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I was intrigued by David Mitchell because as a young child of five he would have been referred to the school psychologist, if they had one at his school in Malvern, England. He just started to speak and would have alarmed all school personnel. When he was accepted at the age of six he was introverted and solitary, the son of visual artists who were afraid that something was wrong with their son.  This was in the 1970’s when words like “autism” were not commonly used. He entered school and developed a stammer.  “Most people think stammering and stuttering are the same”, says Jason Taylor, the 13-year-old narrator of Mitchell’s fourth novel, Black Swan Green, “but they are as different as diarrhea and constipation”.  Mitchell stammers to this day and said in  2010, in  The New York Times, “Having a stammer is like being an alcoholic {because} you never actually lose it; you just come to a more practical accommodation with it – and my accommodation was just not to say very much.”  He lived within himself using books to fill the gaps in his early life.

At the age of eighteen he backpacked in India and Nepal with his girlfriend, and these travel experiences gave him a sense of “velocity and density…that you don’t get in the West , and that I found oxygenating.”  When he entered the University of Kent he wrote a few short stories but was not a motivated student, since books became secondary to girls, and “Getting my heart broken and fixing it again.”  After completing his studies where he received a degree in English and American Literature, he continued with a M.A. in Comparative Literature.  Years later he visited Nagasaki, Japan, misread a map and ended up in Dejima, the setting of the novel we’re discussing this evening.

He taught English to technical students in Hiroshima, and then returned to England eight years later, with his pregnant wife, Keiko.  It was 1999 and his first novel,  Ghostwritten, hit the bookstores, and as Boyd Tonkin, The Independent reviewer wrote, the author “Detonated in a millennial fireburst of invention and ingenuity.” Mitchell won the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize for best work of British literature written by an author under 35 years of age.  His next two books, Number9Dream (2001) and Cloud Atlas 2004 were short-listed for the Man Booker Prize.  In 2003 he was selected as one of Granta’s Best of Young British Novelists.  When Mitchell saw The King’s Speech, the very popular film about King George VI , who stammered, Mitchell felt it portrayed the most accurate case of this speech disorder and Mitchell said that Black Swan Green outted his own stammering problem. He is a proud member of The British Stammering Society.  Noting that he rarely gives interviews I listened to one on-line conducted by Nigel Beale whose Literary Tourist Blog includes comments from listeners.  Mitchell  described the writing process and answered many questions in a thirty minute session that included only one small stammer. The interview covered topics of structure, experimentation and realism, plot, character, the greatness of John Cheever, the delightful experience of reading Chekhov’s short stories and more.  I recommend it to you, and especially those in our Club who are adept at British humor.  A blogger said that an audio interview was as rare as a duckbill platypus sighting for Mitchell fans.

Whereas Ghostwritten has nine narrators in nine locations across the world, Number9Dream, set in modern Tokyo has one main character, Eiji Miyake, who searches for his father. Cloud Atlas was written in 2004 and has six interlocking novellas nested inside one another, starting with a 19th century notary and ending with a Korean restaurant worker in 2144.  This implausible span of five centuries transferred to a movie of the same name and opened  in theaters October 26, 2012.  Mitchell was quoted in The New York Times: “In all honesty, I’m amazed that of all my books, this is the one that filmmakers… wanted to make.”  In an op-ed piece in the same newspaper on September 30, 2012 entitled, “Putting Words in Halle Berry’s Mouth”, a novelist celebrates the strange process of seeing his novel turned into a film.  He writes, “It soon sinks in that you’ve morphed from being creator to the guy who happened to write the original novel,” giving the impression that Mitchell thoroughly enjoyed the process of hearing the actors Tom Hanks, Hugh Grant, Jim Broadbent and Halle Berry deliver lines that sounded uncannily familiar. The reviews?  Lukewarm, a B rating by the critics because the plots were hard to follow and the themes of freedom, responsibility, and interconnectedness were a $100 million dollar disappointment to the audience.

Which takes us to The Thousand Autumns of Jacob De Zoet, Mitchell’s fifth novel set in Dejima in Nagasaki Harbor in 1799.  It was released in London and sold out in three days to Mitchell Geeks, hip academics as well as  some of the world’s most lauded contemporary writers – Booker Prize winners A.S. Byatt, Kazuo Ishiguro, Hilary Mantel, and American writers Michael Chabon and Claire Messud.  In June 2010 Wyatt Mason wrote, “Mitchell could be said to resemble any thousand novelists, but it is what he does once he has put us on a story’s path that sets him recognizably apart.” He has been compared to Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Twain, Sterne, Joyce, Nabokov, Pynchon, Salinger, Chandler, DeLillo and Murakami. This novel unlike the four others, has 126 characters who can only be remembered with a Wikipedia scorecard.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Paris Review describes Mitchell as a modest, polite, friendly man, eager to laugh.  Mitchell says his early life was ordinary and uneventful, “white, straight, and middle-class.” His success may be due to his early life of solitude where books were his refuge and fantasy and science fiction were read with great pleasure. He was influenced by Melville, Conrad  and O’Brian in writing The Thousand Autumns, and his years working in Japan along with his marriage to his wife Keiko, of Japanese descent, helped set the nuances of the Japanese language spoken by his characters in this book. Taking the Trans-Siberian Railway from east to west in the 1990’s allowed him the freedom to explore cultures unhurriedly for seven months, slowly filling notebooks as he traveled. All of these influences have made him a wildly ambitious author. His immense natural gifts of language provide The Thousand Autumns with characters who speak fluent, intelligent and sometimes witty dialogue in dramatically shaped scenes, with many interwoven plots that exhibit the Dutch, English and Japanese cultures of the early nineteenth century.  His impeccable research has made him, according to, The New York Review, simply a Genius.  Who could have predicted that? 
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