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INTRODUCTION

Jack Reacher: A Knight by Day

In 1997, Jack Reacher first made his appearance in Killing Floor, a novel by Lee Child. He remains, however, largely a man of mystery, which is Child’s intent: Personal information about Reacher is carefully doled out throughout the books, requiring the reader to assemble the pieces of his personal life like a puzzle. One gets the sense that Child wants us to get lost in the stories, and not in the facts surrounding Reacher’s obdurate personality.

Child—in his real life and his fiction—subscribes to a principal tenet of design that emphasizes simplicity: Less is more. For example, in his fiction, the less we know about Reacher, the more we are intrigued: What makes him tick? How has his professional training shaped him? What motivates him? What makes him such a loner? Just who is Jack Reacher?
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“The reader gets curious about the character, gets engaged with the character. And I think it’s really gratifying for the reader to find new stuff out book by book over ten or even twenty books.”



Given that the Reacher novels are by design “same but different,”1 a template Child adopted modeled after his father’s preference for novels, one must ask why have they proven to be so popular worldwide? In the field of suspense fiction, a Reacher novel, like the character himself, stands head and shoulders above the competition.

I think there are two significant reasons.

First, Lee Child emphasizes storytelling above all else, because the novels’ plots are drawn from a template: They are dissimilar only in the essential telling of the story itself. The books are unabashedly escapist fiction. He believes there’s value in fiction that takes the reader away from the real world and constitutes a captivating storyline that’s pure entertainment. In other words, he spins one hell of a yarn— pulp fiction, pure and simple.
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“People are either frustrated because they can’t make up their mind all day, or frustrated that they have to conceal their true judgment. That’s the entire focus of fiction: to give people what they can’t get out of their real life. That’s absolutely what fiction is for.”



Second, Reacher is morally unambiguous. He has a clearly defined sense of the world, and he does his part to right wrongs, when most of us would be reluctant to get involved or hamstrung by circumstances. Reacher, you see, can’t not get involved: He chooses not to look away, and thus places himself in the role of the reluctant hero.

Reluctant heroes are nothing new. Reacher, in fact, is a time-honored archetype whose fictional beginnings go very far back in history (see chapter 12):


[Reacher as a knight-errant] wasn’t an invention out of the blue in the twentieth century; it was a continuation of the western themes, the mysterious stranger who shows up, for either good or ill—Shane or the Lone Ranger. And that wasn’t an invention from the nineteenth century either: it dates back to the Middle Ages in Europe when you had the knight-errant, which in itself dates back to Scandinavian sagas and the Anglo Saxon poems, even going back to religious stories, Sabian myths. So I see it as a continuation of something that’s always been around in human narrative. I think that’s a very powerful theme and that the popularity of characters such as Reacher is explained by the fact that we’ve always wanted these characters. We’ve [re]invented them over and over for thousands of years.2



Reacher is essentially a contemporary reinvention, a modern-day knight-errant who sallies forth to show us that, in the end, good will triumph, not necessarily through the due process of law, handicapped by the slow machinations of the court system, but through two-fisted justice meted out by him. He’s a self-appointed judge and jury, and sometimes executioner, but Reacher’s abiding sense of honor keeps him in perpetual check. As Child explained to Bryan Curtis3, “At a very simple point, the Reacher stories are revenge stories. Somebody does a very bad thing, and Reacher takes revenge . . . The guy is just obliterated. That’s certainly cathartic for me.”

The smug protagonist who goes up against Reacher may feel he’s beyond the reach of the law, but he’s not beyond Jack’s reach. In the end, Reacher always gets his man.

It’s cathartic prose for the reader, too, that makes for deeply satisfying reading, guaranteeing the reader will come back for more.
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This book, a celebration of Reacher, necessarily begins with an in-depth look at his creator, Lee Child, who drew heavily on his life experiences and personal values to create his most popular fictional character.

Once we have fully explored Child’s world, we can appreciate what follows: a detailed look at Reacher himself, gleaned in part from the books and from real-world information about the US Army, especially its officer corps.

The book closes with a section that provides additional resources for fans who want to know more about both Child and Reacher. This book, then, is a field manual, as it were, of creator and literary creation.

Drawing on nearly two decades of Reacher in print, we finally see him clearer in the mind’s eye. Through his actions, we see the man in the context of the world in which he lives: Far from being a simplistic, one-note hero living in the twentieth century, we see a complex character who relies principally on brain power, aided by brawn, to mete out Reacher-style justice by unraveling the mysteries at hand that others can’t see.

