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Getting to the Truth

STARTING WITH PLACE: FINDING THE  
ON-RAMP TO A GREAT STORY

Matt Skillen

At the intersection of Interstate 24 and Kansas Highway 99 rests a small and 
vibrant town of Wamego. Skirted momentarily by the winding Kansas River, 
Wamego is the very picture of a recognizable rural town. Take a stroll down 
Lincoln Avenue and you’ll be immediately transported to another time when 
only one drug store, one bank, and two pizza restaurants were open to serve 
the public. Sure, one could ask for more. But the question remains, do you 
really need more? 

Like all small towns in the heart of America, Wamego has its own unique 
charm. It’s not a presumptuous town. !ey all have their own variety of a 
take-it-or-leave-it attitude to outside observers. Wamego is the kind of 
town that celebrates its unique setting and identity. It leans into the ste-
reotype of being in Kansas—so much so that it proudly promotes the Oz 
Museum, which is an entire museum dedicated to the "lm !e Wizard of 
Oz. If you ever "nd yourself driving through Kansas on I-70 and you see 
Exit 228 to Alma and Wamego, consider taking the afternoon to drive up 
Highway 99. It’s the kind of place you have to see for yourself. I lived by 
Wamego for two years, and I had a remarkable opportunity to get to know 
the town a little better when I went on a narrative journey with a group of 
high schoolers. !eir writing later became spoken word pieces that would 
resonate years later.  

!is writing project I co-designed with my friend and colleague Lori 
Goodson, an English teacher at Wamego High School (a project we would 
later refer to as “Rural Voices”) was centered on the relationship each stu-
dent had with their hometown. And I was absolutely stoked to be invited 
to join Lori’s classes in this e#ort. I was a graduate student at Kansas State 
University at the time, and before enrolling in K-State’s College of Edu-
cation’s Ph.D. program, I was a middle school English teacher. I absolutely 
thrive in a classroom environment and this opportunity was almost too 
good to be true. As an added bonus, I wouldn’t have to grade any of the 
student work.

PLACE-BASED NARRATIVE
Michael Chabon says in his absolutely powerful essay collection, Maps and 
Legends: Reading and Writing Along the Borderlands, that all great stories have 
a map and a key (or legend). !e map, whether physically drawn out in the 
book, or "guratively formed through description and setting development, 
tells us where we are in the story. !e key, or legend, gives us insight into 
what each landmark and waypoint means. Some books provide physical maps 
so that readers can more easily understand the story. And this visual hook 
anchors our memories of the books and its stories. For example, I can still 
hear the voice of Rev. John Turner booming o# of the plaster ceiling of First 
Baptist Church in Norwich, Kansas, while I traced the rivers found in the 
Old Testament maps in the Bible I carried with me to church. !ough I didn’t 
read the Bible regularly until much later in life, I could always "nd the maps 
near the back of the book. !ese were on the only pages printed in color, and 
therefore the only pages that captured my attention at a young age. 

I remember opening the cover to a hard copy of !e Lord of the Rings when I 
was in middle school and being absolutely intimidated by the intricate map 
of Middle Earth—so much so that I put the book back on the shelf, deciding 
that it was too much to take on for my seventh grade independent book re-
port. I ultimately returned to the series three years later, and I have read each 
book several times since. I now read Tolkien’s stories to my own children, Wy-
att and Mabel, so they will approach them with the courage I lacked at age 12. 
Indeed, my kids have progressed a great deal since the days my wife Rebekah 
and I read to them from the Complete Tales of Winnie-the-Pooh, which also 
includes a lovely map of 100 Acre Wood on the inside cover. 

!ese maps of Middle Earth, 100 Acre Wood, and the kingdom of Judea 
provide great context to their corresponding stories. !e di#erent places in 
the maps serve as waypoints and anchors. As we read, they give us some sense 
of progress the characters experience as they move from one place to the next 
within the world the writer creates. When we know where we are in the story, 
it allows us to move in with the character and gain a better sense of her or his 
surroundings. When we completely surrender to the story, we fall head"rst 
into the world wrapped around it.

Place can serve as the ultimate on-ramp to a great story, and with the right 
framework, the setting can invite the reader into someplace new and unex-
pected. I’ve often found the best stories as a writing teacher and narrative re-
searcher when I encourage my creative writing students or interview subjects 
to walk me through the places they "nd familiar, signi"cant, memorable, and 
comforting. Each landmark can unlock a new story and the symbols used in 


