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  An Introduction to Immersion Writing


  Its Similarities and Differences from the Traditional Memoir and Traditional Journalism


  In Defense of the Vertical Pronoun


  Every few months I read or hear of a fresh attack on the memoir. Very little excuse is needed to trigger the righteous indignation of a reviewer in the New York Times or another media outlet. A bad night’s sleep. Indigestion, perhaps. In 2009 a New York Times reviewer for the Sunday Book Review, Judith Shulevitz, observed that “the attack on memoir [is] now a regular editorial exercise [and] dates back to the advent of journalism itself” (November 20, 2009). Two years later, Neil Genzlinger launched his own editorial exercise of the type to which Shulevitz referred, a humorously bilious attack on the genre in which he pined for “a time when you had to earn the right to draft a memoir, by accomplishing something noteworthy or having an extremely unusual experience or being such a brilliant writer that you could turn relatively ordinary occurrences into a snapshot of a broader historical moment” (New York Times, January 28, 2011).


  Of course, Genzlinger covers his bases by including the criterion of “brilliance.” That pretty much gives a get-out-of-oversharing-free card to any writer he designates “brilliant.” Being of a similarly wistful bent, I might indulge in longing for a time when all journalists, fiction writers, and poets were of equal measure to Edward R. Murrow, Kafka, Borges, and Lorca. And I might likewise long for a time when newspapers such as the New York Times, instead of publishing screeds against memoir, weren’t ruled by the same market forces that give rise to sensational memoirs, and reviewed books by poets or gave at least as much space to fiction as nonfiction. And let’s not forget those halcyon days when journalists didn’t share their opinions. Ah, the Good Old Days.


  It’s not hard to take potshots at memoir. Start by saying the word. Stretch it into a kind of English drawing room parody of pronunciation. Mem-wah! I’m off to write my Mem-wahs! But a lot of the hair-trigger enmity for the memoir that engenders such “regular editorial exercises” as Genzlinger’s seems to me akin to that old vaudeville routine, “Slowly I Turned,” in which an otherwise reasonable and mild-mannered guy goes completely bonkers in a kind of posttraumatic meltdown every time his unwitting companion says the word Cincinnati. As soon as the dreaded word is uttered, the mild-mannered guy’s face turns demonic and he chants in a kind of insane drawl, “Slowly I turned, step by step, inch by inch …” completely lunatic to the point that he doesn’t even know that he’s thrashing the poor guy beside him, who is wholly innocent and ignorant of the reasons he’s being attacked. Memoir Dread (known more scientifically as “Genzlinger’s Affliction”) often seems triggered by something just as private and eccentric as in the comedy routine. What else would account for the disdain of an entire form of writing?


  Not ANOTHER gummy wad of autobiographical drivel! We can’t stand it. Hang us from our thumbs, but don’t subject us once again to your mediocre traumas, your whiny regrets, your tawdry victimizations. You are not the most important person on the planet! (“I am!” we might imagine such Grand Memoir Inquisitors intoning, or at least thinking privately.) We’re tired of the Self. Of Painful Lives. (Ostensibly, this is the waggish name of a section of one London bookstore: the Painful Lives section).


  Genzlinger goes so far as to suggest that ordinary people living ordinary lives should simply shut up and let the pros do their jobs. I should add that when I was in graduate school writing fiction, I shared Genzlinger’s suspicion of ordinary people. Who wants to read about ordinariness? A well-known movie at the time, called Ordinary People, revealed (drum roll, please) that ordinary people have feelings and secrets and tragedies, too. Who would have thought?! Betraying a cultural certainty that this could not truly be the case, one of the presenters, in reading the nominees for best picture that year at the Oscars, renamed the film Ordinary Movie. Ordinary or not, this film from 1980 took away four Oscars, including Best Picture, Best Director (Robert Redford), Best Actor (Timothy Hutton) and Best Adapted Screenplay (Alvin Sargent). And no wonder. The most persistent and sacred of lies is that any family is perfect, and families go to great lengths to preserve this myth. That’s essentially what this film was about—in an affluent family, one of the sons dies in an accident and the family, especially the parents, pretends it never happened. But the son, Timothy Hutton, completely messed up as a result of his family’s dysfunction (the term was not common parlance back then) sees a psychiatrist, Judd Hirsch, who heals Timothy Hutton by urging him to speak the truth, thus allowing him to win an Oscar. Okay, not quite as simple as that. Perhaps an old bout of Genzlinger’s Affliction is flaring up in me.


  As it turns out, a lot of people not only wanted to watch a movie about the large tragedies of small lives, but to read about them, too. And oddly, not as fiction. Memoirs by ordinary people have been with us for a long time. But in my parents’ day, they used to be known as “first novels.” In the past, what we might now call a memoir was typically the writer’s first work of fiction, the kind known as a roman a clef (this, too, preferably said in a British accent), or a thinly veiled autobiographical novel. It used to be great literary sport to read a novel and try to figure out who the writer was really writing about.


  To me, the film Ordinary People marks a watershed in our cultural fascination with and fear of telling our dirty little secrets. I’m not claiming that the film was responsible for the steady climb in memoirs written by ordinary people, starting around that time, but rather that the film tapped into a cultural shift that’s both positive and negative in its literary ramifications. Around this time, I started noticing an unsophisticated suspicion of anything not labeled as “fact”: “I only read true stories,” a stranger told me more than once, betraying a certain literal-mindedness in the American psyche that’s frightening. This suspicion of anything that isn’t “factual” is its literary manifestation. In a way we have become a nation of literary fundamentalists—many people only care about something if they think it really truly happened. Many only watch tv if it really happened. American fiction for many years had been moving steadily toward realism, entrenching it within the academy as the only proper form of fiction. But once ordinary people started writing memoir, the idea of realism jumped the tracks. Why read fiction when nonfiction did realism better?


  This seems akin to what happened to the painting world in the nineteenth century when photography was introduced. As soon as one could point a machine at a table and create a reproducable image that was far more accurate than a painting, the need for paintings to represent the empirical world mostly vanished, and what resulted was a greater move toward abstraction in painting, though of course photography didn’t restrict itself to the literal image for long, either.


  When I was the editor of The Bellingham Review, a literary magazine, I received an autobiographical essay by a then-unknown writer named Meghan Daum. The essay, titled “Variations on Grief,” at a glance seemed to be the same kind of exercise in oversharing that Genzlinger laments in his Times piece. I’m sure I even felt a shudder of dread as I began to read Daum’s essay. That dread must have left me in a flash because the sensibility at play made this unlike any other grief essay I’d ever read. At the heart of the essay was not so much grief as guilt, and a kind of determination that Daum professed, to not waste her life. Her friend Brian, the subject of the essay, had been in life a spoiled and apparently vapid man who had dropped dead in his early twenties of a mysterious illness, perhaps hantavirus—and yes, his death alarmed Daum and her friends, but it also seemed oddly justified to them. Here’s how she characterized her feelings:


  When he left this planet, he left me and very few others, and if those Christian alternatives to life really exist, then he must know by now that we will never be reunited. If those opposable H’s are true, then he is in Heaven for never committing any crime, and I’ll find myself in Hell one day for the spin that I have put on his death. My spin is this: I believe that he couldn’t do anything other than die. None of us who grew up with him could imagine an alternative. And the fact that he didn’t officially kill himself was enough to make all of us believe in the supernatural, or at least some kind of devilish warden hovering over our lives, whispering in our waxy ears, “Do something, or die.” (159)


  I’d like to say that Meghan Daum’s voice is honest here, but is it that? It might be better to say that it seems “authentic.” Authenticity is nearly as slippery a term as “honesty” when it comes to capturing experience on the page, but note that I wrote that the voice seems authentic. It works in the reader’s mind to convince him or her that what s/he’s getting is The Real Deal, the author herself, the inner workings of her mind. And yes, you are, in a sense, but nothing can truly capture the workings of a human mind in all its complexity. It seems authentic is as far as I’m willing to venture.


  Still, authenticity, in its myriad forms, is one of the things we strive for as writers, in the form of a compelling voice that seems honest. We’re concerned with language here, not simply the slopping down of words. The passage I’ve quoted, for all the seeming authenticity of its commentary on matters of life and death, is highly modulated and controlled. Even the phrase “opposable H’s” feels original, confident, and clever.


  Yet the New York Times review that appeared after the publication of this essay in Meghan Daum’s debut collection, My Misspent Youth, used the occasion of a positive review of Daum’s book to slam the genre in general. The reviewer, Louise Jarvis, opened with a shot across every memoirist’s bow: “Meghan Daum is not an eccentric exhibitionist or a self-indulgent memoirist” (April 8, 2001). I’m sure Daum was glad to read that about herself. But Daum seems as eccentric to me as they come, and reveals herself to be as much of an exhibitionist as any writer when we read the modicum of self-loathing in these words toward the end of the essay, referring to a mutual friend who visited Brian’s parents:


  Like a good person, he sat in the living room and spoke honestly about this horrible thing that had happened. Unlike me, he saw no reason to lie. Unlike me, he wasn’t hung up on some twisted symbolism, on some mean-spirited rationalization employed to keep fear at bay, to keep grief a thing depicted in movies rather than a loss felt in one’s own flesh. (174–75)


  Remember, I published this. I don’t really think it’s self-indulgent. I’d like to say it’s honest, brutally so, but really, how would I know? Instead, I’d rather state that it seems to me authentic in that it shows a version of someone else who deeply resembles a version of myself that I’d rather keep hidden. In that way it’s self-indulgent. It indulges a Self, but not only Daum’s. Mine as well. And most likely yours. Yet, if we use the typical standards by which we bash the memoir, I think we’d have to say that Meghan Daum ticks off at least a couple of those dreaded boxes:


  Ordinary person? Yes.


  Eccentric exhibitionist? Afraid so.


  Self-indulgent? Not really, though I can imagine someone thinking her so. She’s self-revealing, and that’s often wrongly equated with being self-absorbed or self-indulgent.


  It’s not the subject that matters. It’s the execution. Above all, Daum’s use of language is precise and original, and this trumps everything. In this important way, she’s by no means ordinary.


  Of course there are different ways to write about or include the Self in your writing other than memoir, and this book will discuss and examine and yes, advocate for these ways in detail. Travel writers were once attacked with the same regularity as memoirists are today. From the late eighteenth century until the end of the Napoleonic Wars, travel was curtailed for most Europeans, and it wasn’t until the upheavals ended that travelers resumed the traditional circuit of Europe known as the Grand Tour. Prior to this time, Grand Tours were largely embarked upon and written about by young male aristocrats, but the 1820s and onward saw a democratization of travel, and a large number of ordinary people writing accounts of their travels for publication. Behind this democratization followed the critics who wished the ordinary people would just shut up and let their betters write the travel books. One reviewer (though, oddly, not a New York Times reviewer) complained, “It is certainly somewhat extraordinary that of the great number of travelers sent forth by the peace from this country, with the design of recording their adventures, so few should have deviated from the most frequent routes” (quoted by Betty Hagglund in “The ‘Bricolage’ of travel writing: a Bakhtinian reading of nineteenth-century women’s writings about Italy,” paper presented at “Travel Writing: Practice, Pedagogy, and Theory,” Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore, February 24, 2011).


  I’m not wholly unsympathetic to such criticisms. Deviation from the most frequent routes seems to me to be a fair request to make of the travel writer, the memoirist, and even the journalist. What drew this nineteenth century critic’s ire, as well as Genzlinger’s, and not unfairly, is that too often writers and publishers alike rely on not deviating from the most frequent routes. It’s the faddishness of the enterprise that’s worrisome—that a book might be published because it fits a predetermined type of book that has little value other than its familiarity to readers who want more of the same. But this is no more true of the writings of ordinary people than of the writings of the great and accomplished. How many of those people who have accomplished something “noteworthy or [had] an extremely unusual experience” actually write the memoirs with their famous names on them? Not many, I’d venture. The celebrity ghost-written book is at least as common as the Misery Memoir. Having led an interesting life should no more earn you the right to pen your mem-wah as having led an outwardly boring one if the writing itself lacks vigor and originality.


