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History for Our Children: An Interview
with Christopher Paul Curtis,

A Contemporary Voice in

African American Young Adult Fiction

Peter E. Morgan
State University of West Georgia

Christopher Paul Curtis’s first book The Watsons Go to Birming-
ham—1963 (Delacorte 1995) took the world of Young Adult fiction
by storm. Named to the American Library Association’s list of Best
Books for Young Adults, The Watsons swept more than twenty-five
major awards and honors, including the prestigious Newberry
Honor Book Award and the Coretta Scott King Honor Book Award
Jfor African American Writers. His second novel Bud, Not Buddy
(Delacorte 1999) seems set to follow the same path. Having also
won the Newberry Medal and the Coretta Scott King Award, it
continues to receive widespread critical and popular acclaim.

Peter E. Morgan: Christopher, your second book, Bud, Not
Buddy, has achieved considerable success since its publication.
Like The Watsons Go to Birmingham—I1963, it has won almost
every award a young adult book can win, and it has been widely
reviewed not only by The Horn Book Magazine and professional
publications that one would expect but also in the mainstream adult
media like U.S. News and World Report. What does it mean to you
to receive this kind of recognition?

Christopher Paul Curtis: It’s absolutely wonderful, and it’s won-
derful for a lot of reasons. It’s wonderful to get recognition. It’s a
sort of validation, too, because people figure that if a book wins the
Newberry or Coretta Scott King honors, then it’s a good book.
Writing is such a solitary pursuit—you do it by yourself, and you

MELUS, Volume 27, Number 2 (Summer 2002)
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198 PETER E. MORGAN

sometimes think in the back of your mind, Maybe I'm crazy.
Sometimes 1 think, This is a really good story, and other times I
read what I have written and think, Oh my God, how could I send
this out to anybody? So, you’re battling back and forth. And then,
when you get recognition like that, it really validates your work.
It’s a really good feeling. It’s great.

PEM: It must be good for sales, too. Do you have any idea how
many copies of The Watsons have been sold?

CPC: Actually, The Watsons has sold over three hundred thousand
copies—one-eighty in hardback and one-twenty in paperback. It’s
been translated into eleven different languages now. The real sur-
prise for me was that the last language of the eleven was Spanish—
I would have thought Spanish would have been one of the first.

PEM: Do you get international fan mail?

CPC: No. I’ve never gotten a letter from overseas. Most of my let-
ters come from America. It’s funny, too, that in Canada, where I
live, the book has sold no more than about a thousand copies. It
does much better in Germany than in Canada—more than twenty-
five hundred copies so far. The translation was up for an award in
Germany, the equivalent of the Newberry, and I think that helped it
alot.

PEM: Are most of your letters from young readers?
CPC: Yes. Young readers and teachers.
PEM: How do you respond to them?

CPC: You know, at first you are so grateful that somebody is writ-
ing to you, that you write long letters back, but after a while there
are just so many letters. You want to respond to every single one of
them, but, you know, it’s impossible. Once I got a letter from a girl
who put her picture in with it, and I thought, OA, that’s so sweet, so
I wrote back a long letter, and I sent a picture of my family. Well,
two days later, letters and pictures from her whole class arrived—
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INTERVIEW WITH CHRISTOPHER PAUL CURTIS 199

for some reason, hers had just arrived first. I couldn’t write to
every single one of them and send them all pictures, so, I wrote a
letter to the teacher and asked her to share that letter with all the
other kids.

PEM: The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963 was the book which
allowed you to say good-bye forever to your job as an auto worker
at Body Plant No. 1 in Flint, Michigan. Would you say briefly
what the story is about?

CPC: It’s the story of a family in Michigan in 1963. The narrator
is Kenny Watson, who is ten years old, and he’s got a thirteen-
year-old brother who’s really hard to live with. The parents have a
lot of trouble with him, and they keep threatening to send him to
live with his grandmother in Birmingham, Alabama, who has the
reputation of being a really strict disciplinarian. When they finally
take him down there to spend some time sorting out his attitude,
the Watsons’ story ties in with the bombing of the 16th Street Bap-
tist church. That plays a part in the story, but it’s really a story
about the family and the importance of family and family love.

