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In his poem “Exploring the Waste Land” T. S. Eliot said,  “The end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and to know the place for the first time.”    I admit that I didn’t understand most of that poem and find most of Eliot’s writing incomprehensible.  However, this was quoted in Myself and Other Important Matters (a book by Charles Handy that I did understand.).  My exploring (especially my writing) has taken me back to the places where I started and more importantly, to know those places for the first time.  I hope, however, it is not the end of my exploring.    

People ask me why I write, and I always have trouble forming the answer.  None of my answers please me.  I know the power of stories, and as usual, I found at least a partial answer in a story within Charles Handy’s book.  Let me quote from a passage, Few took notice when John Jerome died, though he was the author of eleven books.  Jerome’s brother-in-law wrote for New Yorker magazine.  He said that Jerome had once been bothered by his lack of financial and critical success, until he realized that the purpose of his writing was the pleasure he derived from the act itself.  

I do derive deep pleasure from writing, but it seems hollow to say I just write to please myself.  However, he also said that this realization freed him to turn his writing to the purest purpose of all: to explain the world he lived in to himself.    In that reflection, I see hope.  I do write to explain the world to myself.  Still, that’s not enough.  I want readers to be interested enough to read what I write and I want them to do their own exploring through my writing.  

So what inspired my writing?  Why should you read it?  Difficult questions—questions I have been asked many times and questions I have researched and pondered for years.  I have tried to pare down my inspirations and motivations to these pivotal events.

1.
My father’s death.  He left me two biscuits that were over fifty years old when he died.  Now, they are ninety.  He had told me why he kept them, but I had only half-listened, so I stared at the biscuits and could not explain their significance to his life or my own.  

2.
Less than three years later, I lost a brother when he was thirty-four.  My own mortality rose up and struck me squarely in the face—and I was only twenty-eight.  I quit my job, moved out of the city to a small town, and started my own business.

3.
Mid life—and the question—Why am I here?  I found myself unhappy and unfulfilled—and determined to change that.  There was a long search through minefields of audiotapes, books, lectures, seminars, and two career changes.  Living or dead, I sought mentors who could speak to me—really speak to me.  People like Norman Vincent Peale, Og Mandino, Napoleon Hill, Joseph Campbell, and many more.  I listened, I absorbed, I read, but I did not act.  I believed, but I did not follow their instructions.  However, the learning process brought back certain memories, certain scenes.  Something told me to record those thoughts—and I did.  

Then—a pivotal event.   The Phoenix Seminar.  (Yes, it was supposed to make us rise from the ashes of our sorry lives).   My assignment on the last day— List the times in your life when you were supremely, divinely, blissfully peaceful, serene and happy.  Times when I had felt the most fulfilled,— times when I had risen above the ordinary and done things that had made me experience perfect joy—when I had done things as well as they could be done.   

Now in my mid-forties, I could not think of one thing to list.   I left the seminar 

dejected.   

But on the way home, while listening to a tape called The Strangest Secret, the memories started to come.  The surprising thing was that most of those times involved things that were not of worldly importance.  My joy had come from sports, even though I was a mediocre athlete, and from doing other simple things in life.  The genesis of a theme, maybe even a message for my writing had emerged.  But still, I was unaware of what was happening to me and I did not act.  

4. Henry David Thoreau said,  “How many men’s lives have been changed by the reading of a book?   After reading Goodbye to a River  by John Graves, I sold my business (gave up my livelihood) to take a journey across Texas by

     covered wagon and horseback to retrace the journey made by my father as a

     boy (a boy who carried two biscuits.)  At the same time I was reading Graves’ 

     book, I was also reading Flow by Michael Csikszentmihalyi.  In this book, I

     found significant parallels to the list I had made (after the Phoenix Seminar) of 

     those blissful times.  Only years later, did I see the trail I was unwittingly

     traveling.  Heeding Joseph Campbell’s advice, I was following my bliss. How

    can I be sure that I was reading those books at that time?  Because I have a 

     framed magazine article in my office that confirms it.  I was unaware of the

     significance of this (or that it even happened) until ten years later.  

5.
Writing my mother’s eulogy.  When she died, nothing stood between me and eternity.  I was an orphan.  I wanted my children to understand her life, then mine—and thus, maybe their own.  I felt compelled to record her life, my father’s life, and my own.  To arrive at the place where I began and to know it for the first time.  

Since this is a genealogical group, I assume you are interested in research.  Most of

the research I did for these books involved interviewing people who had lived during the

era I write about.  Remember, I had those notes of memories that I had accumulated for 

more than two decades.   Then, there was on-the-ground research.  Alone, I searched the

places where pivotal scenes took place in my novels.   I found the site of a Baptist Church

in the old colored community of Klondike with binoculars as I stood on the road that used

to lead to it.  The road, the church, the cemetery and many homes are underwater now,

but I knew the landmarks and how oak trees were positioned around the old church.  An

experienced guide could not get me any closer.  Jernigan Bridge was one of my favorite

places to play and hunt as a child.  My brother and I killed our first squirrels there, and I

committed my first illegal act there.  (I shot a buzzard). The old wooden bridge and the

creek it crossed were the most mysterious places of my childhood.  I knew the area like

the back of my hand as a child, but I got lost twice trying to find it as an adult.  Using the

abandoned railroad as a guide, I found it on my third trip.  When I finally spotted it, I was

knee deep in water and lily pads.   As I pointed my camera at the overgrown, mossy 

bridge, a water moccasin casually swam by my leg.  As I felt the motion of the water 

against my legs, I realized that my body would never be found in this remote area.  

Now, I am engaged in much deeper research.  My fourth novel begins eighty years

before I was born and I cannot rely on memory.  I am still relying on family history,

however, and I have verified many family legends and cleared up many of my

misconceptions about my ancestors.    

So, if I am writing about family and memories, why fiction?  I chose to write fiction because I wanted to be free to write about others as I saw them as a child—maybe not as they were, but as I saw them.   If they were not really that way, maybe they should have been.  Most of all, I wanted to be free to tell stories, to inspire curiosity in my children and in my grandchildren.  When I put my young grandchildren to bed at night, they do not say, “Papa Jim, give us a lecture or share some family history.”  They say, “Tell me a story.”   

Flow is a theme in all of my books.  All have a message.  No apology for that, but I hope it is not an in-your-face-I know-it-all type of message—just an inspirational message in the form of entertaining stories.  Flow is a metaphor for the river of life.  We each have out little lifeboats in that river.  When we stay in the flow, pay attention, and use the paddles we have been given, we can stay in sync with other lifeboats, dodge hazards, make sharp turns, make it through rapids—even survive a waterfall.  It’s when we start running into the banks, paddling upstream, paying no attention to other lifeboats, sharp turns, rocks, logs, rapids and waterfalls that we capsize.  We all face rapids and waterfalls—most of us will capsize at least once, but when we stay in the flow, we will also be lifted to the highest levels of confidence, blissful joy, and supreme, perfect happiness.  

Many of my readers tell me that Griffin Rivers is their favorite character.  Griffin said, “Flow is the difference between the way things are and the way they ought to be.”  

