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My name is Geraldine Brooks, the author of People of the Book.  This is my story.  I was born in a working class neighborhood in Sydney, Australia.  My American- born father was a newspaper proof reader and my mother was a radio announcer.

Shortly after I started school I had serious blood anomalies and the doctors forbade me to walk to school.  The good news was home schooling, which gave me magical times with my mother.

My childhood health problems disappeared and later I attended Bethlehem College Ashfield and the University of Sydney.  Later I won a scholarship to the Columbia School of Journalism where I met my future husband, the writer Tony Horwitz.  I was hired by the Wall Street Journal and assigned to the Cleveland bureau when my father became ill.  Consequently I resigned from the Journal and returned to Australia.  Later the Journal needed someone to cover Australia.

When I was assigned to the Middle East I was terrified because I was painfully shy and did not know that part of the world.  Because of my mother’s advice “figure out what you are afraid of and just keep doing it” I was sent to cover the Palestinian intifada which erupted.  Meanwhile, my husband was hired by the Journal and later he accompanied me.  He related this story:  “when a group of Palestinian boys started heaving rocks at the car,  I made a U-turn and stopped the car and chased them so I could interview them.”

 Six years later I took a leave of absence from the Journal to write Nine Parts of Desire: the Hidden World of Islamic Women.  When I returned to the Journal, I jetted into war zones such as Bosnia and Somalia.  In 1994 I flew to Nigeria to report the escalating conflict between the Ogani people of the oil-rich Niger Delta and the not-so-savory Nigerian government which had close ties to Royal Dutch Shell.

In Port Harcourt I disappeared and spent a few days in jail.  This few days gave me time to think and realize that I was 38 years old and if they should keep me for two years it might be too late to have a family.  Consequently, I resigned from the Journal.  I now have two sons and two dogs and no migraine headaches.
When Tony and I were on vacation hiking in Derbyshire, England, I happened to see a sign that said “Eyan – Plague Village”.  We learned that when the Black Death struck the community of 350 in 1665, the villagers voluntarily quarantined themselves to prevent it’s further spread.  This gave me the idea for my first novel Year of Wonders published in 2001.  

Immediately after the publication of Year of Wonders I plunged into another historical novel, People of the Book. Freezing and lacking electricity as the Bosnian War wound down in the mid-1990s, the hotel “Only One Open” was filled with journalists.  I was there covering the United Nations operations for the Wall Street Journal.  The bar talk turned to the Sarajevo Haggadah of which I had never heard – a priceless manuscript.  I had planned a number of chapters featuring people connected to the Haggadah in different European cities and historical situations.  Helping to link them would be the story of a contemporary Bosnian conservator of rare manuscripts.  I couldn’t hear the conservator’s voice – it’s a soulful Slavic thing that comes from having lived in a Communist regime full of grief, and yet with bags of courage.

Meanwhile, another book idea.  This came from Louisa May Alcott’s children’s classic, Little Women, in which the father is largely absent because he is serving as chaplain in the Civil War.  What would happen, I wondered, if I imagined his point of view?  My husband’s obsession with that conflict as he researched and wrote his 1998 bestseller Confederate in the Attic played its part as well.  Breast cancer delayed the publication of the book as I had to take care of my health.  March won the Pulitzer Prize in 2006.  

When I came back to People of the Book I quickly solved the problem of the contemporary curator’s voice.  The conservator would be Australian rather than Bosnian.   After the war, I learned that in 1992, a Muslim librarian had dodged Serbian shells to retrieve the manuscript and had stashed it in a bank vault.  When I switched to fiction writing, I brought her fascination with this story along.
Historical fiction works best if you have some blank spaces to fill in.  This was not a problem with the Sarajevo Haggadah, about which the known facts were few and mostly recent.

The most dramatic involved another Muslim librarian, Dervis Korkut, who risked his life to keep the Haggadah out of the hands of Nazi occupiers during World War II.  Hearing that a Nazi general was coming to claim the manuscript, Korkut hid it in the waistband of his trousers.  He and the director of the Bosnian National Museum then managed to persuade the general that they’d already handed it over to another Nazi.  Where the Haggadah really spent the war remained a mystery until I tracked it down to Korkut’s 81-year-old widow and learned that he’d taken it to a remote mountain Village and hidden it in a mosque.

One more small fact: An inscription on the Haggadah by a Catholic priest places the manuscript in Venice in 1609.  I imagined the priest’s life and—with the help of a revealing memoir by a Venetian rabbi—evoked the relations between the Christian city and it’s Jewish ghetto.

Trying to keep my fictional details as close to reality as possible, I used part of a fellowship year at Harvard’s Radcliffe Institute to borrow scholarly expertise.  I took Harvard librarians to tea and was regaled with tales of conservators tracking down clues hidden in the manuscripts.  I pestered biologist Naomi Pierce to help me invent one particular clue, involving the wing of a butterfly that lives only in the Alpine habitats.

Another clue involved a wine stain that would turn out to have blood mixed in it.  I spent a happy day spilling liquids on bits of parchment in the conservation lab at Harvard’s art museum. I didn’t know where we were going to get blood, so I asked Narayan Khandekar the conservation specialist “Do you have a scalpel?”  He handed me a No. 11 and I jabbed my finger.  Blood, I learned, leaves a sharper-edged stain than wine.  

Reviews of People of the Book have not been uniformly enthusiastic.  The Washington Post’s Jonathan Yardley praised it as intelligent, gracefully written and noted that it resides comfortably between popular fiction and literature – a very happy place!  The New York Times’ Janet Maslin called it schematic and overburdened by research.

Today we divide our time between homes in Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts and Sydney, Australia.  We have two young sons.

“A richly imagined new novel from the author of the New York Times’ bestseller People of the Book” is how my new novel Caleb’s Crossing, published this year, is described by The Times.  In this novel, Caleb, a young son of a chieftain of the Wampanoag tribe in the Great Harbor amid a small band of pioneers and Puritans becomes the first Native American to graduate from Harvard College.