PEM: When you started writing, did you set the story in 1963 be-
cause this was a time that you could remember being about the nar-
rator’s age?

CPC: Yes. Originally the story was The Watsons go to Florida—
1963. 1 had the 1963, but I had the wrong state for them to go to. I
never have a problem with writer’s block; I know if a story doesn’t
work for some reason or it slows down that it’s not a creative prob-
lem but something wrong with the story itself. So when I got the
Watsons to Florida and the story just sort of stopped, like the char-
acters had stopped cooperating with me, I set it aside for a while
and worked on other things. Then one day my son brought home a
poem he had been reading in school, “The Ballad of Birmingham”
by Dudley Randall. I’d heard it before of course, but when my son
read it to me, it triggered something, and I thought, the Watsons
want to go to Birmingham; they don’t want go to Florida. 1 wrote
the last three or four chapters within a month. It just came to me
very quickly, and I knew it was the right ending to the story.
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200 PETER E. MORGAN

PEM: Who is your favorite character in that book?

CPC: Oh, certainly Byron—the juvenile delinquent. He’s so un-
predictable. Originally, in fact, I had tried writing Byron as the nar-
rator, but he’s such a liar, so unreliable that it became a real bal-
ancing act to get across the things that I wanted to say. I wanted
the reader to believe what I was writing, and there was Byron lying
to me—even / couldn’t believe him. So I said, well let me try it
from Kenny’s point of view, and it worked a lot better.

PEM: How much do you have to write in a particular character’s
voice before you realize it’s not going where you want it to go?

CPC: I don’t know. I’m not a structured writer at all. A lot of writ-
ers outline what they’re going to do, or they’ll draw a picture of
what their characters are like, but I’m not like that. It seems like a
voice comes to me, and I can tell I’ve really got the voice right
when I don’t think about it, when it just seems like I’m taking dic-
tation—it’s like the characters really talk with me. Although I
started with Byron, I never really got going. When 1 switched to
Kenny as my narrator, the story just flowed right away.

PEM: One of the things that I enjoy about The Watsons is the level
to which each of the characters is developed. Young Adult litera-
ture is often criticized for the lack of sophistication or development
in all but the main characters, but Byron and Kenny’s parents, for
example, are both really interesting characters in their own rights.
Can you tell me about the North-South theme that plays a part in
their relationship?

CPC: Flint, where I grew up, is an unusual city. Most of the peo-
ple there are from the South because when General Motors needed
workers during the 1930s and 40s, they recruited heavily in the
South, bringing whole cities up, in fact. They would go to small
towns in Arkansas, Georgia, Alabama, and recruit people. Every-
body in Flint seems to have roots in the South. For most of Flint,
then, there was always a journey to go “back home,” “down
home,” “back to the South.” So I thought that it would be really
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INTERVIEW WITH CHRISTOPHER PAUL CURTIS 201

characteristic of Flint to have one of the parents from the South,
the mother, and one from the North, the father. The mother looks
at the South as a good place to be from, but her memories of the
South of her childhood are somewhat romanticized.

PEM: Yes, that is interesting—the memories the mother preserves
from her Southern childhood determining her adult perception de-
spite troubling daily news broadcasts and everything else, the sense
she still has that everything is going to be all right for Byron, for
the family, when they get back to the South.

CPC: Right. Right. It was rather tricky to pull off because this was
1963. 1 remember watching the news with my parents every day,
and the South was in the news all the time, so it was difficult make
the Watsons’ return to a peaceful Birmingham convincing. Of
course, that’s why Grandma Sands, Byron and Kenny’s grand-
mother, says, “Oh that’s happening on the other side of town. You
know everything here is the same as it’s always been.” And then—
which was kind of expected, I think after her saying it’s the same
as it’s always been—then you have the bomb, which in another
sense really is the way it has always been.

PEM: When you were growing up and watching this on television,
did you feel that all this was happening somewhere else? As a kid,
how connected did you feel to what was going on down there?