  It’s never the ordinariness of the person we should condemn, but the ordinariness of the writing, of the vision itself. Now, no one disputes the right of an ordinary person to write a travel book. We do not require that only aristocrats write travel memoirs (though of course travel itself is still the privilege of the relatively well-to-do).


  Old-school journalists were taught to eschew that pesky I in favor of a more “objective” voice. But as most of us know in this postmodern age, there’s no such thing as objectivity. Everyone has a unique perspective, and even if you think you’re being objective when you report, say, from a war zone, you have blind spots. There are things you ignore, you forget, or you don’t notice due to your own cultural baggage and belief systems. In anthropology, it’s known as confirmation bias, the tendency to notice those things that confirm your beliefs and ignore those that don’t, and everyone is susceptible to it.


  Of course, not all journalists express hostility toward the first person—or what I once heard waggishly referred to as “the vertical pronoun”—or even memoirs. Nearly every journalist I’ve met has a memoir in his or her drawer. While journalists are traditionally told to avoid the first person, I have met many a journalist who feels confined and oppressed by the inability to acknowledge the existence of the self while writing.


  I sometimes think that attacks on the memoir aren’t simply masking an upset stomach, a bad night’s sleep, or an acute case of snobbery, but are instead the death bellows of the wounded old-school journalist, who still valiantly waves the banner of Objectivity while lies, biases, and opinions catch him in the gut and bring him to his knees. You bloody memoirists! My death will not go unavenged!


  Not only is the self worth investigating and including on the page, but it is perhaps the only way to approach those slippery terms of honesty and authenticity. To write about the world without putting on the table your biases, your psychological indigestion and unhealthy sleep patterns, is in a sense to falsify—a kind of falsification not so bald as the memoirist’s who lies about his supposed war exploits, but disingenuous in its own fashion.


  Forms of Immersion


  Now that I’ve launched what I hope is a spirited defense of the memoir, I propose to leave the traditionally reflective memoir behind for the rest of this book. It’s the groundwork for this book, but not the book itself. I’m more concerned here with other types of writing that employ the self, but which aren’t exclusively about the self. I’m interested here in books that actively engage the world around the writer via what’s known as immersion writing.


  Immersion writing engages the writer in the here and now in a journalistic sense, shaping and creating a story happening in the present while unabashedly lugging along all that baggage that makes up the writer’s personality: his or her memories, culture, and opinions.


  Immersion writing has existed in various forms for centuries, but hasn’t been called that. I’m using the term loosely as a catch-all that includes any kind of memoir, travel narrative, or journalistic piece in which the narrative is as much forward-looking as backward, and in which the writer is a part of the story being told.


  The three types of immersion writing that we’ll examine here are immersion journalism, travel writing, and what I call the immersion memoir. Each form engages and utilizes the self but for different purposes. In the immersion memoir, the writer writes about the world in order to examine the self. In immersion journalism, the writer includes the self in order to write about the world. With travel writing, it’s a bit of both, the travel writer writing about herself in the world and in a sense the world in herself. In each case, the writer is not making claims of objectivity, but sees his or her subjectivity as a kind of advantage. The I becomes a stand-in for the reader, an anchoring consciousness who develops a rapport with the reader and in effect stakes claims of reliability and authenticity: this is what I saw. This is what I did and observed. Trust me that I’m being as accurate as possible, but draw your own conclusions.


  Within each of these three forms of immersion writing, I’ve designated subcategories, what we might think of as organizing principles. One of the most difficult aspects of writing anything is finding its form, and so I’ve tried to help you shape and organize your writing by suggesting possibilities and supplying examples that other writers have employed previously. I offer one caveat, and I’m only going to state this once, so please pay attention:


  These organizing principles are not hermetically sealed. A piece of writing can easily fit more than one category. The aim here isn’t to make you into a good categorizer. The categories are meant to be useful, not binding.


  Chapter by chapter, I discuss how each of the various forms of immersion writing (immersion journalism, immersion memoir, and travel writing) can be considered in five ways: as quest, experiment, investigation, reenactment, or infiltration. While I employ these five subcategories, I don’t write about them in the same sequence in the various chapters. I’m not trying to create some kind of airtight scientific taxonomy. I want to mix it up a bit. And the subcategories are not equally important to each of these forms. For example, the quest is a common form within travel writing, but not quite so common in immersion journalism. The experiment is common in immersion memoir, but not as common in travel writing. I don’t list these subcategories strictly in order of importance within each chapter, but order of importance is my guiding principle.


  If your goal is an outward exploration of the world, then you’re most likely an immersion journalist. If your goal is to explore yourself, if you don’t mind being called an oddball (as I don’t!) then you’re more of a memoirist, as interested in your own transformation as the rest of the world’s. But I’d argue there’s overlap. There always is. The point is that the self matters, and it’s unrealistic—perhaps disingenuous—to believe it doesn’t. It’s not the only thing that matters, of course, but when I read a work of nonfiction, I have questions. More often than not, I want to know who’s telling the story and why. I want to know what’s at stake for the writer. That doesn’t necessarily mean I need to know everything about the writer—it’s a matter of degree and intent and the nature of the project.


  Chapter One

  Immersion Memoir


  The first question we have to ask is this: aren’t all memoirs immersions? Isn’t that one of the criticisms of them? The answer is simple. I don’t mean immersion in the sense of yet deeper self-involvement. On the contrary, the immersion memoirist takes on some outward task or journey in order to put his/her life in perspective. As I mentioned in the introduction, the difference between immersion journalism and immersion memoir is that an immersion journalist is primarily interested in reporting on the world outside herself while using the self as the vehicle for that information. The opposite is true of the immersion memoir. The immersion memoirist is interested in self-revelation or evaluation while using the outside world as his/her vehicle.


  The immersion memoirist is interested primarily in understanding the Self, that tricky and elusive notion, and not so small a task. As Emerson wrote, “To believe your own thought, to believe what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men—that is genius. Speak your latent conviction, and it shall be the universal sense” (“Self-Reliance”). To write honestly about the Self more often takes courage and generosity than egoism.


  When I was an undergraduate in college, I majored for a while in anthropology. At that time, many anthropologists still pretended they were dispassionate observers of other cultures—at least the idea of relativism hadn’t quite trickled down to my classroom yet. The case of early ethnographer Frank Cushing was handed to me and my classmates as a cautionary tale, an example of an ethnographer losing his objectivity and “going native,” for which he was roundly criticized in his own time, the Victorian era.


  What made Cushing so unusual was that he not only lived with and observed the Zuni tribe of New Mexico for five years, but he became a Zuni, integrating so well into their culture that he learned the language, the customs, was adopted by the pueblo, and was even initiated into the priesthood. From a contemporary view, at least from my point of view, his experiences were nothing short of amazing. What a privilege, what an extraordinary insider’s view. But imagine what strength of character this man must have had to seek such experiences at a time when when Native American cultures were largely derided as “savage,” misunderstood, and at best exoticized. Widely dismissed by the anthropological establishment until at the least the late 1980’s as an “oddball,” as one text refers to him, it’s hard now to find a single criticism of his participatory style of ethnography, which is considered “ground breaking” and “ahead of its time.” Certainly, Cushing was not the first to live with a tribe, but he was the first to live so intimately with a culture different from his own in a way that valued their customs and beliefs as much as his own, if not more so, and to communicate his insights to a wider audience. Perhaps one reason the establishment considered him such an oddball was that he was so public about his appreciation of the Zuni culture. He became something of a celebrity when in 1882, his accounts of living among the Zuni were featured in three of the most fashionable magazines of the time: The Atlantic Monthly, Harper’s, and Century Illustrated Monthly Magazine, as well as Popular Science. Illustrations showed a ritually scarred Frank Cushing dressed in Zuni ceremonial garb being inducted into the Priest-hood of the Bow, and his accounts of life with the Zuni were anything but academic or weighted with the pretense of objectivity. In fact, his accounts in My Adventures in Zuni are loaded with charm as he describes his sense of culture shock when he first made the decision to live among the Zuni, thinking his white traveling companions would leave him with sufficient provisions for two months. To his dismay, they left him with nothing. When one of Cushing’s Zuni hosts notices his sadness at his friends’ departure, he asks why his “little brother” is sad.


  “Alas,” I replied. “My friends are all gone, and they have left me nothing.”


  He looked at me a moment and said, “Little Brother, you may be a Washington man, but it seems you are very poor. Now, if you do as we tell you and will only make up your mind to be a Zuni, you shall be rich, for you shall have fathers and mothers, sisters and brothers, and the best food in the world. But if you do not do as we tell you, you will be very, very, very poor indeed.”


  “Why should I not be a Zuni?” I replied in despair; and the old man quickly answered, “Why not?”


  Leaving me for a few minutes, he soon returned with a steaming bowl of boiled mutton, followed by his kindly old wife, bearing a tray of corn-cakes mixed with chili and sliced beef, which, wrapped in husks, had been boiled like meat dumplings.


  “There, try that,” said the old man, as he placed the bowl in the center of the floor. “Fill your stomach, and your face will brighten.”


  And the old woman stood admiringly by as I heartily ate my first genuine Zuni meal. (43)


  Here clearly is a story, the beginning of a great adventure. No wonder he was excoriated by academics. He didn’t wash all the personality out of his prose in an attempt to appear objective. He knew how to tell a story. He wasn’t afraid of being a part of the story he wanted to tell. While certainly the book was as much about the Zuni as himself, at the center of it was his personal transformation, and that in part is what made it so engrossing to audiences of the time and so anathema to academics, who perhaps considered themselves above transformation, at least in print.


  Without a doubt, the book that was most enjoyable for me to write and most satisfying in many regards was my own immersion memoir, Do-Over! In Which a Forty-eight-year-old Father of Three Returns to Kindergarten, Summer Camp, the Prom, and Other Embarrassments. I’ve also written traditional journalism and a traditional memoir, but the confluence of these forms in the immersion memoir allowed me to satisfy both aspects of my personality, the pensive soul with a reflective bent, and the equally strong part of me that loves to travel, to meet people, to experience the world. For me, the immersion memoir combines the best that traditional memoir has to offer with the best of journalism. While immersion memoirs certainly have their critics, they also have plenty of fans.


  I had the idea for Do-Over when I was sitting around with some of my graduate students and we were chatting about impossible things we’d like to do.


  “I’d like to go back to summer camp, but as an adult,” I said. “I was never a very good athlete when I was a kid, but now I bet I could beat a bunch of campers at basketball and soccer and capture the flag.”


  My students loved the idea and urged me to propose it to a magazine. I did so and the first editor to whom I suggested the piece liked the idea and even admitted that it seemed like something his magazine might go for, but nonetheless, they weren’t going to sign on. The fact that one magazine rejects your idea for any reason or no reason is discouraging, but should never make you give up. Another magazine might think the idea is brilliant. In my case, the second editor I approached, Faye Penn of New York Magazine, loved the idea and passed it on to her boss, Adam Moss. Within an hour of my e-mail to her, I had a reply: “This is irresistible,” she wrote, “but can you pull it off?”


  A fair question, but I knew from experience that part of making anything work is to say, yes, I can make it work. In my proposal, I wrote that I’d either like to go to the oldest summer camp in America, with which I had no real connection, or to Camp Echo in the Catskills, where I had experienced a disastrous stint as a counselor when I was eighteen. Faye said that New York Magazine would only sign on to the project if I could convince Camp Echo to allow me to return to their camp for a week. So I called up Camp Echo and was eventually put through to Marla Coleman, the director of the camp. I told her I had once been a counselor there and what I proposed to do—a little like Billy Madison, I suggested, to give her the sense of the spirit of the project. It helped that New York Magazine wanted to commission the piece. Marla seemed to have a sense of humor and liked the idea.


