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Academy of Achievement Interviewer: Your novels, your big novels, go back pretty far to understand 
history and to understand people's lives. How far back do you have to go to understand James Michener?  
 
James Michener: That's a very complex question because I don't know who my parents were. I know 
nothing about my inheritance. I could be Jewish; I could be part Negro; I could be Irish; I could be 
Russian. I am spiritually a mix anyway, but I did have a solid childhood fortunately, because of some 
wonderful women who brought me up. I never had a father or a man in the house, and that was a loss, 
but you live with that loss.  So, you don't have to go back very far. You can pick me up around 1912, 
when I was five years old.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: Your early life reads like a novel. Tell me about your childhood.  

James Michener: I lived in extreme poverty. We moved often in the dead of night, and on a few minutes 
notice. Some people recently have told me something I never realized or didn't deduce. My mother, who 
took in stray children and had eight or nine of them around sometimes, was employed by a real estate 
man who would move her into a house to sort of clean it up and renovate it and make it salable. Then we 
would move on. That might be true because that's the way it worked. I grew up in a small town. I think we 
lived in nine different houses all over the town. But I remember each one most vividly, and I rather liked 
each one of them, except the one we moved into that was infested with a terrible attack of bedbugs and 
other vermin. We stayed there only one night.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: How do you think you were affected by your childhood?  

 James Michener: I was affected specifically by deciding very early on that I was never going to allow 
money to be a very big thing in my life. How did that come about? I think through Christmas. At 
Christmas, we rarely had anything. As a boy, I never had a pair of skates, never had a bicycle, never had 
a little wagon, never had a baseball glove, never had a pair of sneakers. I didn't have anything. And do 
you know, at about seven or eight, I just decided, "Well, that's the way it is. And I'm not going to beat my 
brains out about it." I never had an automobile until I was 45 because they didn't exist. I just said that's 
not part of my life. I'm not going to worry about it. And I never have.  
 
So the first influence was an entirely different view toward economics. Economics for me was a way of 
survival. I never saved much money. I think when I married I had maybe sixty dollars in the bank. When I 
left for the Navy, I didn't have anything in the bank. When I got out of the Navy, I had a little pay in the last 
pay envelope. That was it. So for me later to have stumbled upon a profession which in my case paid 
very well, was a radical shift. I was governed by the principles I had picked up as a kid. Money is not that 
important to me.  

 Academy of Achievement Interviewer:  What were you like in school?  

 James Michener: I was a difficult child. I had my own agenda, and it was different from the other kids. 
That I was aware of it was different. I didn't have these things. I didn't ever go away on vacation. I never 
went away to boy scout camp, or anything like that, so I was different to begin with, and that made me 
very tough. I was suspended from every school I was ever in, and twice from college. I wasn't easily 
disciplined. If you look at my nose carefully, it goes around a corner. I didn't discipline myself, but older 
fellows and tougher fellows did. That's one of the great things about growing up as a boy, there is always 
somebody who is tougher than you are. So I was a difficult child, but I was also by our standards of how 
they were measured, I was really quite bright. I always had straight A's and did extremely well in tests, or 
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any examinations. I think it was in the accumulation, an amassing, an organizing of data, rather than 
using it creatively. I was a Germanic type of mind. I had a bear trap. Education was very easy for me. … 

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: What got you through it? What made it different for you?  

 James Michener: My mother read to me when I was a boy. I had all the Dickens and Thackeray and 
Charles Read and Sinkiewicz and the rest before I was the age of seven or eight. And so I knew about 
books. And there was a good library in our town, and I read almost everything in there. But primarily, I 
had very good teachers -- teachers who wanted to make kids learn. Wanted to help them learn. I think in 
my graduating class of about one hundred in high school, only three or four of us went on to college. So 
they certainly weren't teaching us for college; they were teaching us for something more solid. Had I 
never gone to college, I think I would still have had a very strong start. And might have been able to do 
something quite substantial because a lot of my classmates did, and they didn't go to college. They've 
had very good lives. My advanced education was quite exceptional and quite remarkable.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: Before we get to that, I've read that when you were fourteen you 
took off, and you hitchhiked all over America.  

