

[image: Cover]



	Praise for Michael Shapiro’s previous collection of interviews, A Sense of Place: Great Travel Writers Talk About Their Craft, Lives, and Inspiration

	Illuminating, entertaining, and insightful. 

	—Chicago Tribune 

	Shapiro [has] done his homework, seeming to know the books as well as their authors do. He elicits philosophies of travel (Jan Morris says, “Grin like a dog and run about the city”) as well as homely advice (Tim Cahill: “Never go shark diving with a guy that's only got one arm”). 

	—Washington Post 

	Hearing some of the great travel writers talk about their craft is certainly instructive for readers and writers alike. Most enjoyable are [Shapiro’s] interviews with some of the standard-bearers: Arthur Frommer, Eric Newby, Peter Matthiessen and Jan Morris.

	—The New York Times Book Review

	Big-minded, big-hearted, progressive and compassionate. 

	—San Francisco Chronicle

	I enjoyed A Sense of Place down to the last drop. This is a wonderful book, full of literary and experiential allusions, a fascinating read.

	—Keith Bellows, former editor, National Geographic Traveler 

	I’ve never thought of us so-called travel writers as forming a comradeship, but in this innovative book, Shapiro brings our motley crew into a single focus by surveying eighteen of us, as writers and as people, through a single pair of perceptive, generous, and imaginative eyes.

	—Jan Morris, author of Trieste and the Meaning of Nowhere 

	Shapiro’s descriptions of each writer are miniature masterpieces, I felt, every one, in part because each is so different. He evokes the very special and unique atmosphere of Isabel Allende showering her kindness on everyone, Tim Cahill and his open heart, Jan Morris with her wry compassion, Eric and Wanda Newby twinkling together. 

	—Pico Iyer, author of The Open Road 

	“Travel writer” is much too claustrophobic a label to hang on some of the finest nonfiction writers of our generation, and Michael Shapiro coaxes out fascinating insights into their journeys, their craft and the beloved places they leave behind. 

	—John Flinn, former travel editor, San Francisco Chronicle 

	Hooray for Michael Shapiro, for bringing us these sweet insightful visits with the great creators of contemporary travel literature. These are the writers who gave so many of us our longing for the road, our passion for place, who informed our own wanderings. I always wondered about their lives, and it took Michael Shapiro to track them down, get them talking, and share with us their perspectives on our world. 

	—Lynn Ferrin, former travel editor, Via magazine 

	Whether getting up at 4 a.m. to photograph the sunrise over Jerusalem, or prowling Waikiki Beach’s Halloween madness, Michael Shapiro goes beyond the ordinary in his travels—and his writing. He brings a passion to his topics, digging beyond the surface to find deeper meanings and connections, but always with a sense of fun. And in the end, he and his readers are wiser for the effort. 

	—Larry Bleiberg, former travel editor, Dallas Morning News

	A Sense of Place won a bronze medal in the ForeWord Magazine Book of the Year awards and was a finalist for the 2005 Independent Publisher Book Awards. 
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	For my mother, Phyllis Shapiro, who encouraged me to be curious and creative from my earliest days, and for my wife, Jacqueline Yau, my teammate through life


	Life isn’t about finding yourself or finding anything. Life is about creating yourself and creating things.

	—Bob Dylan
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	introduction

	Emerging from the Chrysalis

	Something magical happened as I completed this book. One evening just before sunset I was in our backyard watering the planter boxes. On a stem of parsley I noticed a startling pattern of color, concentric rings of orange and black dots. Looking closer I saw the segments of a swallowtail caterpillar and could identify its tiny feet. For the next few days the caterpillar chomped on the parsley plant, absorbing energy for the next stage of its life. I placed a stick in the pot, at an angle to give the caterpillar a place to hang its chrysalis. 

	The caterpillar’s appearance felt like a message from the universe. For many months I’d been working on transforming interviews I’d conducted with some of the world’s most creative people into a coherent set of chapters. I’d distilled the essence of these interviews into a tonic of ideas about the creative process. And I’d written biographical introductions that sought to put each person’s life in perspective and offer insights about the sources of his or her art.

	As I write this, on 2019’s summer solstice, our adopted caterpillar (my wife has given it the gender-neutral name Jordan) is undergoing a miraculous transformation into a butterfly. During the past week, we’ve watched the caterpillar turn into a chrysalis that matches the color of the branch from which it hangs, its striated brown camouflage the antithesis of the colorful creature it was just a few days ago. Yet it’s what is happening inside the chrysalis that is truly astonishing.

	The caterpillar is dissolving, using enzymes to digest itself. It’s being broken down into nonspecific cells that can be used for any part of the butterfly. Yet some “highly organized groups of cells known as imaginal discs survive the digestive process,” according to Scientific American. Each of these constellations of cells is programmed to build a specific part of the butterfly. There are imaginal discs for wings, for eyes, for legs, for every part of the butterfly. Typically, after about two weeks, a yellow-and-black swallowtail butterfly will crack open the chrysalis, dry its wings in the morning sun, and fly off seeking nectar.

	Why bring up a caterpillar in a book about creativity? First, because it offers such a rich metaphor, and the name “imaginal discs” suggests that making art depends on imagination. And to prepare for its transformation, the caterpillar needs to first feed itself, just as a musician or author must absorb the thoughts and influences that come from songs, books, conversations, memories, and observations. Then many creative people seek to isolate themselves, cocoon-like, to escape the relentless drumbeat of popular culture so they can hear their own voices.

	“What I noticed at an early stage was that the writers I admire are living a long way from the world,” the author Pico Iyer told me. “The great originals are originals because they’re living outside the received conversation, outside secondhand words and secondhand ideas, to some extent living in a space of their own where they’re able to hear their deeper self and come up with things completely outside the norm. I think that’s why they really shake us.”

	Isn’t that what we crave in this era of information overload: songs or stories that really shake us and offer new ways of seeing the world, of hearing ourselves, of feeling, on a soul level, our deepest truths? That’s why I’ve chosen the 31 creative people in this book. They’re original, pioneering, dynamic, and insatiably curious. The authors, musicians, and others profiled in these pages could coast on their earlier accomplishments, but every one has continued to seek adventurous new avenues for igniting their creative spark. And those who are now deceased, such as Joan Rivers and Sharon Jones, worked until virtually the day they died. 

	Of course, seeking solitude to hear one’s inner voice doesn’t mean we should shut out those who came before us. As Iowa folk singer Greg Brown says, “I feel links back to a time that not much is known about. Songs, poetry, whatever you want to call it, that urge, it just goes way, way, way back there. And that’s a good connection to feel to life. It’s hard for me to imagine life without that.”