  “Of course you’ll have to undergo a background check like any counselor,” she said, almost apologetically.


  Of course! I told her I’d be surprised if they didn’t want me to undergo a background check.


  I was in. Just like that. Long ago, I learned to appreciate what the telephone can do for a writer. In my early twenties, I worked as a lowly mailing clerk at Playboy Magazine in Chicago. My friend Peter Nelson called me one day and asked me to help him out. He was working on a story about … urinals, and felt he needed someone to vouch for him with the company that made most of them in America. So I wrote a letter on Playboy letterhead to the president of the urinal company and told him that Peter Nelson was writing a piece on urinals that I thought would turn out great. I hoped that they would give him “every assistance with his research.” Of course, the letter implied all sorts of things I had no right implying, though with a take-home pay of two hundred dollars a week, I wasn’t terribly concerned. And I wasn’t actually saying that Playboy was going to publish his piece on urinals. Okay, okay, it was dishonest. You’ve got me. But Peter took his tour and presumably wrote his story, though I never heard any more about it from him. I wouldn’t recommend such a stunt, but the point is that writers sometimes need a little chutzpah to get a foot in the door.


  Many years later, I recalled Peter’s moxie and gained my own courage from it. I knew that the assignment was not going to be easy. Much of my summer had already been planned and I had only a small window within which to go back to summer camp, a week that overlapped the end of July and the beginning of August. As the story centered so much on summer, the editors at New York Magazine told me I’d only have a few days to write the story, because they’d want to get it into one of their August issues. They’d kill the article, otherwise.


  A friend of mine and his partner have a lovely house on the Jersey shore and they offered to lend it to me for the two days I’d have to write the story before my deadline. The plan was that I’d write the story, turn it in, Faye Penn and Adam Moss would pronounce it brilliant, and I’d live happily ever after.


  But here’s a complication. It’s one thing to have an experience, but it’s quite another to get a handle on it, to understand from what angle you’re going to approach the piece, and to have sufficient distance to have such perspective. When you’re writing on deadline, you don’t have a lot of time to muse.


  And here’s another complication. You can go into an experience wanting to write about it in one way, but then something else intrigues you or distracts you, or you’re unable to see the experience clearly, and suddenly you’re left with a prose blob rather than a crafted essay. Prose blobs (yes, that’s the official name for them) sometimes read like a journal or diary or a sloppy blog post. At the end of the prose blob, the reader often turns the page and looks for missing pages. Is that all? Yes, that is all, unfortunately. Don’t try looking for missing pages. There are none. Sadly, the last person to recognize a prose blob most often is its creator. The prose blob ultimately is about nothing and everything. That’s why it’s a blob.


  In my case, I jammed a summer’s worth of activities into five days of camp. I went horseback riding, took a swim test (which I barely passed), attended Luau Day, went mountain biking, played golf, dodgeball, basketball, cleaned up my bunk, ate loads of candy, wrote letters home, said the Pledge of Allegiance, swung on a trapeze, rode a zip line through the trees, sang camp songs, played catch, and ate awful camp chow.


  I carried with me at all times a pocket-sized notebook, and I never experienced anything without cracking the notebook open and writing down everything and anything that caught my eye: dialogue, details of camp life, observations, brief character sketches. I knew that while it was a pain to constantly record what I saw and experienced, when I was writing the piece, my notes would be invaluable and make that end of the job much easier. You might wonder if carrying around such a notebook might make both myself and the people around me self-conscious. Certainly, it did, at first. But I liken it to a documentary filmmaker or photographer who is constantly taking pictures of a subject.


  At first, the subject feels stiff and self-conscious, but the longer the photographer sticks around, the more s/he becomes a part of the furniture, and the subject starts loosening up. That’s certainly what I found. The notebook was also a bit of a shield for me, at first. I felt a little foolish going into the project, a forty-eight-year-old man bunking with a bunch of ten-year-olds, who, by the way, more or less accepted me and my project, and thought it was a fun idea. But at first the notebook allowed me to constantly remind myself and others that I wasn’t just some creepy old guy wanting to relive his misspent youth, but a professional writer with an agenda. Happily, after a couple of hours, I didn’t really need the notebook as a shield any longer. I relaxed and started to enjoy myself.


  My intention had been to write about the differences between my childhood and childhood as kids experienced it now. I told the editors at New York Magazine that I had been a terrible camper, a poor physical specimen. That much was true. I told them that now I wanted to return to summer camp to beat all those ten-year-olds at dodgeball and basketball, using my thirty-eight-year advantage against them. That part was slightly exaggerated. In this regard, at least, I’m a little more mature than that, but in any depiction of yourself on the page, you’re going to exaggerate some aspects of your personality while playing down others. The person you are in real life is not exactly the same person readers will meet on the page, though we like to pretend otherwise. It’s a persona, a construction, and while you certainly don’t want to pretend to be something you’re not, a little exaggeration for comic effect and the like is standard operating procedure for the writer. You don’t want to overdo, of course, or you risk presenting yourself as a caricature.


  By the time I had completed my Herculean task of returning to summer camp, I felt exhausted and exhilarated, but I still had a three-thousand-word article to write. A note: when an editor tells you three thousand words, that’s what she means. If you turn in a piece double the size, the piece might be killed—or worse, might be cut down to size using all the care and elegance of a document shredder.


  So for two days, I holed myself up in my friends’ house on the Jersey shore, writing all day, trying to distill my notes into something readable and purposeful. Confidently, I turned it in and flew off to a conference in Tacoma, Washington, where I was scheduled over the next several days to teach, give a reading, and give a lecture. A day later, I received a call from someone at New York Magazine and was told that I had created a prose blob, in so many words. When such a verdict is delivered, my first reaction is always a familiar sinking feeling, but what choice do you have but to buck up and find out what needs to be done to make the piece acceptable? There was a lot to do, apparently. A lot needed to be overhauled, and what had happened to the angle about me wanting to best the ten-year-olds at their games? I had completely dropped that angle from the piece.


  I received the call in the morning and was told that I had until nine a.m. the next day to rewrite the piece entirely. Or … The alternative hung in a transcontinental silence. Nine a.m. East-Coast time. Six a.m. my time.


  Oh, great, I thought. Easy. On this particular day, I was giving a lecture, conducting a workshop, and giving a reading that night. I did all three, trying to forestall the rising panic I felt. As soon as my reading was done, I sprinted out of the building and headed to a local supermarket, where I bought as much junk food as I could possibly stand. It reminded me of summer camp—“bunk junk,” the campers called it.


  And then I wrote. Somehow, in about three hours, the piece crystallized once I had the first lines down. For me, finding that first line, a line that captures precisely the tone you want the piece to take, makes the job so much easier. The newly revised piece began in this way:


  It’s 9 p.m., and I’m in the cookies-and-milk line with 350 other campers. Or at least I think it’s the cookies-and-milk line. If there’s a line at Camp Echo, I get in it. Two campers, Blake and Randy, and their counselor, Mike, stand in line in front of me, and they’re not moving to my satisfaction. “Line’s moving slow, huh?” I say, glancing at my watch, but they just look at me. I guess type-A personalities don’t belong in the cookies-and-milk line. Finally, I get my tiny carton and my oatmeal-raisin, and join my 10-year-old bunkmates from cabin b5-2. They’re gathered on the deck of the “Nest,” a fifties-style diner, what I would have called the Canteen back in my first go-round as a camper more than 40 years ago. (par. 1)


  I don’t recall how I began the original piece, but this was stronger. I began in the scene and also captured a certain attitude I wanted to have with such phrases as “type-A personalities.” Happily, the editors were delighted by this version of the piece and it ran two weeks later with the title, “Big Man on Camp.”


  While ensconced in my little writing retreat on the Jersey Shore, I thought I could probably write an entire book of these “do-overs,” and after the article was accepted, that’s exactly what I told my agent. In about five minutes I was able to come up with a list of ten do-overs, embarrassments from my childhood that I wanted to have a second shot at. These included going back to the prom with a woman I’d had a crush on when I was sixteen, but was too shy to ask out, reprising my role as The Heavenly Messenger in The Littlest Angel, a play in which I flubbed a line when I was seven, going back to kindergarten, taking a standardized test, and joining a fraternity, among others.


  The idea of wanting a second shot at life’s regrets is pretty universal. I wrote a fairly brief proposal of about ten pages and included the New York Magazine piece, and within a couple of weeks, the book sold.


  I’m not trying to brag, but rather to show the steps involved, that while this was a pretty heady moment in my writing career, it was also a kind of beware-what-you-wish-for moment. I still had to write the book, and to do so, I had to convince any number of people to allow me to do things that might strike them as odd or creepy. But I possessed the naive sense of optimism I carry into every book project, and naive optimism can give you a fair bit of momentum.


  Early on, my editor and several others asked me some important questions and gave me some crucial cautions to consider. The most crucial of these is that there’s a big difference between a magazine article and a book. A book, at least this type of book, needs some kind of narrative glue, or what’s often referred to as a “through story.” My publisher didn’t want this book to be a series of magazine pieces, some loosely-themed essays that had no real glue.


  What was the through story? they wanted to know, and …


  What was at stake?


  In other words, what was my motivation for writing the book? It couldn’t be because, well, I like to see my name on a book jacket. In any memoir, and this is certainly true with the immersion memoir, there has to be something more substantial at stake emotionally for the writer. If there isn’t, then yes, you’re simply writing for the sake of the gimmick, and the reader will soon lose interest. We have to care about the protagonist of the story, and we can only do so if we see what’s at stake, what your motivations are, and how your project compliments your life—or, more frequently, troubles it. “The key is that the topic has to be fascinating to me,” says A. J. Jacobs in the article “Meet the Gimmick Books” (Los Angeles Times, September 5, 2009). “I have to have real passion. I am a writer and this is what I do, so it has to be interesting to readers. But it has to have stakes for me.”


  It wasn’t that difficult to come up with the stakes in this book. I have three daughters, from two marriages, and in many ways, the book would be about this, about parenthood, fatherhood specifically. Like a lot of dads, I’m loving but certainly flawed, and in some ways I saw this as an opportunity to write a letter of sorts to my daughters, to see what was happening in their lives, and to record and muse upon what was going on in their lives while I tried to perform my do-overs.


  So, essentially, there were two stories here: the story of my do-overs and the story-behind-the-story, the story of my daughters. I think there should always be two stories in a sense. You should always ask yourself, “What is the story here?” and then, “What’s the real story?” Conceptualizing in such a way adds texture to your story, layers it, makes it seem more than simply a superficial treatment of your subject, a gimmick.


  The Reenactment


  My book Do-Over might be classified as a reenactment. Clearly, in many of my do-overs, I was working from an original event. I really did flub a line in my school’s production of The Littlest Angel when I was seven, and I really did find a theater group in Marietta, Georgia, staging a production of it, and they were kind enough to let me reprise my role. There’s something undeniably powerful about reenactment—some people spend every waking minute thinking about the past and trying to make it come alive again, trying to inhabit their own past, or more often, an original event that they were not a part of to begin with. Think of Civil War reenactors. Why do they do it? I’m not sure because it’s not my obsession, and there are probably dozens of reasons why people would want to put on period costumes and shoot cannons at one another. The Romanian philosopher Mircea Eliade speculates that people in their sacred rituals are nearly universal in their attempt to return to a kind of “golden age” that the ritual replicates. Think of the Eucharist in Christianity, or the myth of the murdered and reborn Egyptian god Osiris. There’s even a fellow in the Philippines who has himself crucified—not fully crucified, of course, which would be a one-off—but he’s actually nailed to a giant cross and hangs there for a while. Not the kind of reenactment I heartily endorse, and I have to say that I wouldn’t want to read this guy’s memoir, even if there is something obviously at stake (no pun intended).