 James Michener: When I was fourteen, I had already hitchhiked with no money whatsoever from Central 
Pennsylvania down to Florida. I didn't get into Florida; the police stopped me. And from there up to 
Canada.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: Why did the police stop you?  

James Michener: In Georgia, they turned us back. They said you shouldn't be on the road. They were 
very good. I am very grateful to those police in Georgia. They took me in; I slept in their jail; they fed me; 
they gave me fifty cents, I think, and sent me back home.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: They just thought you were too young.  

James Michener: They thought I was too young. Which I was. But thereafter, I traveled. I hitchhiked out to 
Detroit, I remember, to visit an aunt. From there I went out to Iowa, and then I fanned out. Again and 
again, when I was 14 and 15, I would leave home with 25 or 35 -- 35 cents sticks in my mind. I think I had 
a quarter and a dime on two of my trips. Never phased me a bit. Go right straight across the continent. In 
those days, it was easy to do. Everybody had a new car, and they wanted to show it off. If they liked you, 
they would pick you up and often times feed you and take you to their home. And there were no weirdoes 
on the road then. There were, but we never saw them. I had a vivid experience in those years. I went 
everywhere, and I did it on nothing.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: Why do you suppose you did that?  

 James Michener: The home town was not too inviting at that time. It wasn't repugnant at all, I have great 
love for Doylestown, Pennsylvania. It gave me my education and my start, but there really wasn't a lot to 
hold me there. And I also knew there was a bigger world elsewhere. One look at New York when I was 
fourteen or fifteen satisfied me that that's where I ought to be one of these days. I didn't make it for twenty 
years, but when I did, I came in with a splash.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: What do you think you learned from that experience?  

 James Michener: Resolution. Courage. Not to be worried about minor things. It gave me great strength of 
character, and it gave me a love of travel and seeing strange things -- even though I didn't appreciate it at 
the time. I did not appreciate the great variety. That first time into Iowa, it looked just like Pennsylvania to 
me. I didn't know it was so different. I didn't know it had a whole different system of education, a whole 
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new system of values. When I got out into the dry lands, it never occurred to me that they were entirely 
different. They might have looked like home, but they certainly were not home. No, I must say I was not 
exceptionally bright on that. I didn't realize Canada was really a different country, or that the French were 
different from the people I had met.  

Georgia did have a powerful influence on me. It was different. There they had the cotton shacks and the 
blacks, and the police were always tough in Georgia. Still are. I realized that was not rural Bucks County. 
That's about the only thing I did learn.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: You talk about books. What books have been special for you in 
your growth?  

 James Michener: Well, I think the reading of Dickens in our family -- which happened in many families 
around the world because Dickens was a phenomenon -- was very important. Later, one of my aunts was 
conned by a traveling salesman into buying the complete works of Honore de Balzac in English. He told 
her it would make her an educated lady, and she would ultimately become principal of a high school. 
Well, maybe he was right! Because she did become educated, and she did become principal of the high 
school. At any rate, she passed the books on to me. All fifty-one of them, or something. A fantastic gift! 
And I read most of them. And that of course made a major, major difference. Now that was at age 
fourteen or fifteen. Read them all, these great books, by the time I was pretty young…. 

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: You've been quoted as saying that "in college I learned how to 
learn." What do you mean by that?  

James Michener: I think that's a fair summary of my education. The first two years, I took the normal 
required curriculum, and I must say that no one course touched me very deeply. It gave me nothing I 
didn't already have in essence. It intensified some of it, and if I had gone on that way, I might have been a 
very drab, ordinary person. But in the last two years, when I had that special education, I learned to write 
term papers. I learned to do research. I learned to use a library. I learned to do comparative studies. I 
learned to read more advanced books than I had ever read before, and read them in a different way. And 
I learned a lot about the language, per se, through the heavy writing that I had to do.  