That is the enduring appeal of Jack Reacher.





PART ONE

The Man Behind Jack
 Reacher—Lee Child

“All of us write wish fulfillment. It’s all some kind of idealized autobiography. The answer is that I would be [Reacher] if I could get away with it.”

—Lee Child when asked, “Is [Reacher] you? How much does he share with you?” (Andrea Sachs, “Lee Child on His New Thriller, Tom Cruise as Jack Reacher and Wandering Heroes,” Time magazine.)
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Chapter 1

Chronology of Lee Child’s Life

1954

Lee Child is born James Grant on October 29, 1954, in Coventry, England. His father is a civil servant who works for Inland Revenue as a tax inspector. He has three brothers. (The youngest, Andrew Grant, would also become a suspense novelist.) They live at 20 Ridgeway Avenue, Stivichall, a residential area of south Coventry.

1958

His parents move to Handsworth Wood, an affluent suburban neighborhood in northwest Birmingham, England. He enrolls in Cherry Orchard Primary School.

1959

He reads My Home in America, which he credits as the beginning of his “love-affair with the US . . . I had this feeling—I knew—that I was this New York boy trapped inside a boy living in Birmingham, England.” (Andy Martin, “Adventures of an Over-reacher,” The Independent.)

Late 1960s and early 1970s

He plays guitar in a rock-and-roll band called Dark Tower.

1970–1974

He attends King Edward’s School in Birmingham on a scholarship.

1974

He studies law at the University of Sheffield (Sheffield, South Yorkshire, England), though he has no intentions of becoming a barrister1. He works backstage on theater productions.

1975

He marries an American named Jane, whom he met at a college party the previous year at the University of Sheffield.

1977

He graduates from the University of Sheffield, LLB (with honors; law). Unable to immediately find professional work, he takes on menial work as an ice cream salesperson, and later, a demolition worker.

He answers a newspaper ad and begins work as a technical assistant at Granada Television (ITV Network) in Manchester, and soon becomes a presentation director,2 a position he holds for eighteen years. He oversees 40,000 hours worth of programming and writes commercials and news stories on short deadlines.

1980

Their only child, a daughter named Ruth, is born.

1988

February: He buys his first John D. MacDonald book, The Lonely Silver Rain, providing him a template for the Reacher series.

December 31: He attends a New Year’s Eve party with work colleagues, announcing, “I’m going to write books.”3

1994

He buys a house in Kirkby Lonsdale, on the River Lune in the South Lakeland district of Cumbria, England.

August: Seeing the handwriting on the wall, he realizes his full-time job will soon be a thing of the past and starts writing his first novel. It takes him four months to do so, writing in longhand at his dining room table, with six dollars’ worth of supplies (pencils, a pencil sharpener, an eraser, and three legal pads). He begins looking for a literary agent.
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ON WRITING YOUR NOVEL YOUR WAY

“Firstly, just get [the writing] done—finish it. Secondly, do not under any circumstances listen to any advice. And thirdly, write exactly what you want to write; it’s an organic product, not a laundry list of ingredients. Write what you want to write, even if you feel everyone will hate it. That’s the only way of having a living, breathing manuscript that has a chance of winning.”



1995

May: He’s unceremoniously fired from Granada Television.

Ruth turns fifteen years old.

Jane, who worked part time at a government tourist information bureau, begins working five days a week; Ruth waitresses at a local tea room to supplement the dwindling family income.

With his severance pay due to run out in weeks, Lee submits the manuscript of Killing Floor to British literary agent Darley Anderson, who takes Child on as a client. Anderson sells the book to G.P. Putnam’s Sons, a US publisher.

1997

March 17: Putnam publishes Killing Floor, the first Jack Reacher novel. It is Grant’s first appearance in print. Grant adopts a pen name—Lee Child. The fledgling novel wins two awards: the Barry Award (1997) and the Anthony Award (1998).

1998

July: He publishes Die Trying, the second Jack Reacher novel.

The family moves from the UK to the US, to the town of Pound Ridge in New York State.

1999

July: He publishes Tripwire, the third Jack Reacher novel.

October: He publishes “James Penney’s New Identity” in a UK anthology, Fresh Blood 3.

2000

April: He publishes Running Blind, the fourth Jack Reacher novel. (It is the only novel to date published under a different title—The Visitor—in the UK.)

2001

April: He publishes Echo Burning, the fifth Jack Reacher novel.

2002

April: He publishes Without Fail, the sixth Jack Reacher novel.