CPC: Well, there is a stereotype that says the South was com-
pletely prejudiced and biased; the other side of that coin implies
that the North was not, but that simply wasn’t true. My parents
were involved in the civil rights movement right there in Michigan.
There were restaurants that wouldn’t serve or hire black people,
and we picketed a lot of places like that. I remember going down
the picket lines with my parents when we kids were very young.
And, you know, we had people spit on us—spit on kids—and this
was in Michigan in the early 1960s.

PEM: As the story finishes, there’s a little note at the end—a sort
of factual note describing some of these circumstances. Did you
feel it necessary to put that in, or was that your editor’s decision?
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202 PETER E. MORGAN

CPC: I always had an epilogue to the book, but originally it was
my own epilogue. I had never been to Birmingham—in fact, I'd
never been to the South before—and one of the things that really
struck me in my research was an article in Life magazine from
1963. Right after the bombing they had pictures of the church, pic-
tures of one of the little girls who was blinded by the bomb, and
yet to me the thing that was most striking was a letter from a law-
yer in Birmingham, a white lawyer, who went to his businessmen’s
club where he was scheduled to speak the week after the bombing,
and he chose to speak about the bombing. He asked his colleagues,
who'’s responsible for this bombing? And he said, we all are, any-
body who’s looked the other way when we’ve seen a black person
mistreated. All of us have contributed to that. You know, it was
just a beautiful, powerful piece. I had originally put that as the epi-
logue, but my editor said that they wanted something more that
children could relate to—something that would tie it in more for
children.

PEM: Of course, you didn’t originally conceive of it as a Young
Adult book at all, did you?

CPC: No, not at all. I was just trying to tell a story. If you had
asked me then, I would have said, of course it’s an adult book. And
then I sent it off to Bantam, and they said it was a middle-reader
book. Once they had made that decision, I had to go back and
make some changes—the language was originally much saltier,
and the scene where Kenny almost drowns was, my editor felt, too
intense. We toned the whole thing down, and then we added the
epilogue, giving a background to the Civil Rights Movement and
the speech by the white lawyer who had spoken to the luncheon
group and had chosen the bombing as his topic, which I thought
was a tremendous act of courage. I wanted to say something about
the people like him who were real American heroes—the people,
both black and white, who put their lives on the line, who tried to
make a difference. That’s something that we hadn’t seen before in
American history, and we haven’t seen it since that time. That era
was very special in a lot of ways.
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PEM: What you’re saying about the lawyer reminds me of that
part in “A Letter From Birmingham Jail” where King talks about
the white moderate being the biggest obstacle, the person who
looks the other way in the face of injustice and simply does noth-
ing, and in doing nothing creates the inertia that prevents change.

CPC: Absolutely. That was absolutely the situation.

PEM: The near drowning incident that you mentioned from The
Watsons is a profoundly chilling scene, even if it has been toned
down for a youth audience. It seems to me to be characteristic of a
shift from a relatively light, certainly humorous, tone early in the
book to a much more serious register later on. Suddenly we see the
terror of a child whom we had come to trust to present the funny
side of everything. Your second book Bud, Not Buddy, although it
may be for an even younger audience, does the same sort of thing
on several occasions. Both books are very funny. While The Wat-
sons’ family dynamic is not all fun and games, the story is cer-
tainly written in a very light-hearted way; similarly, there is a great
deal of humor in Bud’s childish yet insightful view of the world.
But central to both stories—and I suppose we can now call this
characteristically Christopher Curtis—is something unsettling in a
psychological way, something that emerges from the way the
young narrators both do not see and yet see very clearly certain
things in their lives and in their world. It’s almost eerie.

CPC: Yes. There’s a shadow of that in The Watsons, 1 think, as
early in the novel as the scene in which the bully, Larry Dunn, has
stolen Kenny’s gloves, and Byron attacks the boy. Right away, you
begin to feel sorry for Larry Dunn because he’s this poor kid who’s
got no more than a windbreaker in the winter, and his tennis shoes
have cardboard in them. There is an inkling of that all along, I
think, as you start to see things more and more through Kenny’s
eyes. He’s a very introspective little boy, and as you build a rela-
tionship with him, you begin to see how the changes in his life af-
fect him deeply, especially when he starts trying to go behind the
couch to heal.
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PEM: That’s a fascinating idea, a child going behind the couch to
heal himself like a wounded animal.