To this day, I find it difficult to believe that a young woman or man can get an education in the arts, unless 
he or she writes term papers. And I suppose that's equally true in the sciences; although, the term paper 
there takes a different form. But the thing of going through a university education with those true/false 
tests is to me just repugnant. And it would have destroyed me. I was a wizard at true/false tests. I could 
figure them out in the first three minutes, as to how to avoid the middle statement and all that. But boy, 
when it came to original thought, I was heavily pushed because there were all these young men and 
women in my class who were better at original thought than I was. When the idea was established, then I 
could tear them apart with data and for-instances, and so on. But in original thought, I was a very ordinary 
person. I might have stayed that way had I not had some very heavy training.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: Is that when you learned how to write?  

James Michener: I would suppose I learned how to write when I was very young indeed. When I read a 
child's book about the Trojan War and decided that the Greeks were really a bunch of frauds with their 
tricky horses and the terrible things they did, stealing one another's wives, and so on, so at that very early 
age, I re-wrote the ending of the Iliad so that the Trojans won. And boy, Achilles and Ajax got what they 
wanted, believe me. And thereafter, at frequent intervals, I would write something. It was really quite 
extraordinary. Never of very high merit, but the daringness of it was.  

Then I worked on the school paper, and I wrote a lot in college. When I was in advanced education, I 
wrote very advanced term papers, and many of them were published, and I was in the PMLA, the 
Publication of Modern Language Association, when I was twenty. I was learning what the language was, 
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let us say, so that by the time I did start to write, I had done my basic homework. Never with the idea that 
I would one day be a writer. That came very late in my life.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: Before there was James Michener the novelist, there was James 
Michener the teacher. Is that what you set out to do? Is that what you wanted to be in life?  

James Michener: We are getting the phrase "set out" or "wanted to be". Either one of them just doesn't 
apply to me at all. I lucked into everything I did. My senior year in college, when I didn't have a clue in the 
world as to what I would do the next year, a very wonderful private school in Pennsylvania teaching 
children of very wealthy parents came to me and said, "How would you like to work for us?" "I would like it 
very much, sir." And I became a teacher by almost accident. I loved it. I was a good teacher, and had 
students whom I still correspond with, and for whom I still have great affection because as you say, they 
taught me more than I taught them.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: I don't want to suggest that you couldn't hold a job, but you had a 
lot of different jobs in your life before World War II. Can you tell me about some of the jobs you held 
before you went into the war?  

James Michener: In those days, the dreadful disease had not hit the chestnut trees, and all throughout 
our part of Pennsylvania there were these wonderful chestnut trees that grew very high. And on their 
lower branches they produced chestnuts. They have very heavy burrs, you know, and inside the most 
delicious meat there ever was. And we kids could go out with clubs and knock down those chestnuts after 
the first frost. We could sell them anywhere, and I think that I peddled chestnuts in my hometown at the 
age of ten. Everybody wanted them. As many as I had, that many I could sell. I became a sort of a middle 
man for that.  

At the age of 12 or 13, I worked for the Burpee Seed Company, ten hours a day in the summer, for 
seventy-five cents a day, $4.50 per week. All the money going back to my mother. And I did that for 
several years. Next, I was a private detective in an amusement park. I did that for three or four years. 
After that I was night watchman in a hotel, and so on.  

I have worked all my life. Never very seriously, and never with any long-term purpose. Even when I was a 
teacher in the schools, I never wanted to be headmaster or head of the English Department. I was just a 
pretty good teacher. And I think that all the administrations recognized that --that I was not going to be 
one of their fair-haired boys. And it was the same in the Navy.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: As a Quaker, weren't you exempt from military service?  

James Michener: I was a Quaker, and I was exempt from military service by Government edict. And I was 
also 36 years old, so I was beyond the draft, but I fell into the hands of a tough draft board, and 
particularly, a specific member of it, the chairman, who did not like me very much, nor did I like him, and 
he hounded me into military service. I could have escaped it very easily. And everybody who heard about 
it thought it was outrageous. But I didn't. I had taught about Hitler, and I had taught about the Japanese 
war machine, and I knew that this was a battle to the death, so I enlisted.  
 