	Which takes us back to butterflies. As author Barbara Kingsolver notes, monarch butterflies that travel from Appalachia down to Mexico may live for just a few weeks. During a migration, one generation dies and the next is born—several times. That means a butterfly “returning” from Mexico to Kentucky could be the great-great-grandchild of the one that departed months before. And yet it returns to the exact spot from which its ancestors departed. Scientists don’t fully understand this phenomenon, but perhaps the butterflies’ internal compass is cellular. To consider this in human terms: the knowledge, dreams, hopes, and prayers of our ancestors reside within us.

	Glancing at the list of people interviewed in The Creative Spark, you might wonder about some of the selections. Beyond well-known musicians like Smokey Robinson and heralded authors such as Frances Mayes are a number of names you probably haven’t heard. People like storied musician Richard Thompson or the intrepid Irish travel writer Dervla Murphy, who are equally worthy of our attention. That’s one of the goals of this book, to introduce voices that deserve a wider audience.

	One of the most gratifying comments about The Creative Spark came from its publisher, James O’Reilly, in an email after he read the Lucinda Williams chapter. “I went straight to listen to her album, Down Where the Spirit Meets the Bone. Wow. I must have been living under a rock to not know her. I love her voice and music and intensity.” He summed up: “This book is all about meeting people you’ll love who you never knew, or who you thought you knew but didn’t.”

	Another affirming response came from the book’s editor, Larry Habegger, after he read all the chapters: “I’ve been asking myself, why did I let music drift out of my life? I used to be completely tuned in to the music scene, but I haven’t followed it in years and hardly know these musicians or their music. I’m going to start listening again,” he wrote in an email. 

	“The cumulative effect is really much bigger than a bunch of individual interviews,” Habegger said about the book as a whole. “I feel filled up, not overfull, but satisfied and moved by all of these people and their collective experiences. It’s really a portrait of life writ large, with the compelling undercurrent that these ‘famous people’ are real people like the rest of us. These are people living their lives, pursuing what most profoundly interests them, and by doing so, marvelous stuff happens. It’s like alchemy; something magical occurs. Something real gets created and shared, and we’re all the better for it.”

	Also in these pages are people some may not view as being artistically creative. You may wonder: Why is Jane Goodall in the book? The answer is simple: because of her original approach to studying animals and her dexterity in writing about the natural world. Same goes for oceanographer Sylvia Earle, who refused to let sexism stop her from pursuing a career in science. How about Warren Hellman, wasn’t he an investment banker? Well, yes, he was, but he was much more gratified by becoming a capable banjo player late in life and founding Hardly Strictly Bluegrass, an annual free music festival in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park.

	There are other potentially surprising names here, such as former Major League Baseball pitcher Mike Krukow who has become one of the most inventive color commentators in broadcasting. And there’s San Francisco keyboardist Melvin Seals who leapt from a church music background into the psychedelic underworld of the Jerry Garcia Band. 

	I profile two chefs, both of whom run top-shelf restaurants in areas that were hit by recent disasters. Juan José Cuevas of 1919 restaurant in San Juan, Puerto Rico, turned his attention to feeding thousands of refugees after Hurricane Maria. And in Northern California, Kyle Connaughton, the chef and co-owner of Healdsburg’s SingleThread, briefly closed his restaurant in October 2017 and employed his team to feed fire victims in Sonoma County and beyond. These efforts grew out of on-the-fly ingenuity motivated by a desire to help people in need.

	There are two polio survivors, Francis Ford Coppola and Judy Collins. Both noted that the illness led to long periods of bed rest when they were children, during which they engaged in artistic endeavors. Coppola directed his own puppet shows. Collins, the singer and songwriter, turned to books: “For me, polio was like a vacation—I could read all the time,” she told the Wall Street Journal. 

	Most of the interviews in this book were conducted during the past decade for magazines including The Saturday Evening Post, The Sun, and The Explorers Journal. Others were done for newspapers such as the San Francisco Chronicle or The Press Democrat (Santa Rosa, California). And some were done expressly for The Creative Spark—among them the conversations with Pico Iyer and Phil Cousineau. Naturally one book can’t cover even a fraction of the worthy creative people, so this volume includes musicians, authors, and other innovators who have inspired me; it’s a personal selection. Yet my sense is that their appeal is universal. 

	I’ve edited the interviews to present their most illuminating aspects, those most germane to creativity. And while this is not a how-to book, it has lots of useful nuggets that could inspire anyone seeking to follow a novel path. Listen to Amy Tan on why she writes: “Every single moment I’ve had is not a lost past; it is completely a continuum of who I am . . . Writing fiction is finding the meaning of my life, what I think, what I feel I have to remember, what I know about myself.”

	These artists would not suggest that anyone else try to follow their exact footsteps. Instead they say: Find your own path and pursue it passionately. “I think Einstein said something like: I have no special talents; I am only passionately curious,” noted Pico Iyer. “And that’s probably the definition of what it is to be creative: always to be asking questions and not even needing the answers.”

	Cousineau, who taps into the power of words by digging down to their roots, told me something similar: “I had to look up the word create, which goes back to the old French créer, to grow, and the secondary meaning is to find order where there’s chaos. And that’s part of the beauty of being someone creative. I don’t start a story or a film or a radio show with all the answers. Those tend not to go anywhere. I pursue things that I would say I’m haunted by, provoked by. And if I can put my heart and soul into that, you as the reader or viewer, you’re going to feel some of that charge.” 

	Another question that may arise in readers’ minds: why didn’t you interview visual artists? Well, that’s not my specialty—in journalistic terms, not my beat. I love and appreciate visual art, and in the past few months have gone to see the landmark Pieter Bruegel exhibition in Vienna and the Monet show in San Francisco. But I don’t understand art the way I do songs or books, so I’ve focused mostly on authors and musicians. 

	Let’s not forget humor. I had the great pleasure of interviewing the uproariously funny David Sedaris, who will talk about anything in his books in understated, pitch-perfect prose. And shortly before she died, I spoke with the brilliant Joan Rivers, a shining example of how laughter can help transcend the most painful of human tragedies, in Rivers’ case, her husband’s suicide.

	So many priceless moments come to mind when I think back on these interviews. When I asked Smokey Robinson what he was most proud of, he said, “This moment,” because a journalist (me) was still interested in his work more than 50 years after he began writing songs. And when I interviewed Warren Hellman about launching the Hardly Strictly Bluegrass festival, his eyes sparkled and he started talking faster, saying, “God I love talking about this.” But for enigmatic concision, Merle Haggard wins. When I asked him about his album, I Am What I Am, he said: “It is what it is.”