CPC: Yes. You know that I love writing. I really love to write.
And one of the things that I find so enjoyable is taking real situa-
tions and watching them play out in the story. When I’'m writing, 1
feel like I'm taking dictation from my characters, but I also know
that there’s a lot of me in the story. I remember asking myself on
this occasion, all right, I'm going to bring this boy back home, but
how is he going to react to this? And then I remembered when I
was a little boy how it seemed like we couldn’t afford to send an
animal to the vet—actually, we couldn’t really afford the animal at
all, so these animals were basically on their own. If an animal got
hurt, it seemed like it always went behind the couch. I always re-
member having a rough night sleeping when there was an animal
behind the couch because I knew in the morning, I would go down
there, and the animal would either be there or it’d be gone and my
father would have taken it and dumped the body somewhere.
That’s one of the really fun things about writing—you can take
incidents that happened to you, and you can relate them and make
them part of somebody else’s story.

PEM: How did you decide to write Death into The Watsons as a
character?

CPC: Well, Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God
is one of my favorite books. When Hurston tells of the hurricane
advancing across Florida, she describes death as something with
square toes—Ilarge, square toes. To me that’s just such a powerful
description—as if you see something coming, and you think, this is
death. You want to make your mind rationalize it, describe what
you think you’re seeing, and what a perfect description—square
toes, and you can never see the face. I borrowed that from Zora
Neale Hurston.

PEM: It’s interesting that Kenny’s rationalization of death as the
Wool Pooh is a sort of misrecognition that continues on several
levels right to the end of the book. Even as he begins to understand
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what it is that’s getting him or what he’s getting involved in, he
still clings to that way of expressing his fear to himself.

CPC: Yes, absolutely. Once again, I think that in situations when
you’re really scared or really badly hurt, your mind is so wonderful
that it tries to cover up the pain for you. I broke my arm once so
badly that the bone was sticking through, and, let me tell you, it
hurt. And I’ve had things that have really scared me, too. Call it a
release of endorphins if you will, but in those instances, it was as if
my mind tried to protect me, and I thought that this would be
Kenney’s mind’s way of trying to understand the situation, to ra-
tionalize what was going on.

PEM: Tell me about Kenny’s second encounter with the squared-
toed monster figure of death in the Birmingham church.

CPC: Once again, Kenny goes to the church, and it’s been
bombed, and there’s smoke all around, and the lights are flicker-
ing, and, in the strange flickering, the first thing he sees is a little
girl’s foot under the slab of concrete. His mind tries to protect him,
and, as he tries to pull the shoe, thinking that it might be Joetta’s
shoe, he gets to thinking he’s having a tug-of-war with the Wool
Pooh—with his personification of death.

PEM: But he does actually get a shoe.

CPC: He gets the shoe, yes. He gets the shoe, and he runs home
with it.

PEM: Is the shoe the same as the shoes that his sister was wear-
ing?

CPC: Little girls going to Sunday school back in the 60s all wore
these little black, patent leather shoes. But this is a brown shoe,
and Kenny thinks it’s Joetta’s shoe although actually it’s some
other little girl’s shoe. Then Joetta comes home—and this is what
troubles kids most about the story—and says to Kenny, “Why are
you acting so strange?” Kenny says, “Well, weren’t you in the
church?” And she says, “No. I came out and saw you waving
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across the street at me, and I followed you away. You know, you
ran away, and I followed behind you.” That really bothers kids.
They want to know what Joetta really sees. I try to explain magical
realism to them, and I say it could be anything. Reading is an ac-
tive process, and just because I wrote the book, that doesn’t mean I
have all the answers. [ tell them they have to put things from their
own lives into the story to try to understand it. I tell them that the
way I look at it, what Joetta sees that pulls her away from the
church is the spirit of the love of the family. You might see it as an
angel that takes her away, but whatever it is, it isn’t Kenny. It’s
just like when Kenny is drowning, and he thinks he sees Joetta as
an angel pointing the way up when he is about to give up, telling
him to keep fighting. It’s the same thing—the spirit of love in the
family.