Now I don't want that to sound too important. I enlisted because I got a letter from President Roosevelt 
saying, "Greetings. Get into uniform or we will come get you." And the day before, this draft board was 
going to send me to Fort Dix. I went down and cut a deal with the Navy. I said, "Look, I've been in the 
Mediterranean. I know ships; my papers were very sleek. You need me." And they said, "Yes. We do 
need you." And I was a Naval enlisted man that night and never regretted it. It was a vivid experience, a 
tremendous one. I think I saw the devastation of war. I saw the loneliness of that terrible Pacific duty. I 
had two complete tours out there. I saw a lot of the war and a lot of the aftermath of it. And wonder what 
might have happened had I stayed at home and not gone. I might never have become what I did become.  
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Academy of Achievement Interviewer: What did you discover in the South Pacific that turned you to 
writing.  

James Michener: I was 38 or 39 years old, that's pretty old, and I was surrounded by a lot of very 
wonderful men. Because the system had, in those days, decided that the fine men in this society would 
go and conduct this war, so I had men who had positions of great importance in Wanamakers 
Department Store, Macy's, and a wonderful guy from Tennessee who had been a trouble shooter for The 
Chattanooga Times, a New York Times subsidiary, and a great oil field geologist. I was small potatoes in 
my group, but there I was, and I had my own assets. Not as conspicuous as theirs, but still there. And I 
lived with these men, and I noticed that almost all the ones that I liked decided that they did not want to 
go back and do what they had done before; they wanted to be something else. Quite a few of them went 
into religion. They had been deeply moved by this. They had a spiritual awakening. Quite a few of them 
went into politics. They said, "I'm as bright as that clown." Quite a few of them shifted business. Quite a 
few of them at that advanced age went back to college on the GI Bill. I was one of that group who said, 
"Now, wait. If you are ever going to change direction, let's do it now."  

I did not change direction consciously. I didn't say, "I'm going to be a writer." All I knew was, that I was 
able to write better than a lot of the stuff I was reading, and I was going to take a shot at it. That it turned 
out the way it did was accidental -- purely accidental. Not a matter of design at all. I had a great start. 
Everything hit me favorably at the beginning. It was five years before I had the courage to become a 
freelance with all that start because I knew what the facts were. I had been an editor myself, and I knew 
that people do not make a living writing books. They get enhancement in their other professions by writing 
books. Not many in my day ever made a living at it. And I never dreamed that I would -- never thought of 
it. But it worked out. I think that the axial war, and the fact that I reacted the way I did -- I consciously went 
in, meant that I was sort of a free agent in many aspects -- made it fairly easy to say I want to do 
something bigger. … 
 
Academy of Achievement Interviewer: There is also the story of a crash landing in New Caledonia.  

James Michener:  I was flying into Caledonia one night, that was our headquarters. Admiral Halsey had 
his fleet headquarters there, and I was working there. And we had to make three passes at the air field. 
The weather was really quite bad. Now when you came out, you made a big turn to the left to get over the 
mountain and get out to sea, turn 360 degrees, and come back. It's a very normal procedure, but you 
sure pour it on the moment you decide you give it everything, and you hope you can make that turn 
because you need both elevation and speed. When we did that the third time, I said wait a minute. This 
isn't going to work. This is tough. We may have had it. Wonderful pilot. Did it. Came back. Came into a 
perfect landing. It was about sunset.  

That night, I could not sleep, and I went out on that airstrip on Tontouta. I'll never forget it, about eighteen 
miles north of where our headquarters was, Noumea. And I walked along the airstrip, and that's when the 
war hit me, and that's when the phenomenon I spoke of before hit me. I said, "When this is over, I'm not 
going to be the same guy. I am going to live as if I were a great man." I never said I was going to be a 
great man because I had no idea what my capacities were. I had no great confidence; nothing in my 
background gave me a reason to think so. But I was not forestalled from acting as if I were. That is, deal 
with big subjects.  

Associate with people who are brighter than you are. Grapple with the problems of your time. And it was 
as clear to me as if a voice were telling me to do this: "This is the choosing up point, kiddo. from here on." 
I had no idea that life was as short as it is. That concept comes very late in any human life, I think. I 
thought life was immeasurable, extensive to the horizon and beyond. But I did know that my capacities 
were not unlimited. I had only so much to spend, and let's do it in a big way. And I think that was all the 
difference.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: And at some point, you had to decide that you were going to do it 
as a writer.  
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James Michener:  Now, wait. I told you it was five years before I was brave enough to do that. I didn't 
want to the way I did in the beginning. … 

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: It seems to me that you have demonstrated the need for 
preparation in your field. The need for research. The need to work hard.  

