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        This book is for all the people who have ever held me back or pushed me down.

        You thought you were weakening me, but you only made me stronger.

        I owe you everything.

      

      

      

      
        
        And it is for the one person who has believed in me – My dear friend Agustin.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        As a writer I am a dreamer.

        And as a dreamer I view the world differently from those around me.

        Some people say I’m blinkered to reality, to which I reply:

        It’s dreamers like me whose eyes are open widest of all.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        And it does no harm to repeat, as often as you can, ‘Without me the literary industry would not exist: the publishers, the agents, the sub-agents, the sub- sub-agents, the accountants, the libel lawyers, the departments of literature, the professors, the theses, the books of criticism, the reviewers, the book pages – all this vast and proliferating edifice is because of this small, patronized, put-down and underpaid person.’

        

      

      
        
        Doris Lessing
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            SALINGER BRIGADE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Magic Zone

          

        

      

    

    
      I was born into a family of writers.

      My father, aunt, both grandfathers, grandmother, sisters, and me – each one of us has walked the same path. A path that has at times reduced us to madness, just as it’s sustained us with triumphant success.

      Since the earliest days of childhood, I was introduced to the world through an author’s eyes. Almost everything ever explained to me was explained from a writer’s point of view – as if I were pitted against those who were not in the know.

      Dozens of my parents’ friends were writers, too – some the most successful literary names of their age – among them J D Salinger, Doris Lessing, and Robert Graves. Convening at our home in the lush English countryside, they would listen to my father, the author and thinker Idries Shah, taking more than what was merely spoken.

      Looking back, it was as though they were members of a secret fellowship, one that I myself was eventually destined to join.

      When I close my eyes and think back to my childhood, the overriding memory is not a sight, a smell, or even a taste.

      But a sound.

      The sound of a manual typewriter clattering away downstairs in my father’s study.

      
        
        Clack! Clack! Clack! Clack!

      

      

      Like a knight in shining armour doing battle with a dragon, it was a tumultuous and intoxicating riot of noise. The clatter of typewriter keys was far more than the sound of an author tapping out books.

      It was the musical score to my youth.

      On the rare occasions the clatter stopped, I’d freeze, swallow hard with fear, and tiptoe downstairs to see what was wrong. My father would be hunched over his old Triumph machine, a fist of pages held up to his face. Wincing, wheezing, his head framed in cigar smoke curls, he’d be lost in an enchanted realm – a state of mind.

      I’ve come to know it as ‘The Magic Zone’.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Back-to-Front

          

        

      

    

    
      My father once gave a lecture at an Ivy League university in New England.

      Listening to a recording of it, I can picture the scene perfectly. When he’d been introduced, he informed the students he was going to talk for an hour, just as he’d been asked to do. Then, smiling wryly, he said:

      ‘But first I am going to let you into a little secret. I’m probably not supposed to tell you this, but I will anyway, because it’s an example of the way I regard the world and everything in it.’

      The students glanced up in genuine interest.

      ‘Now that I have your attention,’ my father went on, ‘I’ll tell you the secret… Although I’m scheduled to talk to you for an hour, I could do the talk in three and a half minutes. I could even do it in two minutes, if you listened hard. But I’m not going to – even though I’d probably be the most popular visiting professor ever to lecture here. The reason is because the Occidental society in which we live confuses container with content. If I were to say everything I had to deliver in three and a half minutes, the faculty which is covering my fee would regard me as a fraudster.’

      As promised, my father went on to deliver the entire lecture, and was applauded long and hard at the end. The central theme – of ‘Container and Content’ – shaped the university lectures he delivered all over the world, as well as many of his books, most notably The Book of the Book.

      ‘Container and Content’ is an idea on which I myself was weaned.

      In all my time hunting for examples of back-to-front thinking, one looms larger to me than any other. Indeed, in the same way my father might have delivered his lecture in a couple of minutes, I could pass on the entire meat of this book in a single line.

      But I’m not going to, even though it would save on paper, and would give you more time to lavish on eating ice cream, lying on the beach, or provide extra hours to spend on your own writing.

      Rather than condensing my material to a line, I’ll shorten it to the bare bones of what it’s all about:

      There are all kinds of writers out there, writing all kinds of work.

      My key point centres around the way things are, and the way things ought to be.

      They’re quite different – like two paths that once ran as one, before forking sharply away in different directions. My mission is to get the paths back to how they were supposed to be – running together like a lovely towpath following the twists and turns of a river... a towpath that did service to the writers first, and to everyone else second.

      To understand what I’m saying, I must take you back to how the great scheme of things were shaped before they went off-kilter. So please bear with me and allow me a little poetic licence.

      In ‘the olden times’ (as my kids used to call anything that happened a long time ago), there weren’t many publishers as we know them today. Most of the time an author would write a book, then give it to a printer who would typeset it by hand, print it, and knock it back to the writer, who would go out and sell it to his chums.

      Little by little the system took off.

      The authors realized they could write a lot more if they didn’t have to spend so much time selling their work. So they gave it to guys hanging around on street corners to sell on their behalf.

      Time passed, and the street hawkers made money from peddling the writers’ fresh work. They got themselves kiosks, and eventually fully fledged bookshops. Even though back then books weren’t books as we know them. You see, until the 1830s a book was sold in its raw state – without covers as we have them today. The posh people (who were buying most of the books) didn’t want covers anyway. They would send anything they bought to their binder to have it bound in the uniform livery of their private library.

      Years dragged on.

      The writers wrote, the booksellers sold, and all was generally good. By now some booksellers were doing so well that they branched out. Instead of just selling printed work given to them by writers, they started representing them, too. Note: it was the booksellers who did the branching out and not the printers – which surely would have made more sense.