PEM: Those scenes represent quite a shift, not only in tone but
also in technique. In fact, when my student teachers are reading the
book, that’s often where they choose to begin our discussion of the
book.

CPC: Yes, it was certainly problematic for me at first. As a writer
I often write through different possibilities for the story just to ex-
plore them. One of the possibilities definitely could have been that
Joetta was killed, but I never wrote any scenes where that hap-
pened. It just wasn’t in me. But now that the church scene was a
part of the plot—and it was so terrible, you know, that I think it
really made the story a lot different—I had to think of some way to
get Joetta out of the church. The concept of seeing things—she saw
Kenny as he had seen her—and having an image of Kenny lead her
away was what I came up with.

CPC: Do you think that part of the reason that those things are too
terrible to conceive comes from seeing the image of your own
children?

CPC: Definitely. When you get to be a parent and you realize how
vulnerable kids are to start with and you think about the absolute
horror and terror of what happened—it’s too much, it’s just too
much. Another thing that I thought about was whether to put Joetta

This content downloaded from 76.77.170.243 on Thu, 09 Feb 2017 13:19:03 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



INTERVIEW WITH CHRISTOPHER PAUL CURTIS 207

in the church at all. [ was so glad that I made the right decision be-
cause I’d given the story to my wife to read. Now, I don’t usually
give my wife anything to read until I’'m done because I respect her
opinion too much, and when she tells me something, I listen to it,
and I’ll change the story. Anyway, | remember her reading it, and
she looked up at me, and she said, “If you kill that little girl, I don’t
know what I’'m going to do.” So I knew that it would just make the
story too terrible if Joetta died.

PEM: You said that you didn’t initially see yourself as writing for
a younger audience, but having refocused The Watsons in a Young
Adult direction, do you ever go back and see what it is doing for
young people? Do you consciously see it as a teaching tool, as a
way of promoting some kind of personal growth for young people
who read it?

CPC: Yes, I do. That it’s supplemented for classroom use is so
amazing and gratifying to me—that teachers can use the book in
that way. There’s even a workbook to go along with it now. I sit
and read these things, and I’'m amazed that the book is used like
that. It’s very gratifying. One of the things I also do now is a great
deal of traveling, visiting schools all over the country and speaking
to students and teachers. The first time I went to a class to speak
with a group of students, I thought, Well this must be the same
thing that a teacher does. But it was so overwhelming, I found my-
self saying, Thank God, I'm here for an hour, and then I'm out.
But a teacher’s there all the time. Constantly. And even though, as
a child, I never had any disrespect for teachers, since I’ve seen the
profession from this angle, I have so much more respect for teach-
ers and for the job that they do. I get a lot of letters from teachers
saying that the kids can really relate to The Watsons and even that
it has helped them want to read. I can’t imagine anything better;
it’s just such a wonderful feeling to be able to help teachers and to
get kids to read.

PEM: What does it mean to you to dedicate The Watsons to Addie
Mae Collins, Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, and Cynthia
Wesley: the four girls who died in the Birmingham church bomb-
ing?
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CPC: Well, one of the reasons 1 think The Watsons works is that
the reader gets to know the family so well. The book as a whole
certainly isn’t a tragedy. I hadn’t read much young adult or middle
reader literature before I wrote this book, but having now read
more of it, I find that often when something horrible happens, it
colors the whole book. One of the reasons The Watsons works is
that you come to care about the family: you invest in their lives be-
fore anything bad happens. Actually, it doesn’t happen till almost
the end of the book. Hopefully, when students read this, they get
that investment in Joetta, and when they think that she’s in that
church when the bomb goes off, they can have some kind of an
understanding—on just a teeny, minuscule level—of what those
four little girls’ families must have felt at that moment of terror
when they saw the bomb and thought their children were in there.

PEM: Young readers will feel it could have been any of their sis-
ters.