James Michener: I think if you look at that line of books and the magnitude of some of them and the 
complexity of some of them, you have to say that they did not happen by accident. So let's start with that. 
Then let me say that the best books, by and large, are written by people who don't do a great deal of 
research, who don't follow my pattern. Who just sit down in a little room like this with a typewriter and 
maybe a word processor, some maps, and write a great book out of your own experience. That's what 
Jane Austen did; that's what the Bronte Sisters did; that's what Emily Dickinson did. That's what Eugene 
O'Neill did. I doubt that Eugene O'Neill ever opened a research book in his life. That's what Tennessee 
Williams did. That's what Truman Capote did. But then there are the writers like Gore Vidal and Herman 
Wouk and me, and the great classics who are greater than any of us. Balzac and Tolstoy and writers like 
that, who did need data. Did need research, and who did it.  

If you look at the best books of the research writers, they are as good as anything anybody else did. But 
the bulk of the best books, I think, come from people who just sit at a desk and write. And if I were starting 
over again, knowing that I had the ability that I did have, I might well go that route. Just sit and write about 
the people I had seen and the experiences that they had.  

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: What are you trying to do? What are you trying to achieve?  

James Michener: The organization of experience, which I've had in very broad scatter. The organization 
of knowledge, and the sharing of this with other people, in the hopes that they will get out of it what I got 
out of it. I am not didactic. I don't preach. I don't give sermons. But I sure want to lay it out, so that if they 
see it the way I do, they will reach some of the conclusions I reached.    

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: Let's go back to the Tales of the South Pacific, which deals with 
the theme of Americans in some far off exotic place, dealing with trans-cultural situations and 
experiences. What was it about the Tales of the South Pacific, and the movie, and the musical South 
Pacific, that reached people?  

James Michener: It came along when it was needed. People were thinking about these things. It was very 
daring for its day. We were advised to drop all the racial comments. That they would never be acceptable 
on Broadway, and it would destroy the play. But it also dealt with some very lovely human beings: this 
older man in love with a young nurse, the nurse trying to broaden her horizons. To be able to include 
Polynesian children. And the musical had some great tunes.     

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: It's not often in a musical, though, do you hear words like "You've 
got to be taught to hate and fear." Was that something you were trying to say?  

James Michener:  I really believe in all of my books. I've testified to the fact that people of different 
climates and nationalities and religions and skin color can be delightful people -- just like your next door 
neighbors. And I have never deviated from that. I believe it thoroughly. I think that is a particularly 
American problem. I was not smart enough to perceive that it was an American problem until much later, 
when race problems became dominant in this country. But I had certainly staked out my position on it 
when I was a very young man. And I have never wavered from that…. 

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: How far back do you have to go to understand history? In 
Centennial, you went back to the beginnings of time.  
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James Michener: I would hate for any young person to think that she or he was the center of the universe. 
I lived in a little town, in a medium-sized state, and in a medium-sized country. I mean, Canada and Brazil 
and China and Russia are all much bigger than we are. And I live on a medium-sized planet. Jupiter and 
Saturn are much bigger than we are. And our galaxy, our star, you know, is one of the smallest stars and 
doomed after four and one-half billion years. And our galaxy is not the big one in the sky. And it's only one 
of about a billion or more. So I cannot believe that I am the hottest thing in the universe. And I think that 
sobers you up.  

I particularly feel that because a Pennsylvanian living in Texas, as I have been doing, is at a tremendous 
disadvantage because who gives a hang about Pennsylvania, and everybody loves Texas. I think maybe 
some Texans ought to have some of the experiences I've had living in bigger areas.  