	Some common themes came up among performers as different as Joan Rivers and California guitarist and songwriter Dave Alvin. Here’s one: Ignore the rules. Inspired by Lenny Bruce, Rivers traversed comedic territory that no one had explored before, which was all the more shocking when she came up in the conventional 1950s and early ’60s because she was a woman. Dave Alvin, who became known during the late ’70s and early ’80s playing with his brother Phil in The Blasters, said: “There are no rules in songwriting anymore.” (Dave Alvin has gone solo; The Blasters are now led by Phil Alvin.)

	Another common theme is that most of the artists in this book didn’t chase commercial success; they stayed true to themselves. “There’s just no reason to go downtown in the music industry,” Dave Alvin has said, “because that’s where Britney Spears lives . . . You have a longer career working the outskirts.” Asked about commercial success, Greg Brown laughed and said: “That just never mattered to me.” And when Francis Ford Coppola couldn’t get studio funding, he risked the millions of dollars he’d earned from the Godfather films, as well as his home and office, to make the daring Apocalypse Now.

	Ultimately, cancer survivor Melissa Etheridge told me, it comes down to “loving” what she does. “That’s the most important thing; I think people could absolutely tell if I didn’t love what I created because it wouldn’t have the spark in it. That’s what people relate to. The most important thing is for me to be in love and feel that the music has a place inside of myself.”

	For these artists, the pursuit of creativity is ultimately about expressing their humanity. Perhaps there’s nothing more human than the desire to make art. For thousands of years, we have banged on drums, painted on cave walls, told stories, and sung to one another around a campfire. What’s so remarkable about so many of our creative endeavors is that none at first glance appears essential to our survival. We need food, water, and shelter—but these necessities alone don’t make for a rich and satisfying human life. We want music and art and stories—these are what echo and elevate our souls and help us better understand ourselves and the world. Perhaps they are essential after all.

	Coming together to celebrate something original fosters community. Think about how thousands of people at a Melissa Etheridge concert share the sheer joy of music, or how a book such as Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club can change a society’s view of immigrants. Or how a David Sedaris reading, in the great oral tradition of Mark Twain, can unite a theater of people from all sorts of backgrounds in knowing laughter.

	Innovative people have a brightness in their eyes, an inquisitive way of looking at the world, a desire to create things, even if those things are not tangible. But that spark doesn’t reside solely in people you may view as artists. It’s in all of us. “Surely something wonderful is sheltered inside you,” writes Elizabeth Gilbert in her book, Big Magic: Creative Living Beyond Fear. “I say this with all confidence, because I happen to believe we are all walking repositories of buried treasure.”

	Most of the people profiled in these pages had a moment when they made a creative leap, a commitment to make something new. They took a chance. As a whitewater rafting guide, I think of that moment when my boat drops into a rapid—there’s no turning back. You just have to navigate the rapids as best you can. That’s what it’s been like for many inventive people. They’ve pursued their passion, not knowing where it would take them. They made a commitment and stuck to it, day after day, until the song was written or the book complete.

	“To get there takes work,” notes Cousineau, author of The Art of Pilgrimage. “Inspiration moves you out of the ordinary moment, but it’s the actual work, going back and trying to get to the essence of the thing. The famous image of Michelangelo looking at the block of marble and saying: I stare at it until I can see the finished statue—then I just cut away everything else. It’s something like that with the story too.”

	During these interviews, I didn’t always ask people directly about creativity. I let the musicians, writers, and others talk about experiences that shaped them and how they pursued their passions. Rather than seek to cover their entire careers, the interviews are snapshots of where each person is when we spoke: what they’re working on, where they hope to go next.

	By “snapshot” I certainly don’t mean the profiles are superficial. In the interviews, I did my best to be curious and nonjudgmental, opening space for these artists to go deep. Moments into my conversation with Lucinda Williams, for example, she told me how decisions made about her mother’s funeral led to fissures in her family. From this achingly personal conversation, readers can glean fresh insights into why Lucinda has such a devoted following and how her songs crack open listeners’ hearts.

	Ultimately, The Creative Spark stands as a testament to the highest aspirations of human beings, showing how creativity enlivens our souls and enriches our world. And how it resides in each and every one of us, just waiting to break out.

	—Michael Shapiro

	Sonoma County, California

	June 21, 2019
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	Traveler’s Mind

	Pico Iyer

	Because his writing is so fresh, original, and penetrating, Pico Iyer is one of the most beguiling authors of our time. He simultaneously manages to capture a moment while his transcendent prose speaks to changeless truths. And nobody has written more eloquently or insightfully about one of the defining themes of our era: the unprecedented mingling of cultures, traditions, and heritages—and how they influence one another. Born in England to Indian parents in 1957, Iyer moved to California when he was seven and was educated at Eton, Oxford, and Harvard. (I wanted to ask if these were his safety schools but resisted that temptation.)

	In his first book, Video Night in Kathmandu: And Other Reports from the Not-So-Far East, written when he was in his mid-twenties, Iyer’s whirlwind travels take him to 10 countries; in each he spends about three weeks. He writes about how Japan, for example, created a Disneyland that reflects the traditional country’s worldview. “It took what is known in American Disneyland as Main Street and turned it into World Bazaar,” Iyer writes, “where all the products and all the possibilities of all the continents in the world are together in one synthetic complex that was wholly Japanese.”

	His next book, The Lady and the Monk: Four Seasons in Kyoto, could be described as the yin in counterpoint to the kinetic yang of Video Night. Iyer’s second book is a meditative and introspective work about his intention to spend a year in a Kyoto monastery, but that lasts just a week before his curiosity leads him out of the monastery and into the ancient city. On that trip Iyer meets the woman who would become his wife; they’ve been together for more than 30 years.

	In a career that started with a staff job at Time magazine, Iyer has written thousands of travel stories and essays, including the widely cited “Why We Travel,” originally delivered as a lecture at the Smithsonian in 1996. The essay celebrates traveling with what Buddhists might call beginner’s mind. “For me the first great joy of traveling is simply the luxury of leaving all my beliefs and certainties at home, and seeing everything I thought I knew in a different light, and from a crooked angle,” he writes in that essay.

	From the beginning of his literary career, Iyer creatively staked out a territory that few had explored: how one culture makes another’s exports its own. He’s written about how adored Kentucky Fried Chicken was in China and how baseball has been adapted in Cuba and Japan (where arguments are virtually non-existent). For more than a quarter-century, he has contributed essays to the New York Times, New York Review of Books, and Harper’s, among more than 200 other periodicals.