CPC: Exactly. You know, that kind of history is so dry when
you’re young. Anything that happened before you were born is an-
cient history, and doesn’t really seem to have an effect on you.
Hopefully, by becoming invested in Joetta, knowing her and liking
her, kids will look at these four little girls who actually died and
develop an understanding of what really happened—they’ll see
them not just as names in a book but as real people with families
just like the Watsons, families who cared about them and loved
them, families just like their own.

PEM: Do you see yourself as a role model?

CPC: In a way. Kids are always interested to hear how I became a
writer, and I hope that they draw from that that there’s no one path
to any goal that they might have, that they can go different ways to
get to where they want to go just as my route to becoming a writer
was so atypical. I didn’t think of myself as being a writer, and I
never thought of it as being a career because you’re always told
that you can’t make money being a writer. I think the average
writer of fiction in the United States makes something like five
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thousand dollars a year, and even that figure is rather lopsided
when you factor in people like John Grisham and R.L. Stein
who’re making a trillion dollars each. Basically, that leaves every-
one else making a couple of hundred, so it never occurred to me to
be a writer. When kids see that here is a guy that just worked in a
car factory, then took a shot at something and was successful at it,
hopefully they will think, Well, maybe I can do that too.

PEM: With the success of The Watsons as a first book, did you
come to think of yourself specifically as a Young Adult writer?

CPC: You know, I try not to see myself as any particular kind of
writer. When I write, I just sort of blank everything out and have a
good time doing it, and I do that unconsciously. But to really an-
swer your question, I think subconsciously I must have. Bud, Not
Buddy is certainly a younger book than The Watsons, but I really
didn’t try to write it that way.

PEM: Does that mean it needed less editing, or perhaps a different
kind of editing than The Watsons?

CPC: Oh no. The Watsons was very clean. It’s common for a first
book to be really clean because before you send it off to a pub-
lisher, you work it to death. You want it to be perfect, so you work
at it, and you work at it, and you work at it, and that’s exactly what
I did with The Watsons. The book 1 turned in was about two hun-
dred and fifteen pages, and there were only five pages of cuts—
mostly the drowning scenes, so if you can imagine the drowning
going on for another five pages, you can see that was a little too
much!

PEM: I found it pretty intense, even as it was. Would you say
briefly what your second book, Bud, Not Buddy, is about?

CPC: It’s the story of Bud, a ten-year-old orphan from Flint,
Michigan, and it takes place during the Depression. Bud thinks
there’s a man on the other side of the state who’s his father. His
mother has died leaving him only a few fliers of a band, a couple
of rocks with writing on them, and a picture of herself as a girl, and
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Bud figures that the only reason for having kept the fliers around
all these years is that the man in the picture must be his father. If
the man is still where he was when the fliers were made, he is in
Grand Rapids, on the other side of the state, so the story essentially
tells about Bud’s journey to meet this man and to discover whether
he really is his father. The story is actually based on my own
grandfather. During the 1930s, he was a big band leader, and he
traveled throughout the state with a band called Herman Curtis and
the Dusky Devastators of The Depression.

PEM: I guess he could forget putting all those words on the drum
set!

CPC: Well, he didn’t have it on his drum set because his band
name changed all the time! He was a really interesting character. In
Grand Rapids during the Depression, it was very hard to find work,
especially for a black man, even though he was a very accom-
plished musician. He played violin, accordion, bass fiddle, and he
would play any type of music. He’d play polka, if people wanted
polka; he’d play German music, swing, anything. Anyway, he had
different names for each type of band: Herman E. Keloski and the
Wonderful Swing Boys of Vienna, and so on. Because so many
places wouldn’t hire a black band at the time, he had these fliers
made up that would just say the name of the band. He would send
them out, and people would hire him on the basis of those alone.
Then this black band would show up, and people would say,
“What in the hell is this?” But it’d be too late to book another
band, and my grandfather would tell them, “If you don’t like it,
you don’t pay.” He was a real character. Actually, I was originally
writing a book called The Sit Down Strike in Flint, and 1 went to a
family reunion, and we started talking about my Grandfather. One
of the things that I like to do is to work on two or three writing pro-
jects at the same time—if I get tired of one, I can jump over to an-
other, and my brain sort of recharges—so I set aside The Sit Down
Strike and worked on this new idea, and the story just took over.