  One of the most well-known reenactments of recent years is Julie Powell’s Julie and Julia: 365 Days, 524 Recipes, 1 Tiny Apartment Kitchen. This project started as a blog, became a book, and then a movie. Essentially, it’s a reenactment of Julia Child’s introduction to the American palate of haute cuisine, Julie Powell’s attempt to cook all of Julia Child’s recipes in Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Vol. 1. Of course, it wasn’t a complete reenactment, because that would have been boring and useless. Why do the same thing over in exactly the same way, and with the same goals in mind? That’s unoriginal. No, the reenactor modifies the original and changes it to suit her own goals. In a way, the reenactment becomes a kind of vehicle or metaphor for the author to discuss other important issues in her life: in this case, Julie Powell’s flagging marriage and self-esteem. Whether the effort was successful or not is up to you as a reader, but it’s not surprising that Julia Child herself was not a fan of Julie Powell’s project. Child died a year before the book appeared, but she had seen Powell’s blog and dismissed her as someone who wasn’t a serious cook. Fair enough, but I’d argue that Powell’s book wasn’t really about cooking, or not in the same way as Child’s book. It was a book that used cooking as an organizing principle, as a metaphor to discuss other issues.


  In Trials of the Monkey, An Accidental Memoir, by Matthew Chapman, the author, a successful (if largely unproduced) screenplay writer and director, and, more importantly for this story, the great-great-grandson of Charles Darwin, decides to ride the bus from New York City to Dayton, Tennessee, to cover the annual reenactment of the famous Scopes “Monkey Trial,” held in 1925, at which the theories of Darwin were on trial. It’s hard to imagine a better setup than this, but as I’ve said, there has to be something at stake for the writer for the book to have any weight at all, and Chapman sets about laying out his stakes right away. It’s worth quoting here the entire brief prologue to illustrate how clearly and skillfully Chapman sets the tone of the book, tells us what’s at stake, and then tells us what’s really at stake, using a tactic commonly known as the bait and switch. Most good authors employ the bait and switch—it’s a means of texturing a book, to give it the kind of depth that’s needed in order to sustain any longer work; it’s useful for most shorter works as well. A good book is almost always about more than one subject. And book projects are protean: you start out thinking you’re writing about one thing, but the book you write almost never turns out to be the book you set out to write. Here’s how Chapman states it:


  In the spring of 1998, Tom Hedley, publisher of Duckworth, invited me to write a book. He had read a screenplay of mine and felt I could handle something larger. I decided I’d like to write about the 1925 Scopes “Monkey” Trial, the trial of a schoolteacher convicted of teaching evolution in defiance of Tennessee law. This was not an arbitrary choice. My great-great-grandfather was Charles Darwin, something I had given little thought to as an adult until I came to America and discovered his theories were still rabidly contested. A recent poll found that 40% of those surveyed favoured teaching creationism instead of evolution in public schools. In 1999 the Kansas Board of Education voted to delete virtually every mention of evolution from the state’s science curriculum.


  I suggested to Tom that I should take a Greyhound bus from New York, where I live, down to Dayton, Tennessee, the small town where the trial took place. Apart from doing historical research, I would also find out what had changed in the town in the past seventy-five years, if anything. I had heard that once a year the town staged a re-enactment of the trial. I would cover the event, the largest in the town’s calendar, and this would become the hub from which I’d throw out the other spokes of the intended work. We could even call the book The Voyage of the Greyhound.


  What I hadn’t taken into account was that I was on the verge of my own crisis, spiritual and otherwise. I’d been writing screenplays for ten years, two or three a year, each one overlapping the next, and had taken only one vacation during that time where my computer had not accompanied me. Some years I made close to a million dollars but I was never more than a month or two away from bankruptcy. I was married to a beautiful and interesting woman, had a stepson I liked and admired, and a daughter I adored; but when I left New York in June, I was in a rage at my excessive life and all the obligations and stresses of middle age.


  And then I was on the bus. At first I thought about the trial, then about my own connection to it. By an accident of birth, I was the descendant of one of the most influential men of the last two millennia, a man whose research and theories challenged not only Christianity but most other religions as well. How much of my sense of failure and panic, I wondered, could be traced to my freakish antecedents?


  Now, when I looked out the window, what came to mind were scenes from my past, waves of them, too many to ignore. In particular, I thought about my mother, great-granddaughter of Darwin, a woman of enormous promise and intelligence whose decline into alcoholism was one of the great puzzles of my childhood. I started writing some of these memories into a second notebook. Another book, a book within a book, began to form, an accidental memoir, fragments of an overshadowed childhood. I could have suppressed this, but I began to see that what initially seemed a diversion from my main purpose might in fact be entirely part of it. The fundamentalists who tried to banish the theory of evolution from the schools did so because they feared it would destroy faith in God and leave only a vacuum in its place, and here was I, up to now a more or less cheerful and defiant atheist, suddenly overwhelmed by an inexplicable sense of spiritual emptiness.


  I had fallen off the rails. Perhaps this other book would help me climb back on. (ix–x)


  Perfect. This prologue sets out the parameters of the book, not only letting the reader know what’s at stake, but also providing a kind of map of the book, what to expect on this author’s journey. The reenactment is simply a vehicle for the narrator’s self-discovery. It’s a story of psychological evolution, not mere reenactment we’re embarking upon. We might even call it The Voyage of the Ego.


  This notion of the prologue is worth touching on briefly. Three out of my four nonfiction books have prologues—a prologue isn’t necessary or advisable for every book, but I think it’s a good idea to write one. It’s not only a way to let the reader know what you’re writing about, but it’s a good way for you to know what you’re writing about. Even if you don’t wind up using it, writing a prologue is a valuable exercise.


  What Chapman engaged in was a historical reenactment, though the trials form only a small portion of the book—not only was he reenacting the trials, but he was reenacting his life, something that all memoirists do.


  If you choose to write about a reenactment, you might cast about for some historical event, but of course it should have something to do with your life, your interests, your obsessions, your dreams. You don’t have to be the great-great-grandson of Charles Darwin to cover the reenactments of the Scopes “Monkey Trial,” but it helps. Otherwise, what’s your connection? You’re a human being? Okay, that’s a start, but that doesn’t really sell me on the idea.


  Not too long ago, I went to a ceremony commemorating General MacArthur’s raising of the American flag at the end of World War II on the battle-scarred island of Corregidor in the Philippines. (No one dressed like MacArthur in full military uniform with sunglasses and corncob pipe, but it was still a reenactment). I’ve spent a lot of time in the Philippines, and I’ve written about it before, and I was living there for a year with my wife and family. A friend of mine, Peter Parsons, whose father had been a war hero in the Philippines, asked me if I wanted to spend a few days on the island with some of his friends who all had connections to the war. Corregidor was an important American stronghold that fell to the Japanese several months after the bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. While the rest of southeast Asia fell rather quickly against the onslaught of the Japanese, the defenders of Corregidor held out without reinforcements for an incredible five months. MacArthur was whisked away in the dead of night before the island fell (very much against his wishes) so that he could help plan the Allied counteroffensive in the Pacific. You might remember that MacArthur famously said, “I shall return.” Return he did in 1945, after a fierce and costly battle to regain the island. As the American flag was once again raised over the parade grounds of the island, he famously said, “I see that old flagpole still stands. Have your troops hoist the colors to its peak and let no enemy ever haul them down.”


  The other people attending this somber ceremony included the son of an American survivor of Corregidor and the Japanese prison camps, the curator of the MacArthur Memorial in Norfolk, Virginia, and other sons of veterans of the war in the Pacific. My only association with the island was my fascination with its haunted landscape, the bombed out buildings, the knowledge that thousands of men on both sides had died defending or assaulting it. I wrote in part to figure out why I wanted so much to be there:


  I’m not sure why I’m here except that I love Corregidor. I love digging around in history. But I’m not a full-throttle Corregidor buff. I probably wouldn’t choose to live here and my father wasn’t a war hero. Perhaps in that I’m fortunate. Less to live up to, in this regard at least. I am definitely the least relevant of this rag tag platoon. If this were a war movie, I’d be the fresh meat who lands on the island, lights a cigarette and gets his fool head blown off before he even opens his mouth. (“Dispatches from Manila: Old Ghosts of Corregidor,” McSweeney’s Internet Tendency, April 5, 2010)


  We’re always writing to find out what we think, not because we know something about the world and want to impart it to everyone else. At least, this is true in virtually any memoir. We’ve all been cornered at parties by people who want to tell us some bit of wisdom they’ve gleaned about the world. In my experience, they tend to be the biggest boors I’ll ever meet. I’m much more of a questioner, and I like to be around people who question as well. I try to take that attitude into my writing. If you already know everything, you’re not open to new knowledge. So, in a piece such as this, I’m always asking myself, why is this important to me, why should I care? I found my answer toward the end of the essay, when I saw that this was about my father and me, both of us writers who sat out wars—well, I was fortunate in that I was of military age in between wars (Vietnam and the first Gulf War). But the very knowledge of this fortune haunted me in a way, too, at least as long as I was on Corregidor. More importantly, my father’s early death has haunted me my entire life. And the war’s legacy haunts me, too. To whom and what do I owe my life? It’s a big question:


  Really, we were all there for them, even me, though my father’s biggest war accomplishment was writing the History of Censorship in the Mid Pacific (a classic, I’m telling you!), for which he, Lieutenant Hemley, was given a special commendation from his superiors. I never really knew him because he died when I was only seven. But I have a desk job, too. I’m a writer like him, and I’m out here for him, reenacting and preserving the memory of all those poor guys who died on this island. It’s boggling for me to think of all their unborn children, my Never playmates, my Never fellow reenactors. The world is crowded with the ghosts of their collective possibility. As odd as this makes me feel, I probably owe my life to the atomic bomb. My father lobbied successfully finally to be shipped overseas and was on his way to be part of the invasion of Japan when the Bomb dropped. It’s not hard to guess his fate: the Japanese would not have surrendered (of the roughly six thousand Japanese soldiers on Corregidor, fewer than fifty survived) and I would have been nothing but an asterisk in my father’s dead eyes on some Japanese beach. (“Dispatches from Manila”)


  In essence, there are two types of reenactments, the personal and the historical. But even when we’re dealing with a historical reenactment, as in Chapman’s case and in mine, inevitably the historical and the personal merge.


  The Experiment


  The most popular form of immersion memoir to write can loosely be termed the experiment. In each case, the author sets about a task, often for the better part of a year, and in the course of that year, discovers the meaning of life, the secrets of the universe, or simply some tenet of existence that has heretofore eluded him or her. In The Year of Living Biblically, A. J. Jacobs gives himself the inspired and entertaining task of trying to live by the Bible’s precepts, all of them, for a year. At once a sociological study and a personal discovery, the book’s task presented itself because, Jacobs says, as a secular Jew, he didn’t seem to have the spiritual needs of much of the rest of humanity, and wanted to see whether the rest of the world was deluded, or if he was missing an important element of being human. Of course, the notion of following everything in the Bible to the letter might be considered a little silly, if not absurd, but the absolutist nature of his quest brought about insights, personal and cultural, that he might not otherwise have discovered. Sure, it’s laudable to try not to covet thy neighbor’s wife, gossip, or tell falsehoods, but how does a rational and contemporary soul regard the notion of stoning adulterers, not shaving, or the admonition not to wear clothes of mixed fibers? The answer to these questions is charming, funny, and smart, but it would be nothing if Jacobs hadn’t been willing to make the book ultimately about himself. In so doing, he had to write about his relationships with others and the tensions caused by his project, primarily with his wife.


  On day two of his project, Jacobs finds that growing his beard out is about the least difficult of biblical laws, while the simple task of deciding on a night’s entertainment with his wife is littered with all kinds of spiritual roadblocks.


  I sit down at the kitchen table. Julie is flipping through the Arts and Leisure section of the New York Times trying to decide on a movie for Saturday night.


  “Should we see The Aristocrats?” Julie asks.


  Huh. The Aristocrats is the documentary about the dirtiest joke ever. It contains at least half a dozen sex acts specifically banned by the Book of Leviticus. Julie could not come up with a worse suggestion for an evening activity. Is she testing me? She’s got to be.


