prague, to be honest with you. 

 

What aspect of the novel do you hope readers will take away with them after 

reading Indians on Vacation? 

 

No, readers will take away from novels what they will take away from novels, and 

whether I want them to do something or not doesn't matter. Once I turn a story loose in 

the world, it's loose; I've got no more control over that. I've had people come up to me 

and start talking to me about one of my books, and what I meant to do with it, and I'm 

just sort of banging my head against a wall, and saying, 'How could you possibly think 

that's what I had in mind?' So I've given up on trying to anticipate what people may or 

may not do. I write primarily to please myself, and to please my partner, and if other 

people want to come along for the ride I'm more than happy to have them on the bus. 

 

I can totally understand that; I know I've many times been told, "You should send 

your thesis to the person who wrote the books," and I just exclaim, "No! It's 

completely my own reading of something!"Okay, a few last questions, not directly 

related to the novel… As someone with a prolific and established writing career, 

what advice would you give to aspiring writers on their own journeys? 

 



Well, first of all, unless you're really desperately drawn to writing literature, to where you 

just can't do anything else, find something else to do. It's a hard business - anything in 

the arts is a hard business - and there's no rhyme or reason for who's going to be 

successful in that and who is not. It can be very frustrating; I have people I know who 

desperately want to have some of their work published and they just can't seem to get 

any traction on that, and some are pretty decent writers. So it's a hard business to begin 

with, and it requires a fair amount of dedication because nobody writes those books but 

you. It's not as though you're building something, where you have ten other people that 

are helping you do it, and then you produce a product and the product is sold and you 

get your piece of the profit off it. 

 

In writing, it's just you, and you have to be disciplined enough to stay at it. It doesn't 

mean you have to have a schedule, it doesn't mean you have to have a certain number 

of pages done every day; it just means that you have to be diligent, and you have to 

keep at it. So, I would say to would-be writers, that you need to consider that, to 

consider that kind of time, alone time... if you're a really gregarious person, writing might 

be a tough sell, because in order to get a book done, you have to spend a lot of time in 

a room with the door shut, you know? I like it, myself, but then, I'm weird. But, if it's 

something you're drawn to, then go for it; why not? My idea is that whatever you do in 

life, it should make you happy. If it doesn't make you happy, you shouldn't be doing it. 

 

Do you know yet, just what's next? We are always on the lookout for new books 

and stories. I know this one has just come out, but are you working on anything 

else? 

 

I've already finished something else; I've finished the next literary novel, it'll be out in 

May of 2021. So that's done, I just got a look at the cover copy the other day, as a 

matter of fact. And I'm working on a sixth Dreadfulwater - that's my mystery series. 

 

Yes, I'm familiar with it; I haven't read Obsidian yet, but I've read the first four and 

that one's next. 

 

Yeah, so there's number six; I'm about two thirds of the way through that, and then I've 

got another two projects that I'm tinkering with, to see if any of those interest me, if any 

of those have traction... they're both nonfiction pieces. 

 

So lots on the horizon, and I saw that the film documentary, Latimer's 

Inconvenient Indian, also just won a couple of awards, so that's exciting too! 

 



Yeah, Michelle's film did fairly well at TIFF, congratulations to her. I'm not a filmmaker; 

at one point in time I thought I was going to spend my life writing scripts. I thought that 

was pretty glamourous, getting to hang out with actors and what-not, being on film sets, 

maybe even do a bit of acting myself, perhaps. I discovered very quickly that it wasn't 

the kind of life that I wanted. Writing scripts meant that I had to work with a great many 

other people, many of whom were not writers in any way shape or form, and frankly I 

just don't play well with the rest of the children, it's always better for me to be on my own 

in the sandbox, as it were. 

 

Was that by any chance - just wondering - was that related to the Medicine River 

movie from years ago? 

 

Well, the Medicine River movie gave me a pretty good look at it, but no, Medicine River 

was pretty good. I had a good time on Medicine River. I wrote the script, I got to do a bit 

of acting - that was a mistake, I should never have done that, boy I was lousy - but I had 

a good time, got to hang out with the actors, made some good friends on set. 

 

No, it was later one, I did some standalone film scripts. I would work up a film script that 

I thought was pretty good, and then between the director and the producers and 

whoever else, they would change it in ways that were horrifying to me, and made no 

sense as a story. So I saw that if you were a writer for film scripts you had very little 

control over what happened in the end, and I just didn't take kindly to that at all. On the 

one hand, you could say "Well Tom, you really didn't understand the business of writing 

scripts, you didn't understand how scripts had to be set up." Or you could say, "Well, 

you know, just grow up, that's what happens on all film scripts, writers get dumped as 

soon as a final copy of the script is turned in, and then they begin to change it around." 

But for me, if I'm going to take the time to write a story, I want that story to stay intact. I 

don't want it to be battered about through the boardrooms of Hollywood until it comes 

out the other end looking like... you know, if I put steak into the process and I get 

hamburger out the other side, I'm a little bit disappointed, let's say that. 

 

When it comes to books-to-film, if somebody wants to make a movie out of one of my 

books, I say "fine," but I step away from the actual script-writing process. That way I 

don't get upset, my heart's not broken, I just stay out of the way; as they say, I just take 

the money and run… 

 

You get to see what somebody else got out of it without seeing your own efforts. 

 

That's right, that's right, you know? And frankly, films of my material are not my film. In 

some cases, they have little to do with the book. Sometimes they're just a springboard 



for the filmmaker, so that's their piece of creativity that they bring into the world; I 

brought my piece in, now you bring another piece in. The relationship? Well, they may 

be kissing cousins, they may not have seen each other in this world. 

Okay, one last question, then. What have you been reading yourself of late? And 

of course, is there any book has had a particular impact or influence on your 

writing?  

 

Boy, that's a question I always try to avoid because it means I have to say that when I'm 

writing, I don't read much. If I do read, it's normally junk literature. I read over breakfast 

so I just want something that's easy to read; it doesn't have to have any great literary 

merit to it, I don't have to hunker down and pay attention. And most of the time, I'm 

writing, so my reading is pretty sketchy. Helen reads a lot more than I do these days. As 

far as books that have influenced me greatly, I don't know that it's books, but it's pieces 

of books sometimes, that come to mind. 

 

I know I can remember if I liked something, and snippets that stuck in my head, 

but I seldom remember the details of the plot. 

 

Yeah, it's just sort of a feeling I get from certain books. I seldom read a book again. 

People always ask me, "What book would you reread?" and I don't know that I would 

reread a book. Maybe I would, but I certainly don't reread myself ever. Once a book is 

published I don't even crack the cover unless I've got to do a reading from it. 
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Share your thoughts with other readers! 

 

DATE: ________________________________________ 

BOOK CLUB: __________________________________ 

BOOK TITLE:  _________________________________ 

 

As a group we rated this book: 

          1               2             3             4             5 

      Ugh!                            It was OK...                    Loved it!      

 

 

 

Would we recommend this book to other book clubs?                     

Yes                No              Undecided     

 

 

 

Why/why not? 

 

 

 

 

 

Our discussion: 


