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IN Writing: Uncovering the Unexpected Hoosier State
By Douglas A. Wissing
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015. Pp. 249. Illustrations, index. Paperbound, 
$27.00.)

Hoosier history is rich in storytelling, 
and Douglas Wissing is a fine story-
teller.  This entertaining collection of 
thirty-one essays collects items he has 
published over the last two decades 
in more than a dozen books, journals, 
and newspapers ranging from familiar 
to obscure. The collection mixes his-
tory and current affairs in five sections 
that range across media personalities, 
community spirit, food, art, and dra-
matic historic events.

While Wissing stresses the un-
expected in his subtitle, many of his 
subjects are well known to Hoosier 
history buffs and it might be better 
for readers to note his clever and 
unconventional treatments. The bi-
ography of Red Skelton, the accounts 
of the circus camps at Peru and of the 
Petroleum Club of Evansville, and the 
unusual connections of Indiana oolitic 
limestone in the Empire State Building 
deserve credit here. The author also 
very adeptly shows how a number of 
his subjects, when placed in public 
positions, responded in unexpected 
or unanticipated ways to sudden chal-
lenges. His essays on Gen. Lewis Her-
shey’s handling of Selective Service in 
the Vietnam era and on Hoosier fight-
ers in contemporary Afghanistan are 
particularly good. Wissing is clearly 
a masterful interviewer, capable of 
drawing revealing insights and color-
ful anecdotes from both famous and 
obscure subjects.

Essays on food and foodways are 
especially clever and revealing. These 
include a fine homage to Shapiro’s 
Restaurant in southside Indianapolis, a 
fine fromage described in his visit to the 
makers of Wabash Cannonball cheese, 
and an appreciative search for real turtle 
soup in DuBois County. Wissing is well 
known for his work on Prohibition, and 
his essays on its enforcement, and upon 
modern microbrewing in the state, are 
particularly incisive. The strongest 
dramatic essay is a delightful retelling 
of the tribulations of the aspiring poet 
Ezra Pound during his brief tenure as 
a literature professor and vaudeville 
enthusiast at Wabash College. Not far 
behind is the story of the tribulations 
created for Crown Hill Cemetery in 
Indianapolis by the burial of John Dill-
inger.  The only essay that appears dated 
is Wissing’s treatment of the West Baden 
Hotel, originally published before that 
site’s dramatic renovations and not re-
vised to reflect those changes. The one 
disappointing essay discusses Indiana 
University basketball coach Bobby 
Knight, a complex, controversial, and 
very public figure who requires more 
than the one-and-a-half pages given to 
him.  But these are minor cautions for 
a book that entertains, informs, and 
imaginatively reinterprets our under-
standing of the Hoosier state.  
George W. Geib is Emeritus Professor 
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