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The Man Who Loved Birds
A Novel

Fenton Johnson

Having taken great risks—to immigrate to America, to take monastic 
vows—Bengali physician Meena Chatterjee and Brother Flavian are each 
seeking safety and security when they encounter Johnny Faye, a Vietnam 
vet, free spirit, and expert marijuana farmer. Amid the fields and forests of 
a Trappist monastery, Johnny Faye patiently cultivates Meena’s and Flavian’s 
capacity for faith, transforming all they thought they knew about duty and 
desire. In turn they offer him an experience of civilization other than war 
and chaos.
 But Johnny Faye’s law-breaking sets him against a district attorney for 
whom the law is a tool for ambition rather than justice. Their confrontation 
leads to a harrowing reckoning that ensnares Dr. Chatterjee and Brother 
Flavian, who must make a life-or-death choice between an act of justice that 
may precipitate their ruin or a betrayal that offers salvation.
 Inspired by the real-life state police kidnapping and murder of a leg-
endary storyteller and petty criminal, The Man Who Loved Birds engages 
pressing contemporary issues through a timeless narrative of ill-fated ro-
mance. Celebrated author Fenton Johnson has woven a seamless, haunting 
fable exploring the eternal conflicts between free will and destiny, politics 
and nature, the power of law and the power of love.

Fenton Johnson is the author of award-winning fiction and literary non-
fiction, including two novels, Crossing the River and Scissors, Paper, Rock, 
as well as Keeping Faith: A Skeptic’s Journey among Christian and Buddhist 
Monks and Geography of the Heart: A Memoir. He is associate professor of 
creative writing at the University of Arizona and teaches in the MFA pro-
gram at Spalding University in Louisville. He may be found watching birds 
in Tucson, in his adopted San Francisco, or in his native Kentucky Knobs.
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Kentucky Voices series

“The Man Who Loved Birds brings a clear eye 

and unnerving sensibility to bear on how we 

live now, while looking at small-town life in 

Kentucky during the Reagan years. This bird 

lover—sometimes a Jesus figure, other times 

a Bacchus, most times just a regular guy—will 

imprint himself on your heart. A wonderful 

novel. Erudite, intelligent, and just as important, 

humane.”—Rabih Alameddine, author of 

National Book Award finalist An Unnecessary 

Woman