	His 2014 book, a slender volume published by TED Books called The Art of Stillness: Adventures in Going Nowhere, celebrates solitude, reflection, and quiet spaces. It is a handbook for remaining sane and grounded in a world of constant distraction and stimulation. Considering Iyer’s peripatetic past, The Art of Stillness may have surprised some people. Its author had, after all, spent the past three decades traveling nearly incessantly, visiting more than 80 countries, and prolifically, sometimes feverishly, writing about his adventures. 

	Yet those who know Iyer and his work weren’t surprised. A close associate of the Dalai Lama—Iyer’s father and His Holiness were friends, and Iyer typically accompanies the Dalai Lama on his trips through Japan—Iyer wrote the revelatory The Open Road: The Global Journey of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. And he has chosen for decades to live quietly (during interludes between trips) in a nondescript suburb about 30 miles south of Kyoto. Iyer says he barely speaks Japanese, and whether at home or away, he doesn’t use a cell phone or engage with Instagram or Facebook.

	Given the remarkable range of Iyer’s work, it was arresting to hear him make the following statement during a 2012 interview in San Francisco with travel writer Don George. “All writers write the same book again and again . . . Fundamentally, we have the same single question driving or guiding us through our lives. At some level, I’m just writing the same book many times over, but more imperfectly each time.” When I interviewed Iyer nearly seven years later he told me, “Every time I write a book, I want the next book to be as different as possible and to come at my abiding obsessions from a radically different angle. After the next book, I’ll try to go in a completely different direction.”

	On the surface these comments appear contradictory, but ultimately they’re not, Iyer assured me in a follow-up email. “The seeming contradiction in what I said to Don and to you is, I think, the same point seen from opposite sides. Precisely because every book is more or less the same book each time, one tries to dress it up in different costumes, to come at the same story from different angles, to make the abiding obsessions look fresh, the way one might sometimes surprise a friend by greeting her in a three-piece suit and sometimes in a Grateful Dead T-shirt. It’s always the same person underneath, but a writer’s job is partly to keep the reader off-guard and surprised.” 

	Later in that email Iyer observed: “Bruce Springsteen followed the dark and deeply lonely, haunted Nebraska with the affirmative-sounding Born in the U.S.A. (though for him the two were so much the same that he’d actually considered including the song ‘Born in the U.S.A.’ on Nebraska). I suspect all of us function in this way.”

	Iyer published two books about Japan in 2019. The first, Autumn Light: Season of Fire and Farewells, is an appreciation of the ephemeral beauty and frailty of life. The second book is A Beginner’s Guide to Japan: Observations and Provocations, which Iyer described as an outsider’s look at his adopted home, where he’d lived for 31 years, half his lifespan at the time of its publication.

	I spoke to Iyer by phone during the summer of 2018. As always, his sentences tumbled out in rapid-fire succession, each thought remarkably developed, every sentence polished. Iyer speaks quickly and eloquently; each concept offers so much to be considered, but there’s no time to linger. Fortunately, I recorded the conversation. 

	Similar to the Dalai Lama, Iyer’s religion appears to be kindness. He thanked me for asking original questions and complimented my “conscientiousness and precision.” I’d felt slightly off my game when we spoke—I’d learned the day before our interview that my cousin had died suddenly. Yet after spending an hour on the phone with Iyer, I felt lighter and clearer, and somehow more hopeful about the world.
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	In your writing you’ve talked about the circumstances of your birth and that you live outside the mainstream culture; you’re not necessarily British or Indian or Californian. I wonder if you feel this gave you an opportunity to be more creative?

	I think looking back I realize I was given three sets of eyes, three different perspectives to bring to any situation. Without consciously being aware of that, I think I quickly seized upon it as an advantage. I realized that if I was walking down the street in Santa Barbara, I could see it through semi-Californian eyes or (more interestingly) through English eyes, or (even more interestingly) through English eyes with some Indian blood in the background. 

	And I think I also noticed that I could bring these different perspectives together into fresh combinations. It’s very common now, but in those days not so many people, if they traveled to Thailand, say, would be seeing it partly with the eyes of somebody whose blood was Asian and partly through the eyes of somebody who had grown-up entirely in the West. As Orhan Pamuk wonderfully says, two souls are better than one; in this context, it’s not necessarily a recipe for schizophrenia, but rather for a multitude of choices. Very quickly I realized I had three palettes, in some ways, and it was maybe a little easier to live and to think and to look outside conventional categories.

	One of the things that intrigued me when we spoke for A Sense of Place was the formation of an inward home or an internal base. And that is an act of creation; I don’t think that just happens. Could you talk about the creation of that internal home and what it’s meant to you throughout your life?

	Yes, and it has evolved with every few years; it’s an ongoing process that probably will never conclude. I didn’t feel when I was born that I was given a whole set of answers to the basic questions: “What’s your neighborhood? What’s your country? What’s your religion?” As you say, I would have to craft them together in collage form. Although that’s a challenge, I did see it very much as an opportunity to define myself, not by where I came from but by where I was heading. So my home would probably be the people and places that really ground and accompany me at the deepest level.

	I’ve chosen to live for 31 years in Japan even though I have no formal affiliation with it. That’s a kind of creation, certainly a choice based on intuition and nothing rational. And I think the creative impulse is really whatever takes place in the subconscious, in those mysterious areas deeper and truer than the brain. So if at the age of 31, someone had asked me, “Where’s your home?” I would have said Japan even though I had no official connection with it, and I’m still there on a tourist visa. 

	I never guessed as a little boy that this would soon become so common; to me it’s the signature of the 21st century. So many people, especially people much younger than I am, are permanently creating and re-creating their home and their sense of home. In doing so, they are re-creating the world, and they’re re-creating America. This country is much more interesting because it’s filled with many-homed people.

	You anticipated one of my questions about the 21st-century act of choosing one’s tribe. Do you think this intermingling of cultures has made the world a more creative place?

	It’s made the world a much fresher and more dynamic and exciting and unexpected place. I think of London, which when I grew up was the dullest, dreariest, rainiest place on earth. The shops never opened on Sundays. Everybody seemed very much from the same tribe—and hostile to anyone from another tribe. Here, only two generations later, it’s one of the youngest, fizziest, most international places on Earth, a real magnet for creative young people, partly because the average person you meet on the streets of London today is what used to be known as a foreigner, somebody born in another country.

