Hazel Edwards


Journeys in Words

1000 words

by Hazel Edwards

www.hazeledwards.com 
‘Journeys is a major  theme for senior secondary students studying English .’

‘Why would you want to do that?’

Often the writer tries to explain the journeys others take.

As a writer , I’ve been on an expedition to Antarctica, trekked in Nepal and ‘tramped ’ the Milford Track in New Zealand, mainly so I could use these experiences in fact , faction and fiction afterwards. Newspaper articles, books, scripts, picture books and animation proposals have been written as a result of these geographic journeys. 

But I’ve also interviewed forensic scientists, police, musicians, a belly dancer , hot air balloonists and even a funeral parlour director so that I can understand the challenges of their workstyles and why they choose those activities. This is a different kind of journey towards understanding characters: asking people about their work, values, families  or hobbies.

Authors are always on a journey: to craft the most effective words, provide vicarious experience for the reader or maybe to participate-observe so they may write more realistically. They are also ‘journeymen’ or ‘journeywomen’ in the sense of having to learn their craft as a wordy apprenticeship. 

Literature is just high gossip and writers are the gossip mongers intrigued by why people do things. Everyone is on a journey of some kind, but people take different routes and handle the obstacles differently. Some stop at the barriers, others see them as hurdles. Fear may be an obstacle stopping the interviewee from talking about an issue, but we all have fears, and readers like to know from those who are prepared to talk candidly about their experiences. The writer-interviewer can encourage this journey analysis. What is viewed as a ‘quest’ by one person is seen as a stupid waste of time and energy by another unless you understand their motives.

By interviewing subjects in their normal surroundings, I’ve been on a ‘journey’ into their lives, and my readers will come there with me later when they read the book, but only if I’ve ‘crafted’ the experience for the particular reader or audience. I have to be conscious of including smells, sights, sounds, tastes, textures and even emotional reactions such as fear or elation. A five year old will be interested in penguin poo in Antarctica whereas an adult might be more intrigued by global warming issues, pollution or the surreal beauty of the icebergs. A ‘petrol-head’ might want to know about how the Antarctic vehicles work.

 ‘People- oriented’ ,writers ask lots of questions which is considered ‘research’, not ‘stickybeaking’ if you’re a creator of books or articles. Effective questions which require more than ‘yes/no ‘ answers  and good listening skills are vital for a writer. Genuine interest in others’ lives helps too. So does discretion. If you’re told something ‘off the record’ you mustn’t use it in public, but the knowledge can help you frame another question.

Each journey starts with a goal, whether it’s reaching the South Pole or finishing a 30,000 word novel. A goal is a dream with a  deadline. But you have to choose the route to your long term aim and sometimes the goal may change while you are in transit. For me, it has been the format in which is story is crafted that has sometimes changed from a novel to tele-movie or a performance script. Or I’ve started with a character and become more intrigued by the setting as in ‘Antarctica’s Frozen Chosen’  Re-routing or re-cycling rather than giving up is not failure.

Often a creator must judge ‘success’ by internal criteria, the gap between the aspiration and the creation. What was the goal? Was it reached?  

It has been said that an artist must know how far to go too far.

In physical terms the greatest challenge for me in Antarctica was to climb over the side of the polar ship in cumbersome,  Antarctic gear. If I fell into the icy water, I’d die in four minutes. That concentrates the mind wonderfully. So I came to an arrangement with the barge master. I’d help him write his e-mail love letters to his girlfriend and he’d make sure I got into the barge. It worked.  Words are a powerful rate of exchange.

I write for adults, adolescents and children. It is harder to write well for younger readers. Each word counts. So does the design in conveying the complex idea, simply. You really have to know what you’re talking about before using simple words to describe pyrotechnics, glaciology or even the way a hot air balloon works.

The skill to present complex ideas simply, requires a thorough understanding of the process. Whether writing fact or fiction , it has to be logical and even fantasy has an internal logic.

An effective writer is androgynous and can create credible characters of any age, occupation or gender, through the skills of research and observation plus imagination.  

On a journey, tourists just visit and expect to be entertained, travellers are participant observers. Writers need to participate in life so they can write more realistically later.

When things go wrong, like when struggling exhausted in the mountains of Nepal as the not-so-fit trekker I tell myself , ‘This is research’.

I’ve also been lost a lot, when orienteering because I’ve misread the map. So some journeys have been serendipitous ones, when I’ve discovered things en route by happy accident. But if I hadn’t started the journey, NOTHING would have happened.

On a journey or quest, you’ll need a backpack with essential supplies:

· Imagination: a creator should never leave home without it.

· Torch: to illuminate good ideas.

· Water bottle; to refresh with inspiration

· G.P.S. (global positioning satellite)or Compass: 

· A memory bank card for recording significant experiences

· Luggage label: so you know who you are and where you’ve come from or are journeying toward.
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