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Ellen Waterston Bio

Released June 2020, Ellen Waterston’s third and latest nonfiction title, Walking the High Desert, Encounters with Rural America along the Oregon Desert Trail, (University of Washington Press), is receiving strong praise: 

“There is no better guide to Oregon's high desert than Ellen Waterston. Her sense of place, her lyrical love of this sometimes hard to love place, her balanced yet passionate dissection of the issues roiling the big land of junipers and open sky is a wonderful match for her subject. While the West is full of poets who love the land, few of them are as intellectually nimble as Waterston.
-Timothy Egan, author of A Pilgrimage to Eternity and columnist for The New York Times

Ellen is also the author of a collection of essays, Where the Crooked River Rises, (Oregon State University Press); a memoir, Then There Was No Mountain, (Rowman and Littlefield Publishing Group); and four poetry titles: Hotel Domilocos, (Moonglade Press), Between Desert Seasons, (Wordcraft of Oregon) and I Am Madagascar, (Ice River Press). Her fourth poetry title and verse novel, Vía Láctea, A Woman of a Certain Age Walks the Camino, published by Atelier 6000, she subsequently converted to a libretto. It premiered as a full-length opera and is slated for a second staging.

Her award-winning essays and poems have been featured in many journals and anthologies. Her memoir Then There Was No Mountain was recognized by the Oregonian as one of the top ten books of the year and garnered recognition as a WILLA and Foreword finalist. Poetry awards include the WILLA Award in Poetry for two of her collections and the Obsidian Prize for Poetry. She is the recipient of numerous fellowships, grants and residencies. She was awarded an honorary Ph.D. by Oregon State University Cascades for her accomplishments as an author and poet and her promotion of the literary arts. In 2024, Waterston received the Bread and Roses Award from Soapstone, and the Stewart H. Holbrook Award from Literary Arts in Portland, Oregon.

As a literary arts advocate, Ellen is the founder of the Writing Ranch which offers workshops and retreats for established and emerging writers. She serves on the faculty of Oregon State University Cascades’ Low Residency MFA in Creative Writing. Ellen was the founder and, for over a decade, the executive director of The Nature of Words, a literary arts nonprofit featuring an annual literary festival in Bend, Oregon and creative writing workshops in schools, social welfare programs, and at its literary arts center’s Storefront Project. She subsequently founded the Waterston Desert Writing Prize, annually recognizing a nonfiction book proposal that examines the role of deserts in the human narrative. The Prize was adopted as a program of the High Desert Museum in 2020, as part of its Literary Series.

Ellen writes a monthly column on ageing and ageism titled The Third Act for “The SOURCE,” a Bend newsweekly, and is the author of “Sharing Common Ground,” an ongoing Oregon Desert Land Trust interview project conducted in southeastern Oregon. She is currently working on a new collection of essays and an historical nonfiction. Ellen is based in Bend, Oregon. 