      A little further along, the bookseller-publishers were doing so well from the arrangement, they started to look for gaps in the market so they could clean up all the more. They grabbed hold of writers whose work was well received, and offered them cold hard cash in return for being locked into publishing contracts.

      If I could go back to any time in history, it would be that moment.

      The moment the first greedy, self-important publisher got an ingenuous author to sign away his or her rights and – more importantly – to sign away their control.

      As you can imagine from my tone, my wish to time- travel was so I could break up the meeting, rip the contract into confetti, and hightail it out of there with the writer.

      But I can’t travel back in time, so we’re stuck with a reality path that became a normality path – the path in which writers are told what to write by publishers, or at least how to write it. I know there are exceptions, and not all publishers are ghouls, but the vast majority of them are and always have been.

      Of course they are. Why?

      Because the existing model of publishing is like the standard red-light districts I’ve seen throughout my travels. A sordid underworld of brothels, hustlers, and pimps. I’ve seen pimps wearing some very flash outfits and sporting plenty of gold, but they’re still pimps, just as the brothels are always brothels, despite what the sign says.

      In the same way, I’ve known publishers who have crème de la crème offices, and who lay on lavish lunches with foie gras and champagne, but that doesn’t make them any less pimpy than they are.

      The bad news: Things are back-to-front, because they got flipped way back when.

      The good news: Everything’s going to be just fine. ‘Really?’ I hear you asking.

      YES! YES! YES!

      I can see you hovering over the page, eager to know how I can be so sure. The answer is a single word:

      
        
        TECHNOLOGY

      

      

      In the same way technology got authors into a bind in the first place, it’s going to free them from the shackles of bondage.

      Stay with me and I’ll explain how and why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Quiet American

          

        

      

    

    
      I have a lot to say about writers and writing, about agents and publishers, about the way it is, and the way it could and should be.

      As anyone who’s had the misfortune of sitting next to me at a dinner party will know, I can rant on for hours, venting strong views like scalding jets shot out from a geyser. I suspect my fellow dinner guests imagine my opinions were dreamt up that very day. But they weren’t. Like a baton passed on from one generation to the next, the way I understand authorship was laid down over an entire century.

      One of my earliest memories is being six years old, sent from the playroom down to one of the formal salons at our home in the English countryside, Langton House. The Durbar was the former billiard room, dating to the time when Robert Baden-Powell – founder of the Boy Scouts – grew up there just like I did.

      Sweeping in, dressed in a flowing 1970s kaftan, my mother ordered me to be on ‘Best Behaviour’, a phrase that meant sitting up ramrod straight and speaking only when spoken to. To me, Best Behaviour meant being trussed up in a tight Oriental costume and having my hair brushed very roughly.

      But most of all, it meant someone important was about to arrive.

      On that day when I was six, an American gentleman strolled in through the front door.

      I remember him more for what he was not than what he was. He was not loud, brash, or ostentatious, like the other Best Behaviour guests. Rather, he was exceedingly soft-spoken, gentle, and kind. When he left, my father exclaimed he was ‘a truly great man’.

      I asked who he was. ‘He’s a writer.’ ‘What is his name?’ ‘Mr Salinger.’

      ‘Does he write children’s books?’ I asked.

      ‘He writes for everyone,’ my father replied. ‘At the same time, he writes for himself.’

      ‘Why does he write?’

      My father considered the question, his brow furrowing as he did so.

      ‘Mr Salinger writes because he must write,’ he said. ‘He can’t help it... he can’t stop.’

      ‘Baba, what would happen if Mr Salinger stopped writing?’ I asked.

      ‘If J D Salinger stopped writing, he’d turn to stone,’ my father said.

      

      Years passed, and I often thought back to the Best Behaviour day when J D Salinger dropped in.

      I remembered his politeness and the way he made me laugh. But most of all I remembered my father’s observation – that Salinger was a writer who had to

      write, otherwise he’d turn to stone.

      A child’s mind approaches ideas in a back-to-front way.

      In my estimation, it’s the default setting in us all – the way we are pre-set to perceive information and ideas. On that day in the Durbar room, I latched onto the notion of someone writing because they had no choice. The idea of writing through a kind of self-induced therapeutic mania, a mindset that can’t be changed because it’s pre- programmed. Framed in the mind of a six-year-old I thought my father had meant what he had said – that Salinger would actually turn to stone if he stopped writing.

      But the details of my understanding were unimportant, so much as what Salinger stood for in my world.

      Whenever encountering other writers – either as a child or in adult life – I’ve tried to evaluate if they are cut from the same cloth as Salinger. Are they writing because they must write, or for other reasons?

      This book has been written for the Salinger Brigade, and not for the faux, would-be, or wannabe writers who are curiously amused by the notion of writing. They’re the ones who tell you dreamily, ‘Would so love to write a book one day.’ Most especially though, it’s not written for the droves of people who think writing is a way to get themselves attention. Quite the opposite. I am searching for the secret army of manic, restless, roaming, roving souls who want nothing more than to be alone with a blank page, and their thoughts.

      There are hundreds of books available devoted to the business of authorship, specific genres, and areas of interest. Many of them are excellent in the information they pass on. But as far as I know, none are addressed to those of us who regard writing as nothing short of an obsession – something in the bone marrow, in the heart, and in every single cell.

      Salinger Brigade writers tend to exhibit unifying traits:

      
        	They regard the production of written work with reverence.

        	They write because they MUST.

        	They’re less interested in what they have created as in the creation process itself.

        	They don’t write for the glory, so much as to satisfy an inner need.

        	They are uninterested in discussing writing for the sake of it.

      

      If this list proves you are in the Salinger Brigade, please read on. But if you don’t recognize yourself from the description, please close this book and pass it on to someone else – even if you have to leave it on a park bench for a random stranger to find.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            True-to-Oneself Creativity

          

        

      

    

    
      As a paid-up member of the Salinger Brigade myself, I write because I have to, and for no other reason except to please myself through the art of creativity.