  “I don’t think I can. It doesn’t sound very biblical.”


  “You serious?”


  I nod.


  “Fine. We’ll do something else.”


  “I don’t know if I should be seeing movies at all. I have to think about that.”


  Julie lowers her gaze and looks at me over the top of her glasses.


  “No movies? For a year?”


  I’m going to have to choose my battles these next twelve months. I decide I’ll bend on this one for now—I’ll phase out movies slowly, giving Julie a little grace period.


  Things, after all, are kind of tense in our house right now. Julie had a hard time getting pregnant with our first child … We did eventually succeed (we have a son named Jasper), but apparently, practice did not make perfect, because the second time around is just as much of an ordeal.


  In the last year, I’ve been—as the Bible says—uncovering Julie’s nakedness. A lot. Too much. Not that I dislike it, but enough is enough. You know? It gets tiring. Plus, Julie’s getting increasingly frustrated with me because she thinks I’m micromanaging—always quizzing her about ovulation times and basal temperatures and her five-day forecast. (17–18)


  To break it down, notice how Jacobs gives us a scene at the kitchen table followed by a summary of one of the main concerns of his life over the past few years (the couple’s difficulty conceiving). We don’t know Julie and we don’t know Jacobs, but he addresses us with the familiarity of a friendly confidant, as though speaking to someone whom he can trust. In turn, we’re more likely to trust him.


  It’s also worth noting how close to his immediate consciousness we are in this scene. It’s as though we’re right there with him, experiencing his discomfort in the moment. It’s as simple as that pause, “Huh,” when Julie asks him if he wants to see The Aristocrats. This is an example of what author John Gardner refers to, in The Art of Fiction, as “psychic distance,” which is basically the gap, varying in size, between the reader’s mind and the narrator’s. Think of it as similar to close-ups versus wide-angle shots in films. Most often, you don’t want to see an entire film in close-up, but there are times when the director wants you to crawl into the skin of the character, and that’s when a tight close-up is used. In the same manner, the writer modulates psychic distance. That “Huh” says a lot without saying a lot. It certainly would have been a waste of words and not as immediate if Jacobs had pulled back at that moment:


  “Should we see the Aristocrats?” Julie asks.


  This simple question catches me quite by surprise. I sit there utterly flabbergasted.


  No need to go any further with that. “Huh” says it all.


  In a similar fashion, Danny Wallace doesn’t mechanically go about his project in which he vows to say yes to everything that comes his way. Well, he starts out mechanically, but soon the stakes get higher when he meets a woman to whom the possibility of anything comes quite effortlessly.


  It was like the world was full of Yeses or something. But I want you to understand—what I think it’s important you understand—is that I wasn’t saying Yes because I was playing the Yes game. I’d all but forgotten about that. I wasn’t saying yes to prove anything to myself anymore, or to Ian, or to anyone else. I was saying yes because I wanted to. I was saying yes because all of a sudden it was coming naturally. I was saying yes because when you’re in love the world is full of possibilities, and when you’re in love, you want to take every single one of them.


  And that’s my roundabout, slightly awkward way of telling you that … yeah … I was … you know …


  In love and all that.


  Notice in Wallace’s case the direct address to the reader, again as though you and I were his confidants, even to the point of imitating a young man’s awkward admission to a friend that he’s fallen in love. Obviously, in the privacy of his own home at his writing desk, he was not in that moment of awkwardness anymore. The events had all passed and Wallace was slyly recreating that moment of awkwardness by writing about it as though it was happening to him at the very moment he was setting words down on the page. And in a way, perhaps it was this way for him because as we all know, remembered emotion can hit us with as much force as when we first experienced it. In any case, what’s important is that the reader feel viscerally what the writer wants him to feel—in this case, the opening up of the possibility of love and its attendant complications to a formerly closed-off narrator. Wallace is doing what most good memoirists do, showing us a mind at work on the page, even if the consciousness he’s showing us is in some ways a recreation of his thoughts when he first fell in love, and so is presenting to us something both honest and an artifice at the same time.


  An experiment can easily become a gimmick book if there’s nothing at stake, if you’re simply entering into the project because no one has done it before. Most of these experiments happen over the course of a year, which makes sense. You have to have some end point for your experiment and a year is a natural cycle. A day, a week, and a month are too short, but the near-universal time frame of a year adds sometimes to the sense of a formula, a gimmick.


  As I was finishing Do-Over, I had a little fun with the gimmick concept. I wrote and published a poem that satirizes the desire to write a gimmick book simply because you want to publish a book.


  Rejected Book Ideas


  For a year, I’ll wear one sock inside out.


  For a year, I’ll eat only Bibb lettuce.


  For a year, I’ll pretend I’m invisible.


  I’ll speak with a fake French accent for a year. The Year of Speaking with a Fake French Accent.


  I will pee sitting down for a month—The Month of Peeing Sitting Down.


  I propose becoming a serial killer for a year. For each murder, I’ll use a different instrument of death, starting with an imitation of Lizzie Borden’s axe murder of her parents. My parents are dead already, but I’ll substitute the parents of my editor or agent.


  I will be a prostitute for a fortnight. I will lie down with as many men and women as possible during that time and I will tell their untold stories. The working title will be The John Voice Project.


  I won’t look for trouble, but if I find it, I’ll be ready. I will call this book, Ready for Anything! or Come What May! Which do you prefer?


  I will have my hair cut, one hair at a time, by a thousand hair stylists around the world.

  Naturally, we must call the book From Hair to Eternity. And each book sold will come with a souvenir hair.


  I will travel around the world in a baby carriage. No one has yet done that.


  Or none of these. I might just write a book by hand on moth wings. This will be my memoir. But you will need to bend close as I write or I will be lost to you forever.


  (Ninth Letter 6, no. 1 [Spring/Summer 2009])


  The Jazz Age was also the Age of Stunts, and people used to pass around stunt scrapbooks in which they would commemorate various stunts, such as flagpole sitting, dance marathons, and goldfish swallowing. The completion of the stunt was its own object, and the scrapbook was as literary as these things got, for the most part. There aren’t a whole lot of stakes in goldfish swallowing (except, obviously, for the fish), and so far I haven’t heard of a book titled, Memoirs of a Goldfish Swallower, though actually, I kind of like the title.


  Other experiments that have been turned into books include The Year of Yes, by Maria Dahvana Headley, a woman who said yes to every man who asked her out on a date for a year; No Impact Man: The Adventures of a Guilty Liberal Who Attempts to Save the Planet and the Discoveries He Makes about Himself and Our Way of Life in the Process, by Colin Beaven (the biggest problem with all of these books, including my book, as I see it, is these absurdly long subtitles! Resist the subtitle if you can. At least, keep it short); A Year Without “Made in China”: One Family’s True Life Adventure in the Global Economy, by Sara Bongiorni; Give It Up! My Year of Learning to Live Better with Less, by Mary Carlo magno; The Year of Living Like Jesus: My Journey of Discovering What Jesus Would Really Do, by Ed Dobson; The Guinea Pig Diaries: My Life as an Experiment, by A. J. Jacobs; Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: A Year of Food Life, by Barbara Kingsolver; Not Buying It: My Year Without Shopping, by Judith Levine; Helping Me Help Myself: One Skeptic, Ten Self-Help Gurus, and a Year on the Brink of the Comfort Zone, by Beth Lisik; Plenty: Eating Locally on the 100-Mile Diet, by Alisa Smith and J. B. MacKinnon; The Urban Hermit, by Sam MacDonald; Eat This Book: A Year of Gorging and Glory on the Competitive Eating Circuit, by Ryan Nerz; Living Oprah: My One-Year Experiment to Walk the Walk of the Queen of Talk, by Robyn Okrant; Reading the OED: One Man, One Year, 21,730 Pages, by Ammon Shea.


  When all these ideas are summed up in this way, they do sound pretty gimmicky. No wonder some people refer to this kind of immersion writing as “schtick lit.” But here’s a thought. Novels when they’re summed up often sound melodramatic. Poems can’t be summed up. And a good memoir can sound sensational and schlocky in summary. It’s all in the execution. I haven’t read all of these books, and there are some that appeal to me more than others. Not every experiment book will appeal to you or anyone else, and you can see how one book influences another. Several years ago I read Michael Pollan’s influential book, The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals, itself a work of immersion writing, though more journalism than memoir, as he’s not really attempting to learn about himself so much as learn about food production using himself as a conduit. Still, it’s an experiment. He first dines on a meal from McDonald’s (though unlike Morgan Spurlock, the director of Super Size Me, it seems all he can do to make himself stomach one Big Mac) and then traces its origins. He does the same with three other meals, including one he has hunted and gathered. Barbara Kingsolver, Alisa Smith, and J. B. MacKinnon have a similar interest in the subject, but take a more memoiristic approach. In Kingsolver’s book, she traces her family’s decision to move from Arizona back to a family farm in Virginia to grow their own food and eat only local produce beyond that. Smith and MacKinnon, on the other side of the continent, decide to eat only food grown within a hundred miles of their Vancouver, British Columbia, apartment. They’re all similar ideas, but as I said, it’s a matter of execution. Even comparing the first lines of all three books illustrates their different approaches.


  A. “The year of eating locally began with one lovely meal and one ugly statistic.”


  B. “The story about good food begins in a quick-stop convenience market.”


  C. “Air-conditioned, odorless, illuminated by buzzing fluorescent tubes, the American supermarket doesn’t present itself as having very much to do with nature.”


  Can you guess whose line is whose?


  I find it interesting that none of these first lines have the vertical pronoun in them—why is that? Perhaps the authors of these books want to establish a tone that is personal, but not so personal as to seem irrelevant to the reader’s life. We see the larger stakes immediately in all three: “eating locally,” “good food,” and “nature.” You can probably guess right off that the third line is Pollan’s, but you might be hard-pressed to distinguish in tone and content Kingsolver’s line from Smith and MacKinnon’s. Both lines set up the expectation of an experiment and a narrative in nearly the same fashion: “The year of eating locally began …” and “The story about good food begins …” To me, that says something really telling about the nature of the experiment book: it almost always relies on chronology. You’re not likely going to begin an experiment book at the end. You have to go through the stages, the process, before you’re going to reveal the results.


  The two books came out within one week of one another. But whose book is better? I’ll let you be the judge. Obviously, Kingsolver is the more well-known author, but that doesn’t mean she’s written a better book. Writers take on the same subjects all the time—mostly, it’s just coincidence, or something in the air or the water, the zeitgeist, the hand of God, you name it. It’s uncanny how often it happens, three books on silence, for instance, coming out at the same time, and reviewed together in the New York Times. You shouldn’t necessarily reject an idea simply because it’s been done before. In fact, that’s sometimes an advantage, as we’ll see when we discuss the reenactment. And if you have competition, suck it up and write the best book you can. Hopefully, your competition won’t be Barbara Kingsolver. When I was writing my book Invented Eden, about an alleged hoax in the Philippines (we’ll look at that a bit later), I found out halfway through the project that the well-known Filipino-American writer Jessica Hagedorn was working on a novel about the same subject. We regarded each other a little warily during the writing process, but after our books were complete, we wound up doing a couple of events together as our books came out within six months of each other’s.


  It’s all in the execution. Ideas are out there for the taking.


  The Infiltration


  This form of immersion is at least as common as the experiment. By definition, an infiltration is an immersion experience. But there are two kinds of infiltrations, because there are two kinds of infiltrators: spies and insiders. There’s a fine distinction between the two. The spy has infiltrated as an impostor, hoping to gather information, and to take it back to report to the rest of the world. The insider, on the other hand, doesn’t hide her identity, and might even be sympathetic to the circle she’s penetrated. The infiltration is a common form of immersion journalism, so we’ll be looking at infiltration through the lens of the journalist, too. But for now, I’d like to focus on personal infiltrations, more along the lines of Frank Cushing’s experience with the Zuni. Cushing was the ultimate insider.


  Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, the classic book James Agee created with photographer Walker Evans, is as much an infiltration into the human spirit as anything else. On assignment for Fortune Magazine, Agee and Evans chronicled in the most unconventional and eccentric way the hard-bitten and dirt-poor lives of three tenant farm families in rural Alabama in 1936. Smack in the middle of the Depression, Agee quickly found himself saddened and disturbed by what he saw, and respectful of the people whose lives he had been sent to describe. I don’t know of a more honest and beautiful account of an outsider’s attempt to see the inside of someone else’s life. Interestingly, Agee refers to himself in the beginning of the book (somewhat facetiously) as “a spy, traveling as a journalist” (xvi), but if so, he’s more of a double agent, because he’s certainly not serving the interests of his bosses at Fortune Magazine or the U.S. Government. His sympathies are fully with the poor people he’s come to infiltrate—he makes this clear at the outset when he quotes the famous communist rallying cry, “Workers of the world unite and fight. You have nothing to lose but your chains and a world to win” (xiii). Lest you immediately brand him a communist (whatever that means to you), he adds a footnote cautioning the reader not to pigeonhole him. He states, “[N]either these words or the authors are the property of any political party, faith, or faction” (xiii). And the book is no manifesto, but a lyric, a kind of love song to these families and the place in which they live. Throughout, the book is moving, the narrator open to the point of being wounded and vulnerable. Agee was only twenty-seven when he took the assignment, and his senses of idealism and anger are those of someone vital and unbent by life.


  In one lovely scene, he writes of eighteen-year-old Emma, who married a man much older than her when she was sixteen because she didn’t like her stepmother. Two years later, she’s regretting it deeply. The man she married is terribly jealous and locks her at home when he goes to town and hardly allows her out of the house. When she runs away to her family home, he runs after her and begs her to return, which she does. Finally, he goes to Mississippi and buys a farm. He sends for her; a friend of his will drive her and their furniture from Alabama to Mississippi, far from all the people she loves and the only home she knows. Agee feels deeply sympathetic to her (and, truth be told, attracted to her, as does Walker Evans), and doesn’t think she should go, doesn’t want her to go, but feels helpless, as does the rest of her family, as does Emma herself, who seems powerless to make the choice she obviously wants to make. Agee writes:


  What’s the use trying to say what I felt. It took her a long time to say what she wanted so much to say, and it was hard for her, but there she stood looking straight into my eyes, and I straight into hers, longer than you’d think it would be possible to stand it. I would have done anything in the world for her (that is always characteristic, I guess, of the seizure of the strongest love you can feel: pity, and the wish to die for a person, because there isn’t anything you can do for them that is at all measurable to your love), and all I could do, the very most, for this girl who was so soon going out of my existence into so hopeless a one of hers, the very most I could do was not to show all I cared for her and for what she was saying, and not to even try to do, or to indicate the good I wished I might do her and was so utterly helpless to do. (58)


  Agee in some ways is a forerunner of the gonzo journalists of the 1960s, though much more earnest in his tone that Hunter S. Thompson or Tom Wolfe, whose portrayals of the 1960s druggie subculture dripped with irony. But I’d argue that much gonzo journalism fits more readily into the category of immersion memoir than immersion journalism, as its focus is squarely on the individual reporting the story.


  Certainly, Hunter S. Thompson was a classic infiltrator, sometimes as insider, sometimes as a spy and provocateur. In 1970, in the very first piece of gonzo journalism, the piece for which the term was coined, Thompson infiltrated the Kentucky Derby in an essay saturated in his trademark fashion with booze, pranks, and blackouts. The piece is titled, “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved”—which, by the way, the Kentucky Derby proudly displays on its Web site, proving Thompson’s thesis, I guess! It’s a brilliant lampoon, long on schtick and short on earnestness or actual information of any relevance, but no one writes a train wreck better than Thompson. Accompanied by British illustrator Ralph Steadman, Thompson pretends to be a Playboy photographer, drives a mammoth rental car (beer in one hand), and maces the head waiter at a restaurant. Along the way, he scares his English companion with dire warnings and anecdotes of the atavistic moneyed breed that annually attends the Derby. Is it all true? I very much doubt it. Who cares? I don’t.


  Do we learn about the Kentucky Derby? Not much. You can call it gonzo journalism all you want—the name has stuck. But it’s not. It’s twisted, hilarious immersion memoir, with Hunter Thompson as the ultimate insider. Louisville is where he was born and the Derby itself he sees as a besotted festival of inbred idiots, the emphasis on boozing, the horses the least interesting thing there. He keeps searching throughout the essay for the kind of alcohol-soaked bloated wretch he considers emblematic of the Derby, but seeing himself in the mirror at the end of the piece, he recognizes that he is the best representation of that sort he’s yet come across.


  Sometimes, a series of events we could never have anticipated or even dreamed of leads us from the role of observer to that of participant to complete insider, changing the course of our lives, if not our writing. Such was the case with the novelist and short-story writer Melissa Pritchard, a professor at Arizona State University, who in middle age found herself foundering a bit. Her parents had both died and her daughters had grown up and moved away from home to start their own lives. Quite by chance, she happened upon some articles about women soldiers deployed in Afghanistan, and by her own admission, she was so naive about the war, she hadn’t even known that women were serving in Afghanistan. The articles, about women in the Air Force doing humanitarian work in the provinces, astonished her. The women, working in some of the most dangerous areas of Afghanistan, served on Provincial Reconstruction Teams (prts) in remote villages, delivering medical supplies, food, and education. Their value was immeasurable in that they could talk to Afghan women, while men couldn’t because of traditional Afghan strictures.


  “I guess I got seized,” Pritchard told me. “I was moved by these women doing peaceful work. Something went off in me and I thought, ‘I have to meet them.’”


  Pritchard is a well-respected fiction writer, but she had virtually no press credentials or associations. A friend in the military put her in touch with someone in media relations, whom she told she wanted to pitch the article to O Magazine. She did eventually pitch the piece to them, but they wrote back politely and told her they had something similar in the works (an excuse that many magazines use, by the way). For their part, the military welcomed a positive story, but they weren’t going to send a civilian to a dangerous area simply because she was curious. To date, she’d only written one journalistic piece, a feature for a local magazine on Sudanese refugees. She ricocheted around the military for three months in an arduous process of trying to secure the necessary permissions to go to Afghanistan, securing letters of support from any magazine that would help her. Eventually, a couple of magazines wrote her letters of support, and she presented these to one of her gatekeepers, a Sergeant Tynes at Baghram Air Force Base, who told her politely that he had never heard of these journals. But she was persistent, and they wrote back and forth every day until finally, he said, “Okay, you’re good to go.” But she wasn’t. She still had reams of paperwork to fill out, and the military could still back out if the fighting heated up and they thought it too dangerous. And she still had to buy her own body armor. About a thousand dollars worth, from a place on the Internet. The box arrived two weeks before Christmas, the size of a double-wide refrigerator.


  She went to Walgreens and bought a little red notebook and a tape recorder (which she never used). She was winging it. While she may have been a cub reporter, she was no stranger to placing herself in situations many would find dangerous, squalid, or distasteful. She had assisted on a medical mission to Ecuador, and before heading to Kabul, she flew to India, where she participated in a poetry project for children who live in the brothels of Calcutta. Her family knew about these adventures, but she told neither of her daughters that she was headed to Afghanistan.


  Sitting in full body armor at Baghram Air Force Base, being briefed with soldiers before a mission on improvised explosive devices (ieds) and what to do if she were captured by the Taliban, she thought, not so much afraid as somewhat stunned, “Oh my God, I’m in a war zone” (O, The Oprah Magazine, May 2010). All her months of preparation, and now she was here and it was real.


  She went on missions with the soldiers and she took copious notes. Before this, she hadn’t realized how observant she was, but she took notes wherever she went, and the soldiers wanted to talk, and she listened and wrote down what they had to say. She focused her attention on five women, but one in particular stood out, twenty-one-year-old Senior Airman Ashton Goodman. Pritchard writes of her:


  I found that beneath her veneer of military protocol and discipline, beneath her bravado, kill-talk, and cussing, she was surprisingly vulnerable, coltish. She was also ravenous for adventure. As we drove from one PRT mission to the next in this harsh, mountainous province, visiting medical clinics, a fledgling radio station, a girls’ school, an international aid drop, I learned she was earning a degree in biology, planned to be a veterinarian, was an amateur photographer and an aspiring author, writing ‘little stories,’ she said, to relieve stress. She had just started Rosetta Stone Spanish lessons and confessed to missing bubble baths. She had a tattoo on her left forearm, Studium Nunquam Intereo—“spirit never dies. (O, The Oprah Magazine, May 2010)


  After a couple of weeks, Pritchard flew back to Arizona to begin teaching the new semester, but found it difficult to adapt—she had seen no violence, but still she felt it hard to adjust to her cozy and safe life. She felt thoroughly muddled, and in this state she began to write and research. First, she decided to tell the story by combining the ideas of beauty and war. Then she started reading about the history of Afghanistan, then the poetry of Afghanistan, then the history of women in Afghanistan. She initially wrote a fifty-page article that started with the first woman’s poem in Afghanistan. There was something feverish about all of this writing, a complete absorption in the culture she thought she needed in order to understand … what? Then she wrote about burkas and the history of burkas and a group of Afghan women known as the Burka Rock Band. She was at sea. Then someone suggested she might be writing a book, and she thought, Oh no! A word to the wise: just because you’re confused and don’t have a handle on your material doesn’t necessarily mean you’re working on a book. You might be, but you might not. Mostly, it means you don’t know yet what you’re writing about or why, and you need to discover what these things are before the writing gels. Sometimes a piece of writing becomes a prose blob because a writer keeps adding layer upon layer of complexity, when in fact the simplest approach to the piece might ultimately be the best and most powerful.


  Pritchard sent her fifty-page prose blob (an official term, remember!) to Harper’s, and an editor she knew there told her she should really narrow it down, basically politely turning it down.


  At this time, she started writing profiles of the five women she had traveled with in Afghanistan. She had returned from Afghanistan in January, and now it was May, and she still didn’t have a handle on what she wanted to say.


  The day she finished writing her profile piece, she logged in to her Facebook account and saw a funeral notice for Ashton. Thinking it must be some horrible joke, she visited Ashton’s Facebook page and saw tributes and condolences to the young soldier who, she learned, had been killed near Baghram by an IED.


  That summer, Melissa was scheduled to teach in a writing program in Prague for a couple of weeks. A few nights before her departure, she received some letters from Ashton’s boyfriend, who was also stationed in Afghanistan. He was suicidal. “He was a stranger but we had Ashton in common. I remember lying in bed thinking I need to write about Ashton, but I was so tired of it all. There was only the germ of an idea” (conversation with author, August 14, 2010).


  I was also teaching in that summer program in Prague, and I heard Melissa give a lecture about her trip and the profiles of the women soldiers, including Ashton. Her talk was moving and I asked to see what she’d written—she showed me the profiles—all well written, of course, but somehow they lacked the focus, and, more importantly, the passion with which she spoke about her experience. I approached her and asked if she’d like to have lunch with me and talk about her project, and she seemed eager to do so. The next day, we took the tram to a market I’d discovered and ate hotdogs at a picnic table while she told me about Ashton, and about Ashton’s boyfriend—she told me how his best friend had also been killed, and how he had hoped to marry Ashton when they returned to the States. When he was at his lowest, cutting himself with a knife and thinking about suicide, a cat jumped into his lap. Ashton had loved cats and he was sure this was her, returned to comfort him.


  I was mesmerized by her honest and emotional telling of the story in a way that I hadn’t been by the more removed and distant voice of the profiles.


  “You know what you have to do?” I said. “You have to write this story about Ashton. That’s the story.”