I think one ought to see oneself in perspective, and part of that perspective with me is that we are on this 
planet for a very short time, and that we had better understand that the life system that produced us goes 
on, and did go on long before we got here. And that the animals and the birds have their place, and the 
dogs and the cats and the lions and tigers. And that man is the apex of that pyramid, but he ain't the 
whole pyramid. No way. He is the apex, but not the whole pyramid itself. And I think that those things 
make someone like me have a rather stable point of view. About books and about art and about politics 
and about what the good life is. … 

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: Let me ask you something about the obligations of a writer. You 
deal with history and fiction. In this age of the television docu-drama, isn't there this danger of distorted 
history? How do you deal with fact and fiction?  

James Michener: I pioneered this form in certain respects, and I have had three or four guidelines. One, I 
would do my research to find out what's actually happening. When I went to Poland, one of the first things 
I did was to commission, at my expense, some twenty Polish intellectuals to tell me what the hot ideas 
were in Poland at that time, and what to avoid, and especially what old ideas are now outmoded. And I 
have done that always.  

I have sought out bright people and said, "Where are the pitfalls?" A point I want to make very strongly is 
that I don't want the old books on the interpretation of Poland. I want the five best books of the last ten 
years. I want to know where we have more or less expanded our knowledge. The second thing is, as a 
result of that research, I really do pledge myself not to fake anything. Not to give spurious quotes on 
important subjects. Not to portray a person wildly contrary to what the facts are, regardless of where the 
facts lead. The third is that I have tried to, in this wonderfully exciting form, always to pin the story on 
fictional characters or fictional boats or fictional regiments or fictional companies. In history, I would never 
write about the Mayflower because everybody has done that. And everybody knows too much about that. 
I would write about the third ship that came in. Nobody knows what it was. I'm going to say it's the Thetis. 
And, boy, are there going to be some interesting people on the Thetis. And they are going to get to the 
Plimouth colony. They are going to tear that place apart because nobody knows really who they were. 
That's a device I use, and the adjunct to that is, basing my story upon those imaginary characters, I then 
am not adverse to bringing in historic characters to give it authenticity and color, but only insofar as the 
historic character might really have impinged on these lives.  

I think the best example of that is in my novel, The Source, in which I am dealing with the digging of this 
well in a place like northern Israel. And anybody who is doing that would ultimately come into contact with 
King David. And so my boy comes into contact with King David, and I try to show David as a troubled 
king, as a worried king. As a king who, late in his life, told his prime ministers to go out into Israel and find 
him a couple of nice 17 year-old girls, that he was lonely. A king who sent his prime general into the front 
lines so that the general would be killed so that David could inherit the General's widow. That's my David. 
And I'm entitled to do that because I know David intimately. I know everything about him, that a man like 
me could know, within the limits of my knowledge.  
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So I will use David to elucidate this whole period, but I will not fake him. I will not give him resounding 
statements of what we are going to do about the people living out in the desert, when there is no 
evidence he ever even bothered with that. And that's a tricky gambit, and I have fallen on my face 
sometimes. As in Centennial, when I wrote about the [parents] marriage of Winston Churchill. His father 
to this wonderful daughter of a New York jeweler, Jenny Jerome. I have Churchill's father out there 
looking for Jenny Jerome, I think eight years after he married her. I'm ashamed of that. I'm disgusted with 
myself. But I don't do it too often. … 

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: How do you account for the popularity of your books?  

James Michener: This is not an idle question. Very few people, maybe none, have had the series 
unbroken: book club selections, great best sellers, wide acceptance in all languages. Let me say what I 
cannot do. I am not extremely good in plotting. I really don't care how the story works out. Let it find its 
own way. I am not good in psychology, and I don't deal with characters who are driven by forces which I 
myself don't understand. My understanding is rather simplistic.  

I am not especially good at humor; I wish I were. And, I am certainly not a stylist in English language, 
using arcane words and very fanciful construction and so on. There is a great deal I can't do but... Boy, I 
can tell a story. I can get a person, with moderate interest in what I am writing about, and if she or he will 
stay with me for the first one hundred pages, which are very difficult, and I make them difficult, he will be 
hooked. He will want to know what's happening on the next story and the next story and the next. That I 
have. And that's a wonderful gift. That's storytelling. And I prize it. I try to keep it cleaned up. I try to keep 
it on focus. I am wretched when I fail and feel and sense of terrible defeat.  