      Sure, I’d love to make zillions and retire to a mansion in the Hollywood Hills, or the Côte d’Azur. Likewise, it would be amusing to win a Nobel Prize in Literature, and to be slapped on the back by the great and the good of the literati set.

      But all that stuff – the money and the fame – is foam on the ocean.

      Getting work down as I want it to be, then released in the same state as I created and shaped it, is my main interest. The last thing I want is for some schmuck publisher in a fancy office to chop my work around so they can sell more copies.

      This next thing I’m about to say isn’t going to go down well. It never does. I say it because I mean it in a deep-down way:

      I don’t care about selling books. I care about writing the books the way I want them to be.

      If the work I put out sells – Hoorah! If it doesn’t, I feel proud that on my gravestone they can inscribe the following epitaph:

      
        
        HERE LIES A MAN TRUE TO HIS CRAFT

      

      

      Before the path of the writer got side-tracked by publishers, creative people spent their time working on projects that pleased them. If you’re yelling out, ‘Yeah, but all kinds of people, including the likes of Leonardo da Vinci and Shakespeare had patrons!’ – you’d be right.

      But patrons aren’t publishers.

      Back in the day, before creatives were hijacked, they’d sweat and toil over work that fulfilled them, and then they’d try and sell it. It was the model I’ve already described. Musicians, painters and writers were all in the same boat in this regard. They composed, painted, and wrote – because if they didn’t, they’d turn to stone. The model was important for a couple of key reasons.

      First, it got creative people pushing the boundaries of their own creativity. They experimented – whether it be with musical notes, with colours, or words. Even more importantly, they had control over the individual parameters of their work.

      On nights when I cannot sleep, I flip open my laptop and trawl Wikipedia for the lives of those who were celebrated only after their departure – people like Bach, Van Gogh, and Emily Dickinson. What strikes me about them is that we celebrate their achievements because they’re untainted.

      Their work stayed on the track of their choosing, because they didn’t succumb to the pressure of meddlers. At the time people may have thought they were rotten, but the fact they didn’t sell out means what they left behind is all the more remarkable.

      My view on all this is that the ‘Land of True-to- Oneself Creativity’ is a realm we need to steer back to. Only then will writers, artists, musicians, and other creative people out there be able to produce the work they want to produce with pride.

      In order to get there, key things must change. Creative people must:

      
        	Remember they are free.

        	Believe in themselves.

        	Shun dying models of convention.

        	Move briskly forward to the horizon.

      

      It’s at this point I have to come clean.

      I’m as guilty as anyone else for selling out.

      I’ve allowed books to be chopped up by editors who didn’t know diddly about how to write or tell a story. The one book of mine that was hacked about to the point of no return was In Search of King Solomon’s Mines – a travel book about my zigzagging journey through Ethiopia, on the trail of the biblical land of ‘Ophir’.

      I remember the day the edited manuscript came back to me. It was covered – and I mean COVERED – in the editor’s red ink. The feeling was like having had a teacher scrawl all over your work, with those dreaded words ‘See Me’ at the end of it.

      Looking back, I should have dug in my heels and refused to make changes that turned it from my book into my editor’s one. But being a relatively young writer, and one frequently reminded that I’d signed a contract, I didn’t dare speak out.

      The reason I’m admitting my own shortcomings in staying on course is to make a point: in writing – as in almost everything else – it’s never too late to change tack. I signed with the publisher of my Ethiopian book because I was lured by a wall of love they sent my way. A wall of love which included a massive bouquet of flowers when my daughter was born, and a couple of especially heavy lunches in Mayfair.

      The existing model – the one that’s on its way out – is constructed on one thing and one thing alone:

      Cold hard cash.

      Namely, how much cold hard cash the agent and the publisher can make from your work. That’s all they’re interested in, although I swear I can hear at least a dozen publishers bawling: ‘You’re oh-so-wrong!’

      I wish I were. But I’m not.

      Believe me, I enjoy the thrill of money as much as the next guy. That said, the money model leads to distortions. It’s rather like (apologies in advance for seeding this in your head) one of those factory-bred chickens destined for fast food chains with no beaks or chins... or however they are. Books written for the guys in sharp suits and slicked-down hair are like chickens raised for the fast food trade.

      They’re knocked about, or shaped from the ground up, so as to sell as many as possible. The prevailing model is the one in which the big book business is like the fast food industry. Just as fast food chains don’t give a damn how unhealthy their burgers are, publishers package books alluringly, pile them high, and sell them cheap.

      Modern publishing is about marketing and about numbers. It’s not about authors, and is certainly not about good writing or love.

      I closed my eyes for a moment just now and was transported back to a hillside in Burgundy, near the little village there, where my mother spent the last years of her life.

      The region is celebrated for its wine.

      One of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen, arriving on a snowbound night, were the hillsides glowing with lanterns – placed by the farmers so as to stop their beloved vines from freezing.

      Closing my eyes as I just did, I see a grizzled old vintner called Monsieur Rollec tending his vines. Pausing, he weighs a bunch of plump grapes in his hand and says:

      ‘I’ve just been offered a fortune to sell my vineyards to a foreign buyer with wine estates all over the world.’

      ‘Are you going to sell?’

      Monsieur Rollec shakes his head angrily. ‘Of course not!’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I make wine because it fulfils me rather than to make money.’

      The elderly Burgundian vintner, whose skin is as gnarled as his vines, loves his grapes in the same way I love words. His appreciation for the wine he makes is the same as the admiration I hold for creating written work.

      For Monsieur Rollec, making wine is a passion – the same passion that any member of the Salinger Brigade has for their craft.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            First Things First

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing to understand is that writing is a craft just as much as being a cabinet-maker or a portrait painter... or even a wine-maker like Monsieur Rollec.