	Toronto, the same. When I was in grad school we used to talk of “Toronto the Gray,” and now it’s the most multicultural city on Earth, according to the United Nations. You literally find Indo-Pakistani-Chinese restaurants there. Of course this same sense of disruption plays out among refugees, those pushed out of home rather than choosing to move. And they should always remain our foremost concern in the global arena. But for the fortunate among us, it’s an invitation to think outside of boxes because we were born outside those outdated categories. 

	I’m thinking, for example, of our last president, Mr. Obama, who couldn’t see things in black-and-white terms, because he was neither black nor white. Or he was both. So he had a much broader global perspective than any president we’ve had before. I was talking about how I have three sets of eyes, but I feel that Mr. Obama could to some degree see any situation through the eyes of Indonesia, Kenya, Hawaii, and Kansas. It made him a richer and more sensitive and more nuanced leader than we’ve had before.

	Meghan Markle is moving into the House of Windsor, and it’s going to be a different place because she also stands outside those binary distinctions. In the field of writing, one of the most exciting essayists in the younger generation for me is Zadie Smith because she’s outside race and outside class and increasingly outside nationality. You never know where she’s going to land. She probably doesn’t either, which means everything is in play and there’s much more at stake. 

	One of the most popular nonfiction writers, Malcolm Gladwell, enjoys the same combination—half Jamaican, half English. The world is moving quickly in that direction. Anything that moves towards unpredictability is moving towards life. It’s definitely a step in the right direction.

	So let’s talk about writing as a creative act. You’re taking a blank page and turning it into something. If I were to read your very early work, such as Video Night in Kathmandu or The Lady and the Monk, and compare those works to some of your more recent books, I might not know it’s the same writer. Could you trace the arc of your career and how you view its evolution?

	I’d be delighted to, especially because no one has asked me that before. I think when you and I spoke for your last book, you introduced to me this wonderful phrase: “beginner’s mind.” And I was thinking that probably I approach the world through traveler’s mind, which is to say I’m not so interested in going to other countries, but I am interested in exploring new terrain and looking around the corner to places where I haven’t been before, inwardly and creatively at my desk as well as geographically. 

	Every time I write a book, I want the next book to be as different as possible and to come at my abiding obsessions from a radically different angle. After the next book, I’ll try to go in some completely different direction. In terms of scenes and texture and coloring, I would agree with you, and I take it as a compliment that you wouldn’t imagine each book was written by the same person. 

	It’s like being an actor; with each book I am taking on a fresh persona. I’m creating a character or a version of myself to drive that book along. Once I’ve played a madcap zany, I want to play at being more methodical in the next, and perhaps an invisible tape recorder in the next. In the book after that I will try to turn myself into a tortured Graham Greene protagonist. That’s the fun, that’s how I try to keep the writing fresh, because every writer and every person knows that the biggest dangers are repeating yourself and becoming a caricature of yourself, or deploying the same tricks again and again.

	All of us essentially carry one abiding question through life. And most of the writers I love reading are doing that, but they come at it from completely different perspectives. So Philip Roth will write one book, Sabbath’s Theater, about the completely unhinged id, and then the next book, American Pastoral, about an extremely conventional upholder of the order. He’s going at exactly the same issue, keeping himself alive by coming from left field in one case and right field in the other. 

	I think a part of me has followed that impulse. Video Night was written very quickly and catchily, so I thought, “Well, I’ve done that, I tried out that guise, why don’t I do something different?” So in my next book, I deliberately was trying to stay in one place, and to write a travel book about being in one town. The friends who bore us are the ones who speak in the same voice every time. The book I just completed is deliberately a complement to The Lady and the Monk but set in autumn rather than spring. So, the same characters and same places but probably the pacing and the feel of it will be very different, which is my hope.

	Indeed, to try to keep myself alive, I just wrote two books, both nonfiction and both about the same subject, Japan, and as completely different from one another as they could be. I suggested to my publisher we bring out both books at the same time, almost as a brother and sister—or husband and wife. They were more sensible and suggested staggering the publication by a few months. The first book is called Autumn Light, and it’s about being in the midst of a Japanese neighborhood. I see it as a narrative written from the heart, about trying to absorb sympathetically the lives around one.

	Right after that, I’ll bring out a book called A Beginner’s Guide to Japan, which is driven by an outsider’s judgmental, rather analytical perspective. It’s a series of sentences, each of which is a mad provocation, and a sequence of sweeping generalizations or strange quotes about Japan. I want to explode a sense of binaries, as Japan does so hauntingly, and write from a Japanese awareness that every truth is provisional, every moment the product of a mood that will change a moment later. 

	Regarding the second one, are you concerned you might get some kind of blowback from readers who don’t understand what you’re doing?

	Yes, because I find that I don’t express clearly enough what I’m trying to do in any case, so I always get that blowback. But that’s fine; I don’t think I mind too much about what the reader’s response is. Of course I try to make the books as clear as possible, but I think the writer’s job, often, is to unsettle, shock, or challenge the reader. A writer, like any person, has to remain on guard against pleasing a reader or an audience too much because that’s another way of falling into a ditch from which it’s very hard to extricate yourself. 

	That’s always been the case, but we do live in an entertainment culture now, beyond anything we could have imagined 20 years ago. And if a reader is seeking diversion or fun, there are so many amazing ways of getting that today that I think a writer has to approach things differently. I can’t compete with YouTube or an iPhone for amusement or diversion. So I have to offer the reader something she’s not going to find anywhere else. We’re much more spoiled nowadays when we can sit in our rooms and the whole world comes to us through our smartphones. So a writer’s job may be to give a reader a hard time.

	In your book, The Global Soul (2000), you talk about how jet lag is a phenomenon we’d experienced for only about 50 years. Now we are closely connected to devices that distance us from direct experience. Do you feel we risk losing our creativity by being attached to our phones and our computers and our TVs?

	Very much, because I think as long as you’re looking at the small screen, you can’t really see the larger picture. In the course of my writing career, we’ve gone very quickly from having too little information about the world—which was the case when I began Video Night in Kathmandu in 1985—to having much too much. 

	What I noticed at an early stage was that the writers I admire are living a long way from the world. We are not seeing them on the Late Show, whether it’s Cormac McCarthy or Thomas Pynchon or Annie Dillard or Don DeLillo; the great originals are originals because they’re living outside the received conversation, outside secondhand words and secondhand ideas, to some extent living in a space of their own where they’re able to hear their deeper self and come up with things completely outside the norm. I think that’s why they really shake us. 

	Anybody who’s too caught up in the moment probably can’t see the perspective of eternity but also can’t really think outside the terms that we’ve been given by CNN or Facebook or MSNBC. I think that’s why we’re all suffering from a collective headache.