PEM: Diane Sawyer once asked Alice Walker whether she saw
herself as black first and then a writer or as a writer first and then
an African American. Alice Walker said that she sees herself first
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of all as black and then as a woman, and then as a writer. Amy Tan
on the other hand, has said that she sees herself as a writer first,
then as a Chinese American. What about you?

CPC: Boy, I don’t know. It’s so intertwined really. I’ve seen my-
self as an African American for forty some years, and I’ve just
been a writer for the last few years. I’d have to say that I see my-
self on one level as an African American writer instead of a writer
who’s African American, but then, on another level, I feel like I'm
a part of a writers’ fraternity. It’s a really important fraternity, but
it brings about a lot of conflicting emotions for me. A lot of the so
called multicultural young adult literature is actually produced by
white writers, and they’ll take on an Asian or an African American
voice for the book, or even more often, a Native American voice.
Now, on the level of a writer, I say that’s fine. You should be able
to write about anything you want to write about. But then, as an
African American, I’'m conflicted by it because our story has been
defined by other people for so long that it’s very confusing to have
it told by other people. If everything were equal, it would be fine,
but everything is not equal, and authentic stories by African
American writers, by Native American writers, by Hispanic writers
need to be told by those groups. Then again, there’s a real scarcity
of such writers among those groups. To answer the question, I'm
an African American writer.

PEM: When your book is finished and you are thinking about how
your audience will read it, how they will use it, what it will mean
to them, do you have a sense of different ways in which African
American school children compared to children of other races are
going to react to it?

CPC: Yes. One of my favorite writers is Toni Morrison, and she
once said that when she writes, she doesn’t write to white people.
She said she’s writing to black people, and I can understand that.
One of the things my editor said to me about The Watsons was,
“There are no white people in the book. Why don’t you put in
something about how Kenny relates to white people?” Another
thing she said along the same lines was that she wanted more
physical description of the things that Kenny was seeing. I told her
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a ten-year-old boy does not see things like that—in fact, that’s one
of the things that often bothers me about Young Adult literature.
My editor wanted to develop the book to the point where she
thought it would relate to white people. Now, I grew up in a
neighborhood that would be called segregated, although it was
really a self-contained African American neighborhood. As a child
growing up there, I saw white people on television, but I didn’t
really have any day-to-day relationships with white people other
than my teachers. As a writer, I don’t think of the audience in those
terms: I don’t consciously say, I'm targeting this book at this par-
ticular group. 1 think what is most important, if you have a story to
tell, is that you tell your story, and whatever group it hits is fine,
but I don’t think constantly about what I do and the way it is going
to effect this group one way or that group another way.

PEM: When you hear reports that say African American students,
particularly males, are behind in literacy or that they have higher
drop-out rates than white students, do you do feel that you are part
of a movement to address that?

CPC: I hope so. I really hope so. One of the sad reasons The Wat-
sons is so successful is there are so few Young Adult books—or
any books, comparatively speaking—by African Americans, par-
ticularly African American men. I think the only other man that
really writes for this age group (and he is actually read by slightly
older kids) is Walter Dean Meyers. I’ve rather got the field to my-
self, and that’s sad. You know, it’s really sad that there aren’t more
writers out there who are able to touch kids, and I think that’s one
of the reasons my writing is successful—because some kids don’t
have very many other things to turn to. You want to know one of
the really embarrassing things that has happened in my travels
from school to school? Everywhere you go, you’re asked similar
questions all the time, and you develop these pat answers. Well, I
went into one school, and a little girl stood up and said to me,
“What book really touched you when you were a kid?” I thought
hard, but I just didn’t have an answer for her. It wasn’t because 1
wasn’t a good reader as a kid; I was a very good reader, and I’d
been exposed to all sorts of books. Both my parents read. My fa-
ther and mother had bought World Book and Child Craft for us—
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you know, they couldn’t afford it, but they knew it was important
for us to get it—but I think that the reason that no book really
touched me was that I don’t think there were books by or about Af-
rican American people. Hopefully, if my books can reach out to
some little boy or little girl, and that kid can relate to my stories
and maybe want to read other books, that’s great. That’s just abso-
lutely great.