  I should say that I felt reticent giving her this advice. She’s an accomplished writer, but I sensed her uncertainty about writing nonfiction. I went so far as to outline possible ways to open the essay, though as you can probably tell, she’s not someone who likes or needs to be told what to do. But she listened and I convinced her over that lunch that she needed to write Ashton’s story and that she was able. The most important things I gave her were permission (because that’s sometimes all we need, and it’s something we don’t always give ourselves), and my enthusiasm. Of course, she didn’t take all my advice, nor did she need to. It was just a matter of someone sitting across from her and saying, “You know the story. Now write it.”


  Sometimes I wish I had someone to tell me the same kind of thing. It’s a great and rare pleasure when someone feels as enthusiastic about your work as they do about their own.


  She went home and wrote it. And when she sent it to me, I read it, and by the end tears were running down my face. And I’m not a sentimental or particularly weepy person. I wasn’t the only one. When she sent it to her agent, her agent wept, and her agent’s associates wept. Melissa unwittingly unleashed a fit of weeping around magazine offices all over Manhattan. Among other magazines, her agent sent it to O. After the editors at O finished weeping, they bought the piece—and remember, they were the first magazine she had approached, by whom she’d originally been turned down. The finished piece appeared in O in their 2010 tenth-anniversary issue, a year and a half after she returned from Afghanistan in a daze and a fog.


  But the magazine article didn’t give her peace or closure. There was one more thing she needed to do. With the help of others, she set up the Ashton Goodman Fund as part of the Afghan Women’s Writing Project, and now, thanks to Melissa, there’s an Ashton Goodman grant that raises money for Afghan women’s education.


  Let’s reflect a moment on this—think about where Melissa Pritchard started in her understanding of the role of American servicewomen in Afghanistan: zero, nada, bupkes. There’s no way she could have anticipated the outcome when she began. All she knew was that she needed to go to Afghanistan and “talk to these women.” She was “seized.” And remember, there were many moments of confusion before she knew how to write the story and what she wanted to say. The result is a lovely piece of immersion memoir, a unique work of infiltration.


  Melissa Pritchard went from outsider to insider, not in a journalistic way, but as a memoirist does. While some of the information she imparts to the reader has journalistic merit, she becomes in her piece “Finding Ashton” more of an emotional insider.


  I should add that I don’t want to present myself in a self-aggrandizing way as Dr. Memoir, who amazes with his Laser-like Ability to Peer into the Hearts of Wayward Memoirists and His Uncanny Powers of Perception! Not at all, but it’s almost always easier to see more clearly into someone else’s projects than one’s own. Often, it’s just a matter of asking the right questions. Brainstorming is a significant part of my creative process in the writing of nonfiction—I love to brainstorm with others about their projects, and there are times when bouncing my ideas off someone else can make all the difference. Almost all writers are riddled with self-doubts, and when an idea is received by others with enthusiasm (as my camp story was), that can carry me a long way into the project. Some ideas can be killed by the intervention of others, and so you must choose judiciously with whom you share your ideas and how much you tell them. Many would-be writers make the mistake of talking out their ideas to the point that they lose all the energy for writing them. Ideally, you want to share your idea with someone who won’t take it over, who doesn’t have any hidden agendas or feel competitive with you, and who will offer just enough of a response to make you want to run to your writing desk and finish alone what s/he helped kick-start.


  The Investigation


  While all infiltrations are investigations of one sort or another, not all investigations are necessarily infiltrations. An investigator does not have to be either a spy or in insider in order to investigate. The investigator, in fact, operates in an uncomfortable zone between insider and outsider, and that tension is often what fuels and makes interesting the project.


  A case in point: Geoff Dyer’s attempt to write a critical biography of D. H. Lawrence. How can a biography be an immersion memoir? You only need to discover this delightfully frustrating book to see how. Dyer sets out to write a conventional book, but winds up writing a great work of procrastination. He researches the life of Lawrence exhaustively, rereads his novels and stories, and follows the ghost of Lawrence around the globe, traveling to the various spots where Lawrence lived. But the more obsessed he is with Lawrence, the less able he is to write about the great author—the book becomes an obsessive study of obsession and ambition itself, and writing the book about Lawrence becomes a kind of extended metaphor for all those projects we wish we could complete but never can. I love the book, but I know a number of people who can’t get through it because it’s such a frustrating read. I see Dyer’s obsession as a bit of a pose, an exaggerated persona. That doesn’t mean a persona is a lie, but we have many different aspects to our personalities, and often a writer will necessarily emphasize one aspect and exclude others to good effect. For some who have never written about themselves, this might be difficult to grasp, but most writers understand, I think, that we’re constantly choosing what details about ourselves to include and what to exclude, whether this process is always conscious or not. We have to choose, or our books would never end. The portrait that emerges isn’t dishonest, or any more dishonest than any combination of words on a page. It’s possible to be completely honest about yourself and at the same time selective and manipulative in the details you choose for the sake of keeping the prose focused and moving at a readable pace. That’s the contradiction and beauty of art.


  I’ve had the opportunity to meet Dyer, and to spend a little time over the course of several days with him. When I met him, he was a good twelve years beyond writing his nonbiography of D. H. Lawrence, Out of Sheer Rage: Wrestling with D. H. Lawrence. Dyer struck me as focused, witty, erudite, and sure-footed. Perhaps inside there lurks an insecure and self-obsessed pedant, but if he’s there, he’s kept well hidden on public occasions. Yet, he gallops hilariously and annoyingly through the pages of Out of Sheer Rage.


  I had made progress on my study, that is, I had made progress in my mental preparation but now I had stalled. My lassitude was irritating me a good deal and this meant that Rome irritated me a good deal, too. There had been several mornings when the Caffè Farnese had not had the cornetti integrali that I depended on for my breakfast. Without these integrali—more accurately with the disappointment of not having had my integrali—I found it difficult to get started on my work. I sulked, I went on a tacit strike as a protest against the Farnese and its undependable supply of integrali. I picked up books and put them down, thought about doing some writing and then did the washing up instead. I recognized all these signs of unfocused anxiety and began to wonder if it might not be a good idea to move somewhere else to write my study of Lawrence. (91)


  But moving, of course, does no good either.


  Obsession is a great place from which to start any investigation—any book at all, as a matter of fact. Most of the world’s masterpieces are about one obsession or another. You might think that Dyer’s obsession with Lawrence (and self-obsession) was a one-off, that there couldn’t be many books of this sort. But that’s not exactly the case—an investigation/obsession with an author or artist or public figure is a growing subgenre. Nicholson Baker, in his book U & I, describes in amusing detail his youthful obsession with John Updike. Elizabeth Hawes, in Camus, A Romance, writes of her forty-year investigation of the famous existential writer Albert Camus. As with Dyer and Baker, Hawes becomes a private investigator who sifts through the layers of her own identity by exploring another’s. She uncovers every bit of Camus trivia possible to uncover (his love of ping-pong, the fact that he wrote standing up), interviews his daughter, and eventually smudges out a word by mistake on one of his original manuscripts, becoming a fascinating literary stalker whose identity begins to merge with his.


  Happily for the fledgling immersion writer’s sense of mental well-being, an investigation does not necessary entail losing yourself and merging with the personality of the object of your investigation. You can retain a smidgeon of your dignity and self-control and still write a good book.


  In Green Fields: Crime, Punishment, and a Boyhood Between, author Bob Cowser Jr. returns to a crime from his youth, the 1979 rape and murder of one of his elementary school classmates, Cary Ann Medlin, in the rural Tennessee town of Greenfield, where he grew up. When he began his investigation, Cary Ann’s murderer had already been executed for the crime, and Cary Ann had been dead for decades. So, what was left to investigate, we might wonder. To me, the book is an investigation into the human heart as well as an investigation into childhood, parenthood, and inevitable loss. It’s also an eloquent investigation of mercy. The book begins with an epigraph from one of my favorite short stories, “Death in the Woods,” by Sherwood Anderson. In the story, the narrator recounts the story of an old, mistreated woman in rural Ohio who freezes to death on her long walk from town back to her farm. Her death has haunted the narrator for much of his life, and he delves back into it, investigates it, in order to locate its meaning for him. That’s a more sophisticated kind of investigation than simply a “whodunit.” Even after we know the bare facts of a crime or accident, questions inevitably linger—we try to make sense out of the senseless, at least writers do. I discuss in my own Turning Life into Fiction the passage in which Anderson writes:


  The scene in the forest had become for me, without my knowing it, the foundation for the real story I am now trying to tell. The fragments, you see, had to be picked up slowly, long afterwards. The whole thing … was to me as I grew older like music heard from far off. The notes had to be picked up slowly, one at a time. Something had to be understood. (244)


  The same is true for Cowser’s investigation. As I read the book, I felt in me a rising panic (as the father of four daughters) as he investigated this decades-old crime and described the harrowing events surrounding Cary Ann’s abduction and murder. What makes the book immersion memoir, and what makes it especially sad and beautiful, is Cowser’s personal investment in the story. No, he wasn’t a close friend of Cary Ann’s—he had some memories of her, but they shared a space, a place, a youth, and hers ended while Cowser traveled on. When he ventures down to Tennessee to investigate Cary Ann’s murder, the court clerks are of course surprised to see him. Most everyone involved in the case is dead, even the investigators, and what good will it do? Cary Ann isn’t coming back. But as any memoirist knows, actually she is coming back. Any writer writing about the past is recovering the dead, is Orpheus leading Eurydice from Hades. In the Greek myth, Orpheus makes the mistake of glancing back, thus condemning his love to the underworld instead of rescuing her. Backward glances are almost always bad in such tales. Think of Lot’s wife! For the memoirist, the backward glance is in itself what saves. What might seem at first hopeless is actually a gesture of love and recovery. The writer forces herself to look, not to turn away, in order to recover something that the rest of us need, but don’t know we need, and might not at first want to see or acknowledge: human frailty itself. Cowser forces himself and us to look:


  I laid the envelope in front of myself on the desk in the small library cubicle and opened its brads, then slid the large prints from inside and laid them before me on the table. The girl in the pictures looked almost exactly as I’d remembered her, yet unmistakably dead, splayed awkwardly in the weeds. John Everett Millais’s drowned Ophelia, only bone-dry. I thought of the last time I’d seen her, through the chain link fence of the University Courts swimming pool. “What are you doing here?” she’d called out. It was a good question, then and now. I went to lunch and ordered a plate of food but couldn’t eat a bite. I drove the rental car the fifty miles to my parents’ house where I was spending the night and brought the photocopies I’d made inside with me. Only my mother would look, still determined, I think, to protect me. (39)


  The investigation is very much a personal one, though the implications are larger in that the book also makes an eloquent appeal against the death penalty. Still, the investigation that most matters is that of Cowser’s childhood and beliefs, the person he was allowed to grow up to be.


  Unwittingly, I had a little bit of a hand in the genesis of this project when I was a visiting professor at St. Lawrence University. That semester, Bob was in the middle of another immersion project. A former college football player, he had recently tried out for and had been accepted as a player on America’s oldest semiprofessional football team, the Watertown Red and Black, extant since 1895. The resulting book, Dream Season: A Professor Joins America’s Oldest Semi-Pro Football Team, rightfully garnered a lot of positive attention. We were out having a drink, chatting about the book as well as an essay he’d written about Cary Ann Medlin and her murderer, and about his feelings on capital punishment. He’d asked me to comment on the essay, and I don’t remember much about the meeting except that I thought the essay was too short, that there was a lot more he could say on the subject. But Bob credits me with asking one crucial question: “What does her mother think now?”