      In my opinion, you can teach someone good grammar, passable delivery, and all kinds of other elements, but it’s impossible to transplant the gland that produces magic dust if it’s not there at the start. If you read the previous pages, and have kept on going, I’m assuming you’re a member of the ‘Salinger Brigade’, and that you know what it feels like when you write something with a sprinkling of magic dust.

      Magic dust doesn’t have to be held in reserve for books and highbrow work. You can sprinkle it in emails, blogs, even in a quick text message to a friend. The point is that you know when you’ve scattered it, because you get a warm glow in your back – like the intoxicating sensation of true love.

      The first thing is to sit down with a blank sheet of paper, or a white screen, close your eyes tight, and slip into an enchanted realm of fantasy, or wherever you draw your inspiration. Conjure your senses to create, like a sorcerer preparing to transmute lead into gold.

      Write a single line of prose about anything: a knight in shining armour, a windswept landscape, a woman sitting in the window of a diner, her mind awash with dreams.

      Look at the line. Tweak it.

      Tweak it more. Drink it in.

      Gargle with it.

      Read it twenty times from different angles. Tweak some more. Then, if you’ve fashioned something from nothing, you should get the sprinkling of magic dust and the warm glow in your back – the sense of ultimate creation, like the rush of endorphins in the gym.

      Appreciate the euphoria. Cherish it.

      Enthuse about it.

      Remember, you created it from nothing.

      Being an author is a rollercoaster ride, but you already know that if you’re in the Salinger Brigade. The highs are spectacular, just as the lows are monstrous. The hardest thing of all is getting on track and staying on track.

      Self-doubt is the scourge of anyone with real talent.

      I frequently observe how people with no talent at all have no self-doubt either – which leads me to conclude that talent and doubt go hand-in-hand.

      Writing is about rituals – more on those later.

      Whenever I doubt myself, I have a ritual ready to click me back on track. It’s not always the same one – different moods and circumstances call for different strategies.

      Sometimes I’ll find myself sitting at my desk, gloomy as hell. Re-reading a sentence, I’ll plunge my head in my hands, moaning like a wounded animal on the savannah. Or, I’ll read something by another author and consider packing it all in because their work is so tantalizing.

      On occasions when I’m downcast and self-doubting, I’ll indulge myself in writing a mind-blowing opening sentence or paragraph – the kind of thing that reminds you that you’re King (or Queen) of the World. If I am feeling chatty, I’ll write a letter or email – or a clutch of them. I hate to admit it, but I tend to write the same message over and over, sending different drafts to friends and acquaintances, the most polished version going to someone I cherish very greatly indeed.

      Sometimes I’m not downbeat because of self-doubt, but because life has kicked me in the head for other reasons. When that happens, I have a special series of rituals. My favourite may sound nuts, but try it if you doubt me...

      Go into the bathroom and turn on the lights so that it’s as bright as possible. Clear everything from the washbasin, get a cleaning spray and a roll of kitchen paper. Observe the basin from different angles – not in a passing way, but as though your life depends on it. Make note of the grime lurking in the overflow, or around the plug-hole. Look at the taps, and the limescale that may well be caking them.

      Summoning every iota of anticipated delight, clean the washbasin like you’ve never cleaned it before. If done properly it ought to take about five minutes and should leave you glowing, and with a fabulously clean basin.

      With your state of mind buoyed and bolstered, make a beeline for your desk and get back into the groove.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Way of the Writer

          

        

      

    

    
      As I said, writing is a craft, and as such it’s something that needs to be honed.

      The Salinger Brigade is born with an innate skill, but it’s often not the skill outsiders imagine it to be. Equally, a successful writer has to overcome barriers, develop specific sub-skills, and perfect their narrative voice. These are all immense subjects, and what’s right for one author will be wrong for another.

      When I look back at books I published at the start of the journey, I blush beetroot-red. I made every imaginable mistake. The greatest one of all was trying too hard to:

      
        	Impress readers with my grand vocabulary and a knowledge of rare subjects.

        	Give characters layers which weren’t necessary.

        	Frame the story in a way that was too complicated.

      

      The result was uneven work – like a suit that fitted well in some places but not in others. With time, I have learned to tell the story in the simplest way possible, resisting the urge to heap on layers of complexity.

      It reminds me of something I witnessed thirty years ago last summer.

      I was living in Bombay, later rechristened ‘Mumbai’, and had befriended an American musician called Wood. While the others from his generation were all copying the Rolling Stones, Wood travelled to India, by way of West Africa, and studied sitar music under the greatest Indian musician alive.

      One evening, he invited me to hear his teacher play.

      Getting my hands on an invitation was a very big deal as the master was so highly regarded. I sat in the front row of the auditorium, old-fashioned ceiling fans whirring listlessly round. Wood’s teacher came on, performed a series of elementary pieces to rapturous applause, and walked off.

      When he’d left the stage, I asked Wood why the maestro hadn’t thought to challenge himself with more complex displays of his skill. The American turned to me. Emerald-green eyes glinting, he replied:

      ‘When you’re a true master there’s no need to prove yourself. Instead, he demonstrated perfection in simplicity.’

      I’ve always remembered that lesson, and have used it in my writing journey. With experience, an author learns that it’s about what they leave out as much as what they put in.

      Likewise, Picasso’s Dove of Peace was supposedly drawn on a restaurant napkin for a wag who wanted to buy a masterpiece. When the client pointed out the sketch had been executed in seconds, the artist explained how in actual fact it had taken him forty years.

      Appreciating simplicity is the Way of the Writer.

      Avoid developing an overly convoluted style and you’ll be able to hone the craft faster, and set yourself on a path to publishing all the sooner. By pursuing that route you can make forays into other genres and styles, and begin amassing a body of work in next to no time.