2003

April: He publishes Persuader, the seventh Jack Reacher novel.

Finding full-time work, Ruth moves out of the Pound Ridge house.

2004

April: He publishes The Enemy, the eighth Jack Reacher novel.

He moves to New York City and buys two condos in a high-rise building, where he separately sets up his office and a personal residence on different floors.

2005

April: He publishes One Shot, the ninth Jack Reacher novel. It is the basis for a major motion picture starring Tom Cruise titled Jack Reacher. Its success paves the way for a second movie, tentatively titled Jack Reacher: Never Go Back.

He wins a Barry Award for The Enemy.

2006

May: He publishes The Hard Way, the tenth Jack Reacher novel.
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“Never forget this is a long game. Penetrating the culture is slow and takes years and years and years. It literally is true that it takes ten years to become an overnight success. If you show up to a signing and there’s three people, don’t worry about it; tomorrow may only be two people. Next year, there will be more. Five years there will be still more. And ten years, they will be screaming and clapping as you walk in the room, so never get discouraged.”



2007

April: He publishes Bad Luck and Trouble, the eleventh Jack Reacher novel.

2008

March: He publishes Nothing to Lose, the twelfth Jack Reacher novel.

2009

February: He is elected president of the Mystery Writers of America and serves a one-year term.

April: He publishes Gone Tomorrow, the thirteenth Jack Reacher novel.

June: He publishes “Guy Walks into a Bar . . .” in the New York Times.

July: He receives an Honorary Doctor of Letters from his alma mater, the University of Sheffield.

He funds fifty-two Jack Reacher scholarships at the University of Sheffield, each in the amount of £2,000.

November: He publishes “Jack Reacher,” an essay about Reacher’s origins, in The Lineup, an anthology edited by Otto Penzler.

2010

March: He publishes 61 Hours, the fourteenth Jack Reacher novel.

October: He publishes Worth Dying For, the fifteenth Jack Reacher novel.

2011

July: He wins the Theakstons Old Peculier Crime Novel of the Year Award for 61 Hours.

He is awarded an Honorary Doctor of Letters from De Montfort University (Leicester, England).

August: He publishes the Jack Reacher short story “Second Son” as an e-book and in multiple audio editions.

September: He publishes The Affair, the sixteenth Jack Reacher novel.

2012

June/July: He publishes the Jack Reacher short story “Everyone Talks” in Esquire magazine.

July: He publishes the Jack Reacher short story “Deep Down” as an e-book and multiple audio editions.

September: He publishes A Wanted Man, the seventeenth Jack Reacher novel.

November: He writes the introduction to a non-fiction book, Jack Reacher’s Rules, compiled by Val Hudson.

December: A Wanted Man is named the Crime Thriller of the Year at the Specsavers National Book Awards.

Jack Reacher is released as a major motion picture.

2013

July: The Crime Writers’ Association gives him a lifetime achievement award, the Cartier Diamond Dagger; the ceremony is held in Kings Place in London.

September: He publishes Never Go Back, the eighteenth Jack Reacher novel.

2014

September: He publishes Personal, the nineteenth Jack Reacher novel.

2015

September: He publishes Make Me, the twentieth Jack Reacher novel.

2016

October: Jack Reacher 2 to be released by Paramount Pictures.





Chapter 2

Lee Child from A to Z


This is an alphabetical listing of the key people, places, and things in Lee Child’s life, supplementing the biographical sketch that preceded it.



 

£3.99 (US $6)

Child’s start-up cost as freelance writer. He went into business with a modest investment and bought three pads of ruled paper, a pencil, pencil sharpener, and eraser. After writing Killing Floor longhand, he borrowed his daughter’s laptop (a Lexmark 486/25) and typed its first few chapters, which he submitted to a literary agent (see Anderson, Darley below). (After Killing Floor sold, Child received a book advance and bought his own laptop, a Compaq 486/50, and a laser printer.)

3,000

Child has this number of books on shelves in his home office. The bookshelves are fronted with covers for concealment, because he feels that shelves of displayed books are visually distracting.

Anderson, Darley

A British literary agent who was the first to see sample chapters of Killing Floor in progress and asked to see the rest of the manuscript, at which point Child spent five frantic weeks finishing the book. To this day, Anderson remains his literary agent.

Anderson’s website is www.darleyanderson.com. Founded in 1988, the Darley Anderson Literary, TV, and Film Agency is based in London. According to the website, the agency handles “a broad range of bestselling commercial fiction including thrillers, mysteries, crime, horror, fantasy, women’s, chick-lit, accessible literary, comedy and a growing list of children’s fiction.”