PEM: We’ve talked a little bit about your relationship with Afri-
can American representation from a practical standpoint. Do you
read anything other people have written on ideas of African
American aesthetics—Houston Baker, Henry Louis Gates, Cornel
West?

CPC: Cornell West. I love Cornel West. Actually, I'm sort of a
binge reader. I go through periods where I’ll read a particular kind
of book, and then I go long periods of time without reading any-
thing serious. When I’m writing, I try not to read because I get in-
fluenced a lot by what I’'m reading, so I have to make a conscious
effort not to read anything, especially anything that’s good. I might
read something light, but I can’t read Toni Morrison when I'm
writing, I can’t read Kurt Vonnegut, I can’t read Zora Neale
Hurston. They move me too much. I have such admiration for
them, and I find that when I go back over something I have writ-
ten, I can tell exactly who I was reading when I wrote it, and it’s
rather uncomfortable.

PEM: I heard somewhere that The Watsons may be turned into a
movie.

CPC: Ah, yes. That was a real surprise. When you sign your first
book contract, you really get taken. They buy the rights to every-
thing involved with the book: audio rights, foreign rights, movie
rights, you know, things they never expect to happen, but they are
just covering all the bases. Anyway, Bantam sold the movie rights
to Lancit Media, the people who do Puzzle Place and Reading
Rainbow. Well, it turns out that Whoopie Goldberg had gone into a
store one day, seen the book, picked it up and read it, and called to
find out who owned the rights.
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PEM: So Whoopie Goldberg now owns the rights?

CPC: Yes. She bought a three-year option, and it’s just up, but it
looks like they’re going to do it, so she bought a fourth year. Of
course, every time someone buys it from someone else, that’s an-
other little piece of the pie taken away from me, so it’s one of the
things you learn to do more smartly after your first book. Of
course, it’s not the case one doesn’t know that a lot of things in the
contract are bad; it’s just that the publisher basically says, here’s
the contract; take it or leave it.

PEM: And you take it.

CPC: You have to take it. Of course, you could always be an ar-
tiste, say, No. I won’t do it. But that would be hard to do.

PEM: You mean it would be hard to go back to working in the car
plant in Flint?

CPC: Exactly. You know what faces you out there. You just have
to take the chance. Anyway, Whoopie Goldberg bought the rights,
and she wanted it to be a Disney movie. She had been in two mov-
ies for Disney, but they didn’t want it. In fact, none of the studios
would buy it. She went to all the major studios. Then she went to
the cable network.

PEM: Why do you think there was so little interest?

CPC: Well, movies about African Americans generally do terribly
at the box office. There is apparently very little money to be made
on movies about black people. Just look at Amistad or Beloved. Be-
loved—well, all 1 can say is I thought it was a great movie, and it
opened and closed just like that. Actually, I was prepared to really
dislike the movie. Beloved is my favorite book—Toni Morrison is
one of my favorite writers—and I’ve never seen a movie where
they did a good job of the book, but I think they did an excellent
job with this one.
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PEM: So will you write the screenplay for The Watsons?

CPC: Oh, no. Someone else will write the screenplay. My agent
negotiated a place for me as a consultant on the film, which basi-
cally means I get to go watch them shoot and let them do whatever
they want to do with it. I’ve rather divorced myself from the whole
process because, as I said, I’ve almost never seen a movie where
the movie was a good representation of the book. They’ll have to
change it a lot, and whatever they do, that’s fine, even if it’s not
what I’d do with it myself.

PEM: I understand it will be a wonderful cast.

CPC: Yes, and that kind of scared me at first. LeVar Burton is di-
recting it, Alfre Woodard is playing the mother, David Wade the
father, and Whoopie Goldberg is playing the grandmother.

PEM: What about the kids?

CPC: Whoopie said she had a psychic feeling that the actors
who’d play the kids should be amateurs from Chicago. So she was
going to try out kids in Chicago for the part. We’ll see. One of the
things I have learned, coming to writing the long way around, so to
speak, is never to get my expectations up. If it happens, it happens;
if it doesn’t, it doesn’t.
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