      Those born with the prerequisites of the Salinger Brigade are rather like foals yearning to be racehorses. Fast, elegant, and enthusiastic, they have the predisposing characteristics regarded as requirements. But years of training will be needed at the stud before they can win medals.

      Learning how to write is similar, but not the same.

      I’m outspoken on honing the craft, and so am likely to offend at least half the people reading this. I’ve never studied writing, although I’ve known all kinds of people who have. Looking back at my own journey, five elements honed my work, and I will consider them in the pages that follow:

      
        	Surrounding myself with mentors and soaking myself in their advice.

        	Writing a lot of work so part of my style honed itself.

        	Doing masses of journalism, which taught me technicalities.

        	Striving to be original.

        	Writing for myself.

      

      Almost everyone I encounter, or who contacts me on social media at any rate, gushes at how they’ve been taking courses in creative writing. When I hear this, I tend to recoil. This is where I am sure to offend. The reason for my displeasure is complicated but, for now, I’ll answer like this:

      In my life-long preoccupation with originality, the thing that scores highly on my TCS (Toe-Curling Scale) is when potential authors take courses and get shaped as nice little clones of one another. Don’t get me wrong – creative writing courses have uses. In my opinion they are not for the Salinger Brigade – but rather for recreational writers who aren’t driven by a wellspring of natural mania.

      The other day while giving a lecture in Boston, I met a clean-cut young man from Wisconsin. He revealed he’d spent a fortune on creative writing courses. When I asked what he’d learnt, he listed a long inventory of material, such as:

      
        	What publishers’ editors want and don’t want.

        	What words to never use and which ones to rely on.

        	How to structure a novel and what to avoid.

        	Plots to keep away from and those to use.

      

      The clean-cut young writer stuck out from the crowd because he was apparently touched with the mania – the kind producing magic dust. I saw the glint in his eyes when he approached the table where I was signing books. His raw need to write impressed me as greatly as the creative writing nonsense he’d spewed had irritated me.

      It’s at this point I feel I have to stand on an upturned soapbox, grab a megaphone, and yell something really loud.

      Here goes, and apologies in advance for deafening you:

      
        
        BE ORIGINAL!

      

      

      This is a point I’ll come back to repeatedly, so there’ll be no hope of forgetting it. Originality is the reason every celebrated writer in human history is fêted. Hell, it’s the reason why anyone you’ve ever heard of who’s done anything BIG has been both remembered and championed.

      William Shakespeare, Robert Byron and Virginia Woolf, J K Rowling, Victor Hugo and Cervantes; James Joyce, Charles Dickens, Doris Lessing, and J D Salinger – we go on and on about them all because of what they did to break the mould as much as the quality of their work.

      Human society celebrates those who come up with something first, while it encourages the rest of us to follow the flow. This is a key point – one I’ve never understood. The way I see it, the sure-fire route to inspired genius and creativity is to reward people for thinking differently, and not for thinking the same.

      The rank-and-file society is supposed to adore, and be delighted by, a creative elite... an elite chosen by a tiny discerning minority of king-makers. Everyone else has to conform to creative standards, otherwise they’ll be blackballed for being ‘off-piste’.

      When the clean-cut young writer in Boston waxed lyrical about how he’d learned in a writing course what editors want and what they don’t want, I reeled. It’s true there are toe-curling clichés to avoid, but almost everything has a value – even doing the opposite of everything I’ve suggested so far. I assume something would be off-limits because an editor might consider such a style as being non-commercial. If that’s the case, it suggests only overtly commercially viable books have a chance of seeing the light. Harry Potter was famously rejected by lots of publishers before being snapped up by Bloomsbury. The rest is history.

      As this book will attempt to explain, there’s a Brave New World out there in which Salinger Brigade authors will rule supreme.

      The model is changing, and it’s changing fast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Teaching People

          

        

      

    

    
      Over the years I’ve written and published a great deal about my childhood.

      In adolescence I tended to believe my early years were a jumbled mishmash of happenstance that made no sense – a span of years unlikely to be of any use in later life. But as I’ve zigzagged through adulthood, I’ve found myself drawing long and hard on the events, and the encounters with ‘Teaching People’.

      Observing them with hindsight, I’ve come to appreciate how certain people were positioned like clues on a treasure trail. The realm of Teaching People is like one of those expensive Christmas Advent calendars containing chocolates all wrapped up in foil. But unlike the calendars, none of the windows are labelled.

      From the time I could walk, I was encouraged to learn from Teaching People – the droves of miraculous oddballs I’d met in the flesh, and those presented at arm’s length in stories and books. As time has passed, and as I’ve made use of Teaching People, I have learned to see it all from the far end of the tunnel.

      Some Teaching People passed on one or two choice fragments of information, while others provided a kaleidoscope of wonder. Most of them fell somewhere in the middle.

      A few of the Teaching People – the ones I value most greatly – are like a ball of brightly coloured ribbon in a box. The more I tug at the end, the more ribbon comes out for me to use.

      My favourite Teaching People are all kept together in my head. They’re different coloured ribbons in the same box, the ends poking out. Over the years I got to know them very well indeed – from things they said to me, things they wrote, or a mixture of both. As with anything that boasts a timeline of its own, a relationship with Teaching People is as much about you as a pupil, as it is about them.

      By that, I mean you have a responsibility to knead the material amassed in the particular mental file, as though it were dough. It’s for you to draw out the information useful to your situation and circumstances, break off a chunk, and shape it.

      Some of the information I received from Teaching People was in the form of general life lessons. Other bits and pieces were fragments of insight and detail. Yet more were specifically targeted to the business of writing and publishing.

      All together the knowhow formed a matrix: the matrix I’ve come to live and work by.

      I sprinkle life lessons here and there as they bubble up, using them as and when they’re needed.