Child sings high praise for his agent: “There are agents, there are good agents, there are super agents, and then there’s Darley Anderson.”
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ON JETTISONING YOUR AGENT AFTER BECOMING SUCCESSFUL

“It is a version of what authors sometimes do when they reach my stage and the next deal is gigantic. They get rid of their agent and do it themselves. I feel that is so disgusting. Agents and publishers work for years at the beginning, often at a loss. You can’t cut them out. That’s not ethical.”



Anthony Award

Child received this writing award at Bouchercon, the World Mystery Convention, for his first novel, Killing Floor.

Aston Villa Football Club (AVFC)

An English professional association football club based in Witton, Birmingham, England. The club was founded in 1874 and has played at their current home ground, Villa Park, since 1897. Its website is www.avfc.co.uk.

Child first visited Villa Park in 1962, at age seven, and counts AVFC as his favorite team. On occasion various players’ names from the team can be found in his books, as characters and places; e.g., in Worth Dying For, the town of Hogg Parish is named after AVFC team players Jonathan Hogg and Elliot Parish.

Barry Award

He received this writing award from the editors of the Deadly Pleasures Mystery Magazine, a quarterly publication of crime fiction, for his first novel, Killing Floor, and his eighth novel, The Enemy.

Birmingham, England

When he was four, Child moved here with his family (father, mother, and three brothers), to Handsworth Wood, an affluent suburb of Birmingham, because the schools there were better. An industrial, working-class city, though, Birmingham was a rough place for Child to grow up; on a daily basis, he took on neighborhood bullies.

Bond, James

Child was approached on two occasions to write new Bond novels but declined, partially because he’d do all the work but the paycheck would disproportionately favor the literary estate. He also felt the aging franchise, now fifty years old, would require too much work to bring it into the current time frame.

Cartier Diamond Dagger Award

Child was awarded the Cartier Diamond Dagger for outstanding lifetime contributions to the mystery genre. When he received the award from the Crime Writers’ Association, former Chair Alison Joseph said, “Lee Child’s stories are large-scale, heart-stopping thrillers, roaming across wide-open global spaces in the cause of thwarting evil. In Jack Reacher, Lee has created a hero like no other, beloved of millions of readers around the world. And his creator is just as well loved. He is a delight to work with; loyal, straightforward, generous to readers and to new writers. He combines a successful philosophy about what it is to write best sellers with a huge amount of talent. We are delighted to award him the 2013 CWA Diamond Dagger.”

Cheney, Dick

Former vice president under President George W. Bush and Secretary of Defense under President George H.W. Bush. Child depicts Cheney as a corrupt man in The Enemy, the eighth Reacher novel.

The Chopin Manuscript: A Serial Thriller

Fifteen thriller novelists, including Child, collaborated on a book that was crime novelist Jeffery Deaver’s idea. Bracketed by Deaver’s opening and closing chapters, the other chapters are written by name-brand thriller writers. Publishers Weekly called it “a suspenseful, action-packed international thriller filled with plenty of unexpected twists and turns.” And USA Today said that, “Although the setup . . . screams gimmick, the result is entertaining and intriguing . . . Each author clearly wants to outshine the others, so the action is full-boil.”

Conventions

Because of the six months he spends in front of his iMac writing each Reacher novel, Child enjoys getting out of his apartment to travel, occasionally to conventions or trips within the United States or in his native England. (He usually starts writing in early September and turns in each novel in March.)

Coventry, England

James Grant (aka Lee Child) was born here on October 29, 1954.

Dallaglio, Lawrence

A former captain of the English national rugby team. He stands six feet four inches, and, said Child, served as the visual model of Reacher. (Child also envisioned the late Christopher Reeve as Reacher’s older brother, Joe, and Katie Holmes as Frances Neagley.)

Earliest Literary Influences

As a preteen, Child read books from Enid Blyton’s Famous Five series (notably Five on Kirrin Island Again) and Captain W.E. Johns’ Gimlet series, which includes Trapper, a character that might have been a partial inspiration for the Reacher character. In an interview for Tangled Web UK’s Crime Scene website, Child says that Trapper is “a silent killer with a knife and that was [a] huge influence on me.” He also cites Johns’ series about British commandos and suspense writer Alistair MacLean as inspirations for his work.

Family

His wife, Jane Grant, originally hails from New York
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