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The cafe interview: novelist and actor Karen Kondazian
There’s talk 

of making “The 
Whip” into a 
movie. How do 
you feel the theme 
of a woman having 
to emulate men in 
order to survive 
will resonate with 
modern audi-
ences? 

“I think the 
theme will always 

resonate as long as women are not 
in an equal position with men in ar-
eas of power and money. There are 
certainly still places in this country 
where traditional roles are more 

prevalent, which would 
look at any woman who 
places career ahead 
of family as eccentric, 
odd or someone to be 
feared. And although 
we aren’t limited to 
career paths like nurse, 
teacher or prostitute 
like in Charley’s time, 
we still make less mon-
ey, hold fewer positions 
of power and worry 
about our physical 
safety more than men 

do. Even in Hollywood where some 
parity exists for actors, that other 
evil, ageism, rears its head. With 
few exceptions it’s okay for men to 
have wrinkles but for women it’s the 
knife”.

I should add that Karen has had 
extensive experience on stage and 
in movies, including playing Maria 
Callas in Master Class.

The Petaluma 
River was rising 
and the rain 

and wind made the old 
railroad trestle beneath 
our window tremble. I 
was glad we were inside 
and warm as I sat with 
actor and author Karen 
Kondazian. We were 
talking about her novel 
The Whip, which chron-
icles the life of Charley 
Parkhurst, one of the best “Whips”—
stagecoach drivers—that Wells Fargo 
ever had. Upon his death, a great secret 
was revealed, he was a she! 

As we ordered our café fare, I 
asked what first drew her 
to the story of Charley 
Parkhurst.

 “I first discovered 
Charley in the 1980s. I 
immediately felt con-
nected to her and her 
story on a very personal 
level. I can’t explain it 
except to say that I felt 
like a channel, a voice for 
Charley. Certainly the 
dialog flew out of me like 
I was channeling her, but 
then I really feel that art-
ists are channels. That’s what actors 
do, that’s what writers, painters and 
sculptors do. I was the modern voice 
for Charley. And what I got from 
Charley’s life is that everything is on 
loan in our lives— even the people 
we love. So always remember to say 
goodbye. The key to the ending came 
to me during meditation when I real-
ized she didn’t want to die alone.”
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Do you feel that there was ulti-
mately resolution and redemption 
for Charlotte “Charley” Parkhurst? 

“Only in death was there redemp-
tion. She lived amidst a vast under-
ground river of revenge. If someone 
took everything away from you could 
you forgive them? No! Not just in 
Charley’s time but in ours as well. We 
are living in a time of revenge. For 
Charley, redemption comes when 
she’s taking her last breath, between 
the inhale, life, upon the exhale, re-
demption. This is the reason the story 
resonated with me, this Medea-like 
male rage which lives inside me and 
which I credit for making my roles 
so powerful. It feels like I’m holding 
down a volcano. This is what I imag-
ined Charlotte felt—the rage which 
drove her to dress in men’s clothing, 
to seek revenge against those who cost 
her so much and to ultimately become 
so comfortable with that identity as to 
become Charley Parkhurst.” 

“It is a survivor’s tale, one that par-
allels each of our own lives. All of us 
are survivors—to live in this world, to 
survive emotionally—that’s the trick. 
I know it sounds ‘new age’ to just 
change your mind about how you look 
at something. That’s how I survive and 
I believe it’s how Charley survived.”

It was still raining when we left the 
café but the air and the energy felt dif-
ferent. Maybe Charley was right; it’s 
all in how you choose to look at life.

Art Kusnetz is a freelance journal-
ist who lives in Petaluma

Karen Kondazian will be reading 
and signing The Whip at  

Book Passageg in Corte Madera 
on February 25, 2012

The following book clubs welcome 
new members in 2012

African American 
 Black Novel Book Club 
Lisa—zhane212@hotmail.com 
 

Feminist/Women’s 
A Book Club for the Young,  
Creative and Inspired 
TaySteury@gmail.com 
 

The new “middle aged” women’s 
book club 
ssbookclubsf@gmail.com 
 

Wine, Women and Justice 
jacinto.nina@gmail.com 
 

Women & Children First Feminist 
Book Club 
Chelsey – 773.769.9299 
 

Women of the World (WOW) Book 
Club 
Katalina—katalinazavala@hotmail.
com 
 

Historical / Biographical 
Biography Book Club 
kv@peoplepc.com 
 

20-Something-Readers Book Club 
Kahea - http://www.meetup.com/

Monthly Book Swap Meetup for 
Women 
Contact: Jessica Evans - http://www.
meetup.com/The-Book-Swap-Meet-
up/suggestion/ 

If you are looking to form a 
book club and require guide-
lines on book choices or tips 

on organizing call the San 
Francisco Literary Society at 

415.381.6661