      For now, here’s a taste of something which just flashed into my mind:

      One Saturday night forty years ago, an Australian family arrived at Langton House. There were the mother and father, and three small children – each one a younger version of the last, like Russian Matryoshka dolls. Deeply affected by my father’s work and desperate to meet him, they had come overland from Australia – an adventure which took them three years.

      Five years after the dark autumn night of their arrival, the father, Rob, was giving me a ride up to London in his van. He described the journey from Down Under, up through Indonesia, westwards to India, across Central Asia, Turkey, and Europe.

      When he was finished, I asked him what he’d learned on the trip.

      By the time the question was posed, we were zigzagging through the labyrinth of south London suburbs. Rob jammed his foot down on the brakes and the battered old van jolted to an uncomfortable stop. Turning to me, he paused for an eternity.

      Then, while I wondered if he’d gone mad, he said: ‘Never, ever listen to anyone who holds you back.’

      

      Teaching People don’t have to be alive to inspire. In fact, there are clear advantages of tapping into their lessons when they’re long departed.

      One of my greatest mentors, whom I reluctantly share with millions of others, is Sir Richard Francis Burton. The life of the Victorian explorer, writer, and polymath is one of those monumental extravaganzas of impossibility – the kind of thing that made him both a pariah and a hero in his own time. If anyone lived the life lesson passed to me by our overland Australian friend, it was Burton.

      An explorer, linguist, swordsman, connoisseur of the remarkable, and delighter in shocking the establishment, he published scores of books on every conceivable theme. The main reason for my admiration for Burton was that he worked on a thousand projects all at once. His biographers describe how he had nine desks in his study, works in progress on each one. Moving from desk to desk, he would add to whichever manuscript took his fancy.

      Another reason for my life-long fascination with Burton is that he embarked on a clear path right from the start. It wasn’t the path his family or friends would have wished for him. Rather, it was one he mapped out for himself. The path was shaped by an absolute preoccupation with having an interesting life.

      At this point, I imagine some people who’ve read this far will be grinding their back teeth, irritated they’re not getting their money’s worth on the secrets of writing. If that’s the case, please understand something:

      
        
        WRITING ISN’T JUST ABOUT WRITING

        – IT’S ABOUT EVERYTHING

      

      

      The droves of would-be writers (the ones who’ll never, ever be members of the Salinger Brigade) who take pointless creative writing classes, assume writing is a prim and perfect distillation of the literary arts.

      Nothing could be further from the truth.

      Writing is about looking and listening, touching, tasting and smelling; about testing and experimenting, researching, and doing the hard grind.

      But most of all, writing is about making connections.
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      I was lucky enough to have a spectrum of Teaching People planted for me by my parents, with others ready and waiting along the way.

      Like a pig snuffling out truffles in the forests of Provence, I’ve spent much of my life ranging through libraries, bookshops, and the Internet, in search of what my children’s generation would call ‘Inspirators’.

      Imagine you’ve got a nice wicker basket and you’re in the same forest in which the pigs are seeking truffles in the magnificent Provençal hinterland. Find yourself a clutch of mentors – the more the merrier. You can collect some you have known personally, and others who – like Sir Richard Burton – are celebrated and long since dead. A favourite pastime of mine is searching out historical Teaching People who’ve long been forgotten. So special is my collection of forgotten mentors to me that I almost never speak of them. In doing so now, I’m breaking a spell that’s endured for decades.

      So here goes...

      When I was living in Tokyo almost thirty years ago, half-starving, and camped out under the dining table of my friend and fellow author Robert Twigger, I would occasionally visit a private library in the suburbs. The reason for going there was to research my obsession with the native Ainu people of Japan, and the ‘wise fool’ of their folklore. I adored the library because many of the books were in English, and the stacks were open – which meant I could browse through them all day long. One afternoon, I was scuttling along a stack, looking for a volume on the Ainu’s bear festival, when a pair of books with blood-red spines caught my attention. Written by the mysterious aristocratic adventurer ‘Lewis Strange Wingfield’, they were entitled Wanderings of a Globe-trotter.

      From the moment I opened the first volume and began to read, I found myself in a lost realm of wonder. Wingfield dedicated his life to following strands of mystery and intrigue.

      As with others in my shrine of Teaching People, he’d completed a frantic cornucopia of exploits that pleased him, and him alone.

      Born into a landed Irish family in 1842, Wingfield was fantastically original and equally camp. He was a war correspondent, painter, theatrical set designer, impresario and actor, a surgeon and soldier, an explorer, and the author of more than a dozen astounding works of both fiction and non-fiction.

      For thirty years, I’ve researched Wingfield’s life, collected his books, read his private letters, and generally marvelled at him – drawing inspiration from all he accomplished. It seemed we shared obsession with travel, friendship, and with our hatred for publishers.

      A favourite letter of Wingfield’s includes this:

      Forgive my not replying sooner – but I was in the last throes (with accompanied teeth gnashing and outpullings of best hair by handfuls) of my new book, which I have this day duly delivered to [my publisher] the omnivorous but cheating Bentley who will of course rob me as usual. However, that is in the day’s work and part and parcel of a wicked world.

      Scathing in tone, his entry in The Dictionary of National Biography contains a sentence that’s often in my mind:

      In everything but his friendships Wingfield was capricious and unstable, turning from one pursuit to another, and wearying of everything, except writing, so soon as he had mastered its difficulties.

      

      Laid down layer on layer, the lives of the Teaching People I’ve known first-hand, and the others I’ve appreciated distantly through a circuitous route, have formed a kind of soil into which I’ve planted thoughts and ideas.

      Real writers need heroes because the business of literary creation is mirrored by a dark side, a ‘psycho zone’.

      All the most creative writers I’ve come across – either knowing them personally or as a reader of their work –have been on the borderline. No surprise in that. In our upside-down configuration of the world, which has strayed far from the default setting of how we ought to be, mania is regarded as BAD, and an even keel is considered to be GOOD.