  He says the question launched him into his investigation. Not only did he eventually read four thousand pages of trial transcripts, but he spoke with Cary Ann’s mother and was able to find out what she thought pretty quickly. Within two minutes of making contact with her, she asked him what he thought of the death penalty. He knew this was her litmus test, that his answer would determine whether or not she would cooperate with him. He also knew the answer she wanted from him, but it wasn’t the answer he could give. It wasn’t the honest answer, and so he told her he was against the death penalty. After that, she gave him rote answers to his questions, the type of information he could as easily glean from newspaper accounts. She shut down. Still, Bob thinks in a way her lack of cooperation freed him from being beholden to her version of events. From that point on, he expended his efforts on interviews with others surrounding the case, those who would talk to him, as well as his own conjecture, his own imagination, what the story meant to him. From that point on, he owned the story he wanted to tell, and that’s something worth stressing. No matter what the subject, you don’t want to be someone else’s mouthpiece. Your immersion narrative will be compelling to read only if you have full ownership of the story.


  There’s always more than one side to a story, as the truism goes. It’s also true that there are many ways to tell a story, a seemingly infinite variety at times—in itself a sometimes overwhelming, writer’s-block-inducing prospect. If the questions you’re wrestling with are ultimately personal questions (how do I feel about the death penalty? for instance), then immersion memoir is your best bet, most likely. If, on the other hand, you see yourself as the stand-in, a convenient body double, as it were, for the reader, then your project might be best understood as a work of immersion journalism.


  While the journalist at least attempts objectivity, there’s no such constraint upon the memoirist. Imagine a journalist attending the parole hearing of the person who murdered her sister and trying to write a traditional article about the hearing. If the journalist left out the I in such a piece, she would not only be lying to the public in effect, but also to herself. In Bereft: A Sister’s Story, Jane Bernstein tells the story of her older sister, Laura, who was murdered at age twenty in 1966 after transferring to Arizona State University to be close to her fiancé. The facts of the case are simple and stark: As Laura Bernstein was chaining her bicycle in an alley behind the Casa Loma Hotel in Tempe, only ten days after arriving in town, a young man came out of the dark and stabbed her four times in the torso and twice in the head. Eventually, the man confessed and was sent to prison for life.


  Laura’s sister, Martha (as Jane Bernstein was known then), hardly spoke Laura’s name again for eight years—in fact, she hardly spoke her own name again. Eleven months after the murder, Martha took her middle name, Jane, and left Martha behind. Although the sisters had been close (Laura had asked Martha to be her bridesmaid), Jane got on with her life with hardly a backward glance. Partly, this was because of her parents, especially her mother, who thought silence the healthiest cure for grief. Getting on with one’s life meant not facing one’s life. And so, Martha and Laura were left in the past. Not until nearly a quarter of a century had passed did Jane Bernstein start sifting through the facts of her sister’s murder to begin a conventional detective story (why was her sister killed?) and a personal detective story (who had Jane become since her sister’s murder, and why?).


  First, Bernstein writes, she had to admit to herself “that I had a sister. Then I spoke her name aloud. Laura, I said. It was as if I were calling out to her and she was answering me, for I began to dream about her all the time. By then it was 1974, and eight years had passed since the murder” (132).


  The central concern in this book is the idea that one has to confront one’s past in order to move on; one can’t simply shut one’s eyes as Bernstein’s parents did, and hope one’s wounds will miraculously heal themselves. And so, Bernstein must not only admit she had a sister whom she loved, but she must face other difficult emotional truths as well. She leaves a marriage to a man whose frequent rages and occasional physical violence paralyze her and her children. She not only admits she had a sister, but tries to reconstruct her death, tries even to understand her sister’s killer.


  Eventually, she visits the crime scene with the original detective who worked on the case. She speaks at the parole hearings of her sister’s murderer and single-handedly prevents his release, not out of vengeance but because he had shut his eyes on his crime and couldn’t even remember Laura’s name:


  “All he currently recalls is that it was at night and a girl was riding her bicycle past him and she ‘bumped’ into him as she passed,” it said in a report.


  How could you know your own heart if you turned away so fast? I wondered as I read that. If you could not find the source of your anger or despair, what good were any promises that the future would be any different from the past? How was it possible to know what you felt if you were foolish enough to believe that shutting your eyes would make something go away and never come back? (216)


  In a way, most memoirs are detective stories in that it’s the memoirist’s unenviable task to sift through the crimes of the past and try to assign culpability. Often the blame rests on the memoirist’s own shoulders, or if not blame exactly, at least a kind of personal responsibility for the past that he or she has not been able to face until now. But in some cases, the memoirist must actually return to the scene, as it were, and affect changes not only in her own life, but in the lives of others as well, including her readers.


  The Quest


  A quest suggests a journey, but there certainly are quests that are not so much about travel as about personal goals. Actually, all quests are, by definition, about personal goals, but some don’t involve travel. The word quest comes from old French, from the thirteenth-century queste, the act of seeking. The connotation of knights off on a ramble in search of the Holy Grail and other such wonders didn’t appear until the fourteenth century. If such factoids appeal to you, then you might be interested in the quests of A. J. Jacobs and Ammon Shea. I love such tidbits of relatively irrelevant information, but I possess neither the stamina nor the sustained curiosity to read the entire Encyclopedia Britannica from A to Z as A. J. Jacobs did in The Know-it-All: One Man’s Humble Quest to Become the Smartest Man in the World or the entire Oxford English Dictionary, as Ammon Shea did in Reading the OED: One Man, One Year, 21,730 pages.


  In order for a quest to be of interest, it’s got to be a bit cockamamy and it’s got to be difficult. No one really wants to read about an easy quest. You probably won’t find a publisher for Jittery: One Man’s Quest to Quadruple his Daily Consumption of Caffeine and Live or The Year of Three’s Company: One Man’s Quest to Watch Every Episode and Stay Sane. But who am I to say? There have been some pretty odd and gimmicky quest memoirs written over the last several years, and the fact that I won’t read them isn’t necessarily a gauge of their potential popularity. Jittery, in the hands of the right author, could become an instant classic. Jacobs and Shea are witty and smart (obviously) writers—without wit and inventiveness and the ability to glean the most amazing anecdotes from their respective mammoth reference books, imagine how tedious such slogs might be. Shea breaks up his memoir into twenty-six chapters, one for each letter of the alphabet, extracting the most unusual words from thousands, along with his accompanying wry commentary—the book is carried by its eccentric commentary as well as the eccentric nature of the quest. An example is the word acnestis: “On an animal the point of the back that lies between the shoulders and the lower back, which cannot be reached to be scratched.” Of acnestis, Shea comments:


  I am very glad I found this word early in my reading of the O.E.D.—the fact that there existed a word for this thing which previously I had been sure lacked a name was such a delight to me that suddenly the whole idea of reading the dictionary seemed utterly reasonable. (6)


  A. J. Jacobs, whose book preceded Shea’s by a couple of years, takes a similar approach, dividing his exploration of the encyclopedia alphabetically, though he’s much more revealing about his personal life, casting his wife, Julie, as a reluctant sidekick in his quest (she takes to fining him one dollar for every irrelevant fact he spouts) and portraying himself as an increasingly annoying nerd (all with characteristic charm and wit).


  Both Jacobs and Shea arrived at their odd ambitions honestly. Jacobs’s dad attempted to read the encyclopedia when Jacobs was in high school, but only got as far as the Bs, And Shea apparently has long been a devotee of dictionaries (twenty-one of twenty-five boxes he carried with him from one apartment to another contained them). I think that’s a point worth stressing. I am not a devotee of either dictionaries or the encyclopedia—I have a casual interest in them, but a casual interest is not enough to make a book. That’s the difference between a gimmick and a book with something at stake. If you don’t have a true investment in your idea, your readers won’t either. It’s called “phoning it in,” and we’ve all run across teachers and writers who phone it in, who have become so bored and world-weary that they’ve lost their emotional and intellectual investment in the work they used to love.


  Quests involve physical toil as well as mental, of course. One such quest book is W. Hodding Carter’s Off the Deep End: The Probably Insane Idea that I Could Swim My Way through a Midlife Crisis—and Qualify for the Olympics. When Carter was a student at Kenyon College, he had been a champion swimmer, but he failed to qualify for the Olympics. So, at the age of forty-five, he decides to take another shot at his youthful goal and he begins to train in earnest, swimming six days a week, often with weights, swimming around Manhattan, training with his old college coach, and even besting his old personal records. Going into the book, we know he probably won’t qualify, though he does a pretty good job of convincing us that he might. We learn that he’s ranked number one in the country in his age group, and forty-five doesn’t seem that old (okay, it’s old). But forty-one-year-old Dara Torres did qualify for the 2008 Olympics, and won three silver medals (to go with her collection of golds and others from previous Olympics), making her my hero and the hero of most middle-aged men and women. The point is that we root for Carter, or at least I do. Some people would say, oh just grow up, accept the fact that you’re getting old. But the people who accept things as they are tend not to write books. Books involve conflict and complaint and dissatisfaction. Aging and dying are two conflicts we all share.


  A physical quest doesn’t always involve some kind of sport. In the case of Paula Kamen’s All in My Head, the quest involved trying to relieve herself of the pain of a chronic headache. A book about someone trying to lose weight or gain weight might be considered a quest, though in the case of filmmaker Morgan Spurlock in Super Size Me, it was definitely more of an experiment. It wasn’t his quest to balloon in weight in thirty days by eating piles of junk. That would simply be mad, a suicide attempt, and we’d have to classify it as a train wreck. No, a quest book has to possess at least a modicum of earnestness—the writer must truly want the end result. Spurlock went on a diet following his experiment, but Jacobs really wanted to read the encyclopedia and Shea wanted to read the OED, and Carter wanted to challenge his physical limitations. Kamen certainly wanted to cure her headache.


  Exercises


  1. Make a list of ten things you’d like to do over. Some of these activities would probably be impossible to redo, but not all of them. Narrow down the list to what’s possible, but more importantly, narrow it down to the do-overs in which you would be most emotionally invested. Try it! Whether you publish it or not is secondary—the impact of revisiting the past and reinhabiting it will be lasting and hopefully positive.


  2. Can you imagine embarking on a quest that doesn’t involve travel? A task? A project? A goal or resolution that’s always eluded you? The harder the task, the better. And again, it should be something for which you can identify some emotional stakes, though that doesn’t necessarily mean it should be emotionally overwhelming. Maybe your quest is to clean out the garage or attic. It might seem simple, but wait until you start poring through those old photos and letters, knowing that you can’t hold on to everything.


  3. Embark on an investigation of something that’s haunted you for a while. In this case, the investigation should be something that has some relevance to your life, not merely a mystery that intrigues you, which would be better suited for immersion journalism. Again, emotionally dangerous territory! Maybe you’ll want to investigate the real reason your grandparents divorced. Or you might want to investigate a person, someone you’ve been obsessed with forever—I’m not suggesting you stalk someone. The person doesn’t even have to be alive. Maybe you’re a fervent Michael Jackson fan, and you find one of his white gloves for sale on eBay. Write about your obsession with that glove. The further you take us into your obsession and your reasons for this obsession, the better.


  4. There’s nothing more immersive than a blog. Try writing a blog for a month in which you engage in a project and report on it. This can be anything from a reenactment (as chronicled in Julie and Julia) to an experiment. The writer Ron Tanner and his wife, Jill, for example, bought a four-thousand-plus-square-foot Victorian brownstone in Baltimore, Maryland, that had been trashed by a fraternity, and turned it into a showpiece. Their blog, Houselove.org, not only chronicles their trials and triumphs refurbishing the house, but also provides a resource for other DIY-ers. Blogs are great ways to test-run your obsession.


  5. Times have changed since the days of Frank Cushing’s life with the Zuni. Such an experiment would likely seem outdated and presumptuous now, at the very least. But let’s imagine such a project in a larger sense. What other culture might you adopt to learn about? Maybe you could be adopted by the culture of the bowling alley. Or the avid fan of … a sport … a musician … a game … a hobby. Of course, such an experiment is ripe for parody and could get a little silly if you’re not careful, and that’s okay, but see if you can play it with a straight face, if you can approach the society you’re infiltrating with an open mind and a desire to learn. It will probably be more interesting than only going for the easy laugh. Remember, this is also about chronicling your own doubts and fears, and that could be fun and insightful, depending upon how different the group you’re writing about is from you.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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