	When you talk about The Global Soul, two other things come to my mind. The first is that book is a perfect example of what I was describing. I wanted to make the reader feel seasick and jet-lagged and dizzy. There’s an incredible bombardment of data and details on every page of the first half of that book, which makes you feel like you’re in an airport where there are a hundred TV screens blaring at you all at once, and people are racing backwards and forwards. 

	It’s a very unpleasant feeling. I could have brought up the same themes by writing something calm, but I thought I ought to convey the sense of jangledness so that the reader feels the ache to escape and the longing to be free of all this, which is what the end point of that book was meant to be. So it was a case of confronting the reader with something unpleasant to push her towards recalling what truly sustains her and what she cherishes.

	For me jet lag is an affliction that those of us lucky enough to travel spend much of our lives in the thick of, so the challenge there is to see jet lag as something creative and a chance to do something new. Whenever I fly back to Santa Barbara, I really try hard to go out for lunch at four in the morning when I can smell the kelp [from the nearby ocean] at the hamburger stand and see all the people on the graveyard shift, aspects of my hometown I don’t normally see.

	When I arrive in a foreign country—Singapore, say—I try to walk around at three in the morning, and I’ll see the kind of subconscious and uncensored Singapore I would never see in the daylight hours. Jet lag is a good example of something that no human had known until about 60 years ago that we have to live with and therefore turn into a creative possibility. I don’t drink, and I don’t really do drugs, so jet lag has been my closest equivalent to plumbing some netherworld of the subconscious.

	I’d like to talk about a set of dueling ideas about travel and creativity. On the one hand, when I read your work, I think about this idea that what we find outside the self has to be inside the self. But there’s also the concept that when you travel, you can completely open yourself to a place and potentially let it shape you. I know you travel in search of re-creation not recreation; I’m trying to make a distinction between travel writing that embodies a sense of self but at the same time reveals a willingness to let go of yourself. Is that paradox?

	I think the point of travel is much more the second, to be free of yourself; more important than leaving your home is leaving your habits behind. Even if I go to the other side of Santa Barbara today, which I barely visit, that can be a very significant kind of travel because I’m out of my routine and my set responses. 

	I think of travel as a way much more of leaving oneself and therefore one’s defenses at home, and, as you say, of being shaped by the world. I head off on any trip hoping to be a slightly different person when I come back, and I can only be a different person by emptying myself out. For me, a fundamental principle of creativity is that it’s not about always filling yourself up but rather emptying yourself out, so that you can be filled by everything around you. In that sense, it’s an act of surrender. And that’s how new things come into you. 

	Travel for me is a way of putting yourself in a very different situation so that your self is different or hollowed out. And that’s where the change comes. It’s the shedding of self that’s more important than just encountering a foreign culture. It reminds me of two things in answer to your earlier questions. You and I are old friends, so you probably know that because of my diverse background, very early on I decided to assume as many different roles and pursue as many different interests as possible, whether those were sports or movies or religion or different cultures. My sense was that I could play them off against one another and try to make one plus one equal three.

	In Video Night in Kathmandu, in my very first chapter on Bali, I thought, “Well, so many people have written about Bali, and so many more have written about Shakespeare before. But how about bringing my interest in Shakespeare and The Tempest together with Bali and pushing those two things together? Some kind of sparks may emerge from that. Shakespeare’s play may open up a way of approaching Bali that not so many people have enjoyed before. And Bali might show me how Shakespeare’s play is not just about 17th-century England but Indonesia right now.

	And I think that’s partly what my writing has always been about. If I’m writing about the Dalai Lama, I’ll come to him through D.H. Lawrence. But if I’m writing about Proust, I’ll come to him through Buddhism, trying to bring two very disparate things together in the hope that they’ll throw light on one another.

	To go back to your previous question about the arc of my career or my writing: living in Japan has taught me that creativity is a lot about taking things out. In Japan, they’ll make a room as empty as possible. So that there is only one flower and one scroll left, and that means you have to bring all your attention to that scroll and that flower. That means you see everything you need—and more—there. The creative activity in Japan is really about sifting and minimalizing, making things as spare as possible, partly because that is how you spark creativity in a reader.

	So for example, Video Night in Kathmandu, I would describe as a maximalist book. It’s like a Bollywood stage set, like a house that’s too bright and cluttered and full of everything, 10 times more than you need. More and more, as I spend time in Japan, my pages are about nothing at all. There’s a lot of blank space in the two books I am bringing out. So it’s a different form of creativity that’s aimed at inviting the reader in. It’s about listening more than lecturing. 

	In Video Night in Kathmandu, the page is so full that there’s very little room for the reader. He or she had to just take in this guy onstage throwing a million things out, whereas now my books are meant to sound more like somebody at the back of the stage, whispering. That draws the reader in. The hope is that it makes for greater intimacy but also as in a haiku or in a brush painting, that the reader has to complete the work herself. It’s a collaboration. And she is creative because the fewer words that are on the page, the more she has to complete the sentence.

	So it’s definitely a very different approach, and if my writing has changed it’s partly the result of having moved from very verbal New York City to very quiet suburban Japan. But I’m glad my sense of creativity keeps changing and evolving, and that what I thought was an interesting way to address an audience in 1988 is now a very different one, 30 years on.

	I’m glad you brought up the Dalai Lama. I know you accompany him when he visits Japan; I wonder if his life seems to you as an entire work of creativity. Here’s a man who had to flee his country and then re-create not just a home for himself but a home for his people in Dharamsala.

	That’s an amazing question and you’re absolutely right that that is the single most creative thing you can do, to fashion a whole culture outside its traditional borders. He’s almost unique in having been given the challenge of doing that single-handedly. One of the most striking things that I learnt when I wrote my book on him was that, the minute he stepped into exile in 1959 in India, he turned to his younger brother who had accompanied him on that flight and said, “Now we are free.”

	I think he didn’t mean just that he was free from the pursuers who were trying to capture him, but that now he was free to create a whole new and better Tibet. So long as he was in Tibet, he was surrounded by centuries of ritual and precedent and formalism—and it would be difficult to effect reform. Once he was outside, and as you said re-creating Tibet from scratch in India, he could do all kinds of things—like allowing women in his community to become abbesses and to practice ritual debating, as they had never been allowed to before. And bringing Western science to his monks’ curriculum. And finally bringing democracy to his people, as they had never had before.

	He’s both a realist and a radical. One of the things I admire about the Dalai Lama, which is what makes him so creative, is his readiness to dispense with everything superficial to create a kind of transformation. He will often tell Tibetans in India: “Get rid of your Tibetan clothes—they’re not made for a tropical country. You will not be less Tibetan if you start wearing Indian clothes.”