      I’m likely to come over as a nutcase here, and possibly one who’s imparting misleading or even dangerous advice. But I don’t care. Or, rather, I care so much that I’m going to reel out my thinking full force.

      In my opinion, real writers have to descend into the darkness if they want to reach the Magic Zone. The most successful authors I’ve known personally – especially those with an overtly developed sense of imagination – occupy the Magic Zone ninety-five per cent of the time. They only snap out of it occasionally. They love wallowing there, in a literary equivalent of a muddy hollow for hippos. And, importantly, they know full well leaving the Magic Zone – even for a moment – means they’ll have to be calibrated again once they wish to return.

      Particular Teaching People don’t have to hold all the answers. They can be championed for certain reasons. For instance, I cherish the Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges for his sense of magic realism, and Bruce Chatwin for fusing fact with fantasy. Our family friend Doris Lessing is special to me for all sorts of reasons, but most of all for a blend of doing whatever she wanted, and for producing a breathtaking amount of work.

      Like Doris, my father and grandfather were driven by an insatiable need to create. All three of them worked as though the Devil was on their backs. The more they wrote, the more they wanted to write – like a turbo engine fuelling itself.

      

      Doris once told me you have to write twenty books before you get ‘to the higher ground’. By that, I think she meant the plateau above the cliffs, the one most authors never quite reach. My father would talk about the need to have a million words in print before anyone takes you seriously.

      My view is that the number of words or books is pretty much insignificant. After all, a book can be a few dozen pages or stretch to many hundreds. Hearing about the methods of other writers is useful, if only because it helps you establish methods of own.

      I am naturally drawn to Teaching People with a vast and dizzying back catalogue of work. I find myself reading biographies about them, and poring over their Wikipedia pages – glowing with delight at feats of bone- numbing diligence.

      Likewise, I’m enthused by authors who cross genres and break boundaries – testing themselves and their readership as they go.

      For anyone with an itching desperation to rush to Wikipedia for a quick bout of Teaching People Research (don’t stress, I know what the craving is like), a handful of names follow.

      No apologies are offered that they’re all from the Victorian age:

      
        	Isabella Bird

        	Richard Francis Burton

        	Arthur Conan Doyle

        	George Eliot

        	Elizabeth Gaskell

        	Charles Hamilton

        	Rudyard Kipling

        	Guy de Maupassant

        	Mark Twain

        	Constance Fenimore Woolson
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      Sit at your desk, get comfortable, and close your eyes. Imagine a really lovely bookcase. The one I see is antique oak, hand-tooled with ornamental acorns and oak leaves. The shelves are empty... utterly bare. But they’re clean, and they are ready.

      Slowly, conjure your imagination to fill the shelves, inch by inch and foot by foot with books.

      Rows and rows of them. Hardbacks and paperbacks. Thick books and slim ones.

      Rare editions and mass market ones.

      Books in English and French, Italian, Japanese, and in every other imaginable language.

      The detail is up to you.

      What’s important are the spines, or rather, what’s written on them.

      This bookcase is your publishing career. Every single book has your name on the spine. This is the point at which I urge you to THINK BIG.

      Why?

      Because thinking big is so much more fun than thinking small.

      My bookcase contains three hundred and twenty- two shelves. I know because I just counted them. Each shelf is ten feet long. That’s more than three thousand feet of shelving.

      Don’t roll your eyes and dismiss it. You see, my imagination features anything I like.

      The bookshelf is currently empty, but it can be filled... by you.

      Set your mind to it, and you can get the shelves packed tight with books much faster than you’d ever know. The way to do it is simple...

      Apply yourself, and don’t listen to anyone who tries to hold you back.
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      This morning I spent almost half an hour trawling the Internet for books on writing, and found exactly what I expected:

      A mass of volumes on writing fantasy, general fiction, travelogues, and every other conceivable genre. Each of them was packed with secrets revealed, lists of bullet points for aspiring writers in a rush, and a zillion ideas aimed at idiots, dummies, and numbskulls.

      Most were written by people I’d never heard of. There were two notable exceptions. The first was Why I Write, an essay by George Orwell. The other, in class of its own, was On Writing by Stephen King. It’s different because it leads the reader down into the twilight zone of King’s own magical brand of genius.

      Having browsed the online bookshelves for books on writing, I checked out what self-help guides there are for the other creative arts. As you’d imagine, there’s no shortage at all – with the major franchises covering all the bases. What surprised me was that – in most cases – the people writing these books are not experts in the fields in which they’re dishing out advice.

      Writing that line just dredged up a flash of memory:

      Ten years ago a well-known American publisher messaged me to ask if I’d come up with a new line of self-help books based on a traveller’s life.

      Replying with thanks, I declined.

      A terse email shot back, which read:

      ‘Fear not. Learn on the job! Key thing is that the series can take in everything from button-making to Bengali.’

      Mainstream publishers design their ‘How to Write’ books for wannabes – for the droves of non-creatives who buy the gear to compensate for the fact they can’t do the work.

      When I was a child my parents had a friend called Remi Lacoux. One of the most genteel and elegant gentlemen I’ve ever had the good fortune to know, he must have been born at the turn of the last century. A celebrated chef, he worked at the restaurant in Fortnum & Mason on London’s Piccadilly. He could take a couple of old potatoes, a sprig of mint, and half an onion, and conjure a feast fit for a king.

      I was once invited to his home on the outskirts of London, and remember the sense of anticipation – my longing to see the maestro’s kitchen. I imagined it packed with every culinary contrivance.

      How wrong I was.

      He owned a few old knives, a strainer, two or three pots and pans, and a cutting board so worn out it would have been discarded by anyone else.

      The great chef must have read my thoughts.