I believe throughout history, through all of history, way back to the most early days of the human race, 
when people gathered around the fireplace at night, they wanted to remember what had happened and 
reflect upon the big events of that day and reassess values and maybe get new dedication to the next 
day. Well, I'm one of the guys who sat around the fireplace and did the talking.  

The third thing, I think is, I'm not sure you are ever a good storyteller unless you are a good listener. And I 
really have traveled the world and listened and loved what I heard and tried to be faithful in reporting what 
they told me. Just for the fun of it, if I'm on a cruise ship, I want to talk with everybody, to find out what 
business they are in, how they got there and how they are paying for it, and what their daughter is doing, 
and what is going to happen in Quebec if the French up there go ape or in western Canada, if the English 
out there screw things up. I just love that.  

I think there is another factor, and this is tough to talk about. I think that some of us have a deep-seated 
sensitive antennae about what is going to happen. And somebody the other day, a fine professor, made 
an introduction of me, which I had not thought about, but which I had thought about a great deal since. At 
that time, in the world, there were about a half dozen trouble spots: the Near East, the Jewish-Arab 
relationships, South Africa, revolution in Poland, the emergence of Japan, the absorption in the United 
States of two outlying territories like Hawaii and Alaska and four or five other things. And he pointed out 
that I had written full-length books about all these areas before they came into prominence. And I did! 
There they are. Look at the dates. Now this cannot be because I was exceptionally brilliant. I am not 
brilliant. I'm something else. I don't know what the word would be, but it isn't brilliant. And I'm not all-wise. 
I'm a pragmatist. I learn as I go along. But I did have a feeling through my study of geography and history 
and people, that these places had to come into prominence. And that when they did come into 
prominence, people would want to read about them. And they would take my counsel in the years when 
they were not prominent, and say, "Well, maybe he knows something. Maybe he knows what he's talking 
about." And if they read the book when it was written, well, then they had a good understanding of what 
things happened when they happened. And that is maybe the mystery of the whole thing.  
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It is not the powers of a seer or a prophet or anything like that. It is something else. It is the operation of a 
real good geographer. And a real good traveler. And a real good thinker about things. Arcane knowledge I 
don't have, but I sure have ordinary knowledge. … 

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: What person has most inspired you in your early life?  

James Michener: Balzac. That son-of-a-gun could write. And he kept writing. He wrote, there were 30 or 
40 great books. And he did it his way. He didn't try to be Flaubert; he didn't try to be Dostoyevsky, or 
anybody else. I take great solace from that. It's curious. I'm educated in the British tradition, but the 
French have had a very powerful impact on me. … 

Academy of Achievement Interviewer: Is there anything you wish you had done, or wish you had 
achieved?  

James Michener: If Hobart Lewis were here today, the former editor/publisher of Reader's Digest, he 
could verify the fact that about 20 years ago, I wanted to stop everything I was doing and write a great 
book about the Muslim world because I was probably the only American who had ever lived in all of the 
Muslim countries in the world, except Arabia. I had lived in Indonesia. I lived in Pakistan. I lived in 
Malaysia, lived in Spain, and I understood the Muslim world at that time as well as an outsider could. I 
had great affinity for it. And Hobart was going to set up an arrangement whereby I could do that.  

Somehow or other, I was diverted to other things. But it was one of the great mistakes of my life. Because 
had I written that book, I would this very day, when things are in turmoil in that part of the world, been an 
invaluable citizen. And that again, I think, is what a young person has a right to think about. That right 
now, if somebody in our great universities would say, "You know, South America is going to be down 
there always. All those people, Hispanic speaking, Portuguese speaking, all with their own problems, and 
if I took time out to learn Portuguese and Spanish, and really worked down there for those twenty tough 
years, I could do everything that Jim Michener has done about Asia. Maybe easier because it is needed 
so much." That is open to everybody.  
 

Credit: Courtesy of the Academy of Achievement, © All Rights Reserved, 
http://www.achievement.org/autodoc/page/mic0int-1  
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