	He has this clear sense of what is fleeting and what is abiding. He nowadays says: “No more need for the Dalai Lama institution. It served its purpose and that time has gone. It was useful when we were all united in one Tibet, but now we need a different kind of leadership.” I admire the fact he’s ready to get rid of so much in the service of a vision that remains changeless. As you say, that’s a great form of creativity because it’s spontaneously drafting something using human possibility rather than just a pen.

	In my travels I noticed that some of the most impoverished places, at least materially, are some of the most creative places. I think of Cuba, where there is music and art everywhere. Or southern Africa, where they take old telephone wire of different colors and create these beautiful works of art. I wonder if sometimes in the wealthier countries we get complacent, and if the lack of material wealth in other places can foster an abundance of creative wealth. Have you seen that in your travels? 

	Absolutely, in India, Haiti, so many countries. I think if the newcomer arrives in India tomorrow, she may well be shocked, but she won’t be depressed. Just as you say about Havana, for example, in the midst of these difficult conditions and collapsing buildings there is such a sense of vitality and engagement and energy and dynamism. 

	The Dalai Lama often finds himself in Beverly Hills at big fundraisers full of billionaires and movie stars, and nearly always people will ask him: “How do you manage to survive in a country as impoverished as India?” He’ll look around the room and see people on their sixth or seventh marriages and paying a therapist a huge amount for a session every day, and he’ll say: “There’s poverty, and there’s poverty.” He would say material poverty is a terrible thing, and he devotes a lot of his energy to trying to rectify the imbalance between the rich and the poor. But spiritual poverty is no less disabling.

	One of the things that impresses me about the Dalai Lama is that he always travels as a student, rather than a teacher. When he goes somewhere, he wants to learn from it, especially having grown up completely secluded from the world in Lhasa. He’s a very enthusiastic student of everybody he meets, always asking questions. If somebody asks the Dalai Lama to be his or her teacher, the Dalai Lama says: “No, I don’t think I can be your teacher but I can be your spiritual friend.” And if somebody as wise and grounded as he refuses to be a teacher, it’s an interesting model for the rest of us. I think this speaks to what it is to be creative, how the creative spirit gets sustained even when you’re 83 years old.

	I think Einstein said something like: I have no special talents; I am only passionately curious. That’s probably the definition of what it is to be creative, always to be asking questions and not even needing the answers. That goes to your earlier question about people like me, of whom there are so many now. Being given lots of different backgrounds and worlds that we’re part of, our whole life would be about asking questions rather than needing to sit on answers.

	You certainly adopted the Dalai Lama’s approach; during our visits you are perpetually asking questions.

	You’re not the only one, Michael! I feel bad because I think a lot of friends and strangers who meet me come away with that same feeling. I’m just going to bombard you with questions because this is my chance to get to know you. Of course your life is much more interesting to me than my life. It can be an ungenerosity on my part but it flows from genuine curiosity.

	Yet many people prefer to speak about themselves than inquire about others.

	My guess is that the Traveler, with a big T, and the creative person are the ones asking questions. Somebody asked the great designer Philippe Starck: “How do you come up with these terrific ideas?” He said something like: “I spend three months every summer in a little house in the countryside. I don’t read the newspaper; I don’t hear the chatter; I’m not going to dinner parties. So inevitably what comes out of me is something completely fresh and different from what everybody else is doing and thinking.”

	When I chose to move to suburban Japan from New York, that was part of my thinking. As long as I was in New York, I was surrounded by everyone talking about what was in the New York Times yesterday and the latest New Yorker piece. As soon as I am in suburban Japan, where I barely speak the language, I have a much wider margin to my life, a huge open space. I’m learning from books and memories and what happens when I walk around a new corner in Kyoto. So I think an important part of creativity is just placing yourself away from the crowd, away from distraction, and away from what everybody else is talking about.

	That distraction is ubiquitous now. Through mobile phones and tablets and the internet, the whole world has become like Times Square. Things are flashing at you and there are all these distractions: sports scores here, stock quotes there, weather forecasts. The instrument we work on, the computer, is our primary source of distraction. I know you had a great response to your book, The Art of Stillness. Would you say those moments of stillness are a foundation of your creativity?

	I would say so. When we were planning this phone call, I know you were surprised to hear that I still have never used a cell phone. I barely know what social media is. I can’t speak much Japanese, and where we live in Japan, we have no newspapers, magazines, [or] television that I can understand. So it seems like every day lasts a thousand hours and every thought coming to me is something fresh. I’m hanging out with unmet writers that I love—I often feel in Japan that my great pals are Emily Dickinson and Proust and Edith Wharton and Zadie Smith—and my neighbors who always have something unusual to say because I’m not on top of their culture in any sense.

	It’s not something I recommend for anyone else, but I am happiest when I’m really absorbed in something. And I’m least happy when I’m all over the place, distracted and fragmented. So I made a fairly radical move to try to put myself out of the range of distraction because I don’t trust myself. The problem is not the machines; it’s somebody like me, who can’t resist the machines. So when my wife is telling me about her girlhood in Japan, I will listen to her for four hours. And there will never be a beep coming in. I won’t be worrying about taking the car in for a smog check because we don’t have a car. We have very, very few things in our two-room apartment, which means very few things to worry about and very few things to be distracted by. 

	So that’s my personal form of luxury, being in a place where I can hear myself think and, most of all, remember what I care about, what’s most important to me. The trouble with a crowded mind or crowded schedule is the same as with a cluttered desk, which is that there’s so much stuff there that when you really need something you can’t put your hands on it. The trivial and the essential are all mixed up. 

	So I’ve tried to create a life where there’s much less of that. And of course being free of all that stuff means I get a lot of writing done when I am in Japan. And on this side of the Pacific, I go to a hermitage where the main blessing is being free of an internet or cell-phone connection. It’s amazing how even 72 hours in silence can completely clear you out. I often notice now that in airports we have so many recharging stations for our devices but very few for ourselves. And it’s really ourselves that need the recharging. The good thing about information overload is that it’s moved many people to think afresh about how to get away from information by taking long hikes or going on retreat or whatever.

	You see ads for remote lodges trumpeting the fact that they are beyond the reach of cell phone service.

	Yes, people spend hundreds of dollars a night for the privilege of handing over their cell phones and laptops on arrival.

	What strikes me is that you’ve constructed your home life to give you the space that one often finds only when one travels, the escape from distractions, leisure time. That must do wonders for your ability to be creative.