      ‘Never confuse ability with equipment,’ he said softly.

      

      Fifteen years ago I bought a haunted mansion in the middle of a Casablanca shantytown. During the long renovation, I used to watch the craftsmen laying the magnificent terracotta floors.

      Their tools were no more than a sharp-edged hammer, a cheap wooden mallet, a metal sieve, and a U-tube half- filled with water – to make sure the tiles were laid flat. As I watched them work, I would think to myself how the Western world replaces genuine skill with its fixation on cutting corners.

      Just like Monsieur Lacoux, and the Moroccan craftsmen, real writers don’t need fancy gear. Think about it. Almost every great book in human history was written by hand.

      My own grandfather – The Sirdar Ikbal Ali Shah – wrote and edited seventy-four books, almost all with a dipper pen. His son, my father, accomplished the bulk of his writing with a manual typewriter as I’ve already described.

      And, to the delight of my children, the first computer I owned – a wretched model of Amstrad without a hard drive – is displayed as an antique at London’s Science Museum.

      The tool you write with is meaningless, along with all the crap that many budding writers fuss over.

      You don’t need any of it.

      You need something quite different to be a real writer:

      
        
        SPACE!

      

      

      Not physical space to move about in, so much as mental space:

      
        	Space to collect your thoughts.

        	Space to seed and then develop ideas.

        	Space in which to run from bouts of mania.

        	Space to fantasize and dream.

        	And, most importantly of all, space to know yourself.
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      Writing is a mind game, plain and simple.

      Get your head around it and you can and will work wonders. Surpassing your wildest dreams is within relatively easy reach. As I’ve said already, you have to be original and be faithful to your trade. Add to that a certain level of diligence, as well as an obsessive love of the craft, and you’ll be set up to win.

      Describing mental head-space is challenging. It’s an area I rarely talk about even to my close writer friends. So if what I say sounds weird, cut me some slack.

      I believe great writers must be freed from the confinement of standard social norms. By this I don’t mean they should be stripping naked and running through the streets, so much as allowing themselves the indulgence of cerebral nonconformity.

      An actor needs a stage, and a writer needs one too.

      It may not be fashioned from wooden boards, but it’s just as real – at least as real for the purposes of creation. The way I imagine it is the darkness that preceded the Big Bang.

      A dark, empty void.

      One that can be filled with absolutely anything of your choosing – from the tiniest seed of an idea to the greatest visualization of fantastic scale and scope.

      Over the last few years I have turned my hand to a number of fictional works, which have honed the imagination process I work with. My exact method depends partly on what I’m writing, or planning, and my mood. But the basics are usually the same:

      Sitting at my desk, I calm myself, and train my line of sight on a tree out of the window. While looking at it, I’m not taking in the details. Instead, I tilt my head slightly downwards while keeping sight of the tree – as though I were looking over the top of reading glasses. This sense of looking up and out has a profound effect on me. I probably would never have mentioned it but I recently saw a documentary on mindreading in which it was explained that the brain is stimulated in a certain way by looking up and to the side. Apparently it’s the reason why, when asked a question or to do a mental calculation they need to think about, people sometimes break eye contact and glance to the side.

      When in that zone my brain makes links between one thought and the next in a surprising way. Rather than being linear, the connections are routed in slaloming lines of thought.

      So, peering out of the window obliquely, I’ll introduce an idea. Or, one will slip onto the stage of my mind, amid the blurred green foliage of the tree that’s the backdrop to my session. Before I know it, one thought has connected to another and another, has blended with memories and colours, with sensations, digressions, layers and sub- layers.

      The result is something curiously different from the elements of the process which created it. It’s almost like willing something into existence. Work away on it, and suddenly it’s there in three-dimensional form.

      Although of course it’s a thought, and it doesn’t have any mass.

      It’s then I’ll close my eyes, and continue the imagining. My vision trained up and to the right, I start with the nucleus of the idea that’s been imagined into existence. I’ll subject the newly born idea to a hailstorm of attack, like a planet being bombarded by a meteor shower.

      Nothing will break through – not at first. But then, quite suddenly, a dazzling connection will be made.

      Then another, and another.

      That’s the point at which the treasure trail begins.

      

      I used to think everyone was creative.

      It was a mindset supported by seeing bookshop shelves overflowing with work aimed at aspiring writers. The books were written by authors who insisted that anyone can learn to master an instrument, paint, or write. But the point I’d missed was that the thousands of self-help titles on writing, and everything else, were commissioned by publishers who knew full well that a dream come true sells books like nothing else.

      If I wasn’t speaking directly to the Salinger Brigade – to writers who had to write or else they’d turn to stone – I might be less harsh. But since my audience has been vetted, I tell it how it is...

      The ability to create written text in a profound way is a gift, one real writers possess in abundance. The way I see it, throughout human history creatives were never the norm. They were needed to jolt a society or clan onto the right path, or to solve problems, but they were far too unstructured to fulfil rank-and-file roles. This surely explains why creative people are always in the minority.

      Reflecting on the established order of things, I’m happy for the non-creatives. They don’t have the anguish of a life beset with angst and self-doubt. Instead, they can enjoy orderly lives without pendulum swings of raw emotion, mania, and frantic psychotic urges to conjure the miraculous.

      Those of us who are creative – whether our disposition is for writing or another equally worthy field – know who we are. We recognize, too, the distress the gift brings, just as we acknowledge the pain of the responsibility. As a result, all of us have hidden behind the mask of the ordinary at one time or another.

      When I was twenty-one I got a job as a busboy in a restaurant in California. After that, I drove cars for a rental firm in London – dead-end jobs which taught me all kinds of valuable life skills. Recollecting those jobs now, I see they were a way of shutting off – because I was so fearful of the journey of creativity ahead.

      My message to others who understand what I mean, is to feel great
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