	I think you put your finger on why I’ve lived for 31 years in a very foreign country on a tourist visa. I still live on a tourist visa, by choice. I could have a spousal visa since my wife is Japanese, but I feel like a tourist there. On some subliminal level, I’ve chosen to be a foreigner and a tourist. I’m happy to trade familiarity for simplicity. Living in Japan on a tourist visa, we have to live in a very small apartment and have a very stripped-down life, just as when you’re traveling you’re living out of a suitcase in a pretty small space. But I’m more than happy to do that because every time I go to the supermarket I don’t know what I’m going to meet. Every day brings many new things that I can’t begin to understand, and the longer I am in Japan the less I feel I’ll get to the bottom of it.

	Which is another reason why I think my writing is very different now. When I was in my twenties, writing my first two books, I really felt I knew it all, which is not a great thing in any regard. In Video Night in Kathmandu, I went to Japan for two weeks and I summed up the whole country in 40 pages. Now I’ve been there 31 years, and I can barely compose a haiku about Japan. That space of unknowing in my head means there’s much more negative space, empty space on each page. It’s much more about fumbling in the dark than sitting on top of something.

	You’ve cited Milan Kundera’s line about seeing the world as a question rather than going abroad thinking you have all the answers.

	I’d forgotten that quote—I haven’t cited that for ages and I should. It’s a perfect one.

	In 2012, you published a book called, The Man Within My Head. Is that man a creation of your ideal father figure, maybe some combination of your actual father and Graham Greene?

	It’s a very strange and curious and disturbing book in some ways, again deliberately. We all have these artistic figures—or distant unmet figures—we feel very close to and one of them for me is Graham Greene. So I was trying to figure out what it is about Graham Greene that tears at me so much, because on the surface, his circumstances couldn’t be more different from my own. And some of his travel books, I think, are the worst travel books ever written, especially the one about Mexico.

	And yet I will pick up one of his novels and I feel he knows me better than my friends and family do. So what’s going on? Some people feel this way about Joni Mitchell or Henry James. I wanted to explore that and then I wanted to think why I would want to take Graham Greene, who is not always an admirable person, as a father figure when I have a very impressive and charismatic father of my own, and play those two off one another. In relation to creativity, one of the things I did with that book—and it took me a very long time—was to keep changing the subtitle so you don’t know if it’s fiction or nonfiction. To me it kind of hovers in some nowhere zone between fiction and nonfiction.

	It’s certainly not a memoir, but it’s certainly not a novel entirely. It was my way of trying to create something a little different for myself: to occupy that place in my head and in the reader’s head which isn’t really sure about things. It’s much more to do with the subconscious because I think part of the creative process is about seeing the future rather than the past. So often in my life I will be walking down the street in Havana or Saigon and everything around me is straight from the Graham Greene novel that I’ve been reading all these years. Is that because I am projecting the novel onto the sights around me? Is it because Greene was able to tell my future? I couldn’t tell you but it’s an interesting question to ask.

	One great idea I stole from my wise writer friend Richard Rodriguez: he said that whenever he completed a book he didn’t send it to his editor for 12 or 18 months. He would lay it aside and go about his life and start on his next projects, but while he was working on his next projects, maybe nine months later, suddenly something would come to him about the book he had finished that would effect a change. I’ve taken to doing that. So in the book about the Dalai Lama, I completed it and set it aside. One day I was walking down a road in Big Sur and suddenly thought, “Well, I have eight chapters about the Dalai Lama, how about if I make it nine?”

	Suddenly I’d got three sections of three chapters each and that gave it a nice shape. I didn’t change a single word in the manuscript, but somehow that little change seemed to make everything come to focus. It was quite a dramatic transformation, the kind of thing I could never have seen when I was in the thick of the project or at my desk or organizing my notes. It’s only by being many, many miles and months away from the project that you can make those larger changes. With the Graham Greene book, I kept on working on the subtitle so it would be as unfactual as possible. There are funny ways in which the creative impulse works if you give the subconscious enough space to feed on the material.

	A final question: for me a great appeal of travel has been pitching myself into situations, not knowing how things will turn out. I still find that to be a theme in my life. In summer 2016, I rowed a raft down the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon on a 16-day whitewater trip with my wife, as scared as I’d ever been that I couldn’t meet a challenge. Yet I love that sense of nervous expectation that travel and adventure can engender. Can you talk about how a leap into the unknown can spark creativity?

	Actually, the unknown is all around us, and it’s up to us to claim it. We can do so only by being jolted out of our habits. I did a piece recently about how I was flying back to Japan one day, and I missed my plane so I had to spend 24 hours at the San Francisco airport, more specifically in an airport hotel in Millbrae. I would never dream of going to Millbrae. Millbrae is a place to pass through quickly. Silicon Valley is 20 minutes to the south and beautiful San Francisco is 20 minutes to the north; why would anyone want to be in Millbrae? 

	But suddenly by virtue of missing my flight I was there for almost 24 hours. I had nothing to do. Nobody knew I was there, and I had one of the richest days of my life. I saw a movie I’d missed at the cinema; I got to see an NFL playoff game on a huge screen in a hotel lobby with 80 people cheering, a much more exciting environment than usual. I walked along San Francisco Bay, and the bay in Millbrae is much prettier than in San Francisco because there’s almost nobody there. As I was walking back to my airport hotel, the lights were coming on around the hills, and I noticed that it was much more beautiful than Osaka, the rather ugly industrial city I was flying to. It wasn’t a choice, but circumstance threw me into Millbrae for 23 unwanted hours, and that became one of the most interesting experiences of the year to me. Because I was not doing the kind of thing I normally do.

	I apologize for constant digressions, but that’s the state of my mind. That’s why I have to work so long in taking things out of my prose! You were talking about how materially impoverished places are often very creative. Certainly they’re extremely resourceful. One of the really happy developments in my lifetime is that Haiti and India and Nigeria are now all around us in California and London and everywhere. It’s made our food, our friendships, our classrooms, our literature and culture so much more exciting than they were before. When talking about English literature now, much of the most striking literature is written by people from China and Vietnam and Ethiopia and Guatemala and India, bringing us their stories and perspectives.

	The world is moving ahead so exhilaratingly in all these ways. The whole world is becoming more creative just because different cultures are being thrown together at a speed and with a volume that’s never been known before. I feel very lucky to be alive at a time when cities and countries are becoming so much more mingled and so much more exciting.

	Thanks so much Pico—that’s a nice coda. Is there anything you’d like to add?

	I thought I would want to add something but, for once, not. That’s an unexpected note on which to end, the world as a creative spirit.
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