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HILTON HEAD--Gone are the days when a publisher, angling for a marketing edge, had the temerity 
to ask John Jakes to employ a pen name. 
 
"Can't use your name. It sounds like a piece of faulty plumbing." 
 
The letter was from Donald A. Woldheim, then editor of Ace Books, imploring Jakes to invest the 
cover of his early '60s novel "Arena" with a little more pizazz. 
 
The tall, white-haired writer chuckles at the memory. "Don was a great guy but acerbic. He wanted 
something a little more romantic. Considering he had commissioned four of the historical paperback 
originals I did -- the first being a really bad one about pirates which I researched for about 15 minutes -- 
I decided to become 'Jay Scotland.' For a time, anyway."  
 
For years now, the name John Jakes has been a sufficiently melodious one for publishers, as well as a 
coveted trademark: a guarantee of well-crafted historical novels girded by thorough research. 
Adaptations of his work also have helped define the television mini-series. 
 
Like so many graduates of the pulp era, Jakes did it all: crime fiction, Westerns, science fiction, 
children's books, you name it. Today, the author of "North and South" and "The Kent Family 
Chronicles" is so firmly associated with works of historical fiction he resides atop a sort of Mount 
Rushmore of the field, right there alongside the late James A. Michener, a man Jakes greatly admired. 
 
And now, after flirting round the edges, he is tackling the Holy City head on. 
 
"Charleston," a multigenerational saga of the fictional Bell family, will be released by Dutton in 
August. 
 
"I had wanted to do some kind of book about South Carolina for about 15 years," says Jakes, spurred in 
part by his appreciation for the late George C. Rogers Jr.'s "Charleston in the Age of the 
Pinckneys" (1969). "South Carolina and Charleston, which was the power center, directly affected the 
course of American history in many ways. In its early years, the country was run by Southerners, many 
of whom were South Carolinians. But I didn't want it positioned by the publisher as a 'regional' book. It 
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is not a provincial story; it's a book about American history. South Carolina, for better or worse, played 
a key role." 
 
A YANKEE BORN 
 
Jakes and his wife, Rachel, who can boast of four children and 11 grandchildren, have split time 
between homes in Connecticut and South Carolina for 25 years. Still, Jakes regards himself as "Yankee 
born," someone who was comparatively unfamiliar with Palmetto State history until he undertook 
writing "North and South," later a landmark miniseries shot here in the historic district in the mid-'80s 
amid much hue and cry over sand in the streets. 
 
"I didn't know much about the history of the state -- all these people galloping around on horseback like 
an old Errol Flynn movie," says Jakes, a research fellow in the department of history at the University 
of South Carolina from 1989 to 1996. "In 'North and South,' I portrayed a family up near Charleston. 
But I always wanted to do something more. 
 
"But it's been a task, a struggle in terms of organization, because 'Charleston' covers almost 100 years, 
and it turned out to be really like writing three books in the space of one. It presented the challenge of 
researching three different periods. I knew something about the Civil War, but not the Civil War I talk 
about in this one." 
 
Having just dispatched the finished manuscript to New York, Jakes hasn't had enough distance from the 
book to assay its literary merits. 
 
"I haven't any idea how the book came out, and probably won't until after it's published. But what sets it 
apart in my mind right now is its organization. The book jumps 30 years or so between each of the three 
sections, and like all of the things that I do, it was a learning experience. I keep saying that every book 
is like enrolling in a new masters program in a different period of history. 
 
"The leading characters in this book don't follow all the way through because of the time jumps. Back 
when I did those Kent family books, the characters jumped from book to book. I usually followed one 
set of characters the whole way. That was not the case here. The Revolutionary War period story ends, 
and the Bell family carries on and jumps to the antebellum period. I'd never done that before." 
 
HELPING HAND 
 
Jakes credits Charleston lawyer and historian Robert Rosen with being of enormous help at the 
beginning of the project. 
 
"But he's been unfailingly kind and helpful all along the way." 
 
In broad terms, the story involves two brothers, sons of the founders of the Bell family, who split along 
Tory and Patriot lines during the Revolutionary War period. 
 
"Those lines come down through the Civil War, and there are great family antagonisms, which the story 
plays off in a variety of ways. One brother joins the Loyalists, while the other mans the defenses of 
Charleston until it's time to sneak out and join Francis Marion. Marion always fascinated me, and I've 
wanted to do something involving him." 
 
Jakes, who knows something of dealing with the film industry, wasn't the least surprised when Roland 
Emmerich's "The Patriot," also shot in the state, turned what originally was to have been the character 
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of Marion into a composite of personalities, as played by Mel Gibson. 
 
"Well, Marion being a teetotaler who didn't swear and didn't have a girlfriend at the time of the war, I 
can see why Gibson looked at that and said, 'No, no.' " 
 
Unlike many contemporary filmmakers, who have a tendency to pander, Jakes always has tried to strike 
a balance between giving long-standing readers the ingredients they savor in his work and keeping the 
process of producing each new book fresh and engaging. 
 
"I try not to write the same book every time in terms of structure or subject. I always approach a book 
with the intention of writing something different with theme and period. That's why this book was 
organized differently. I never wanted to be one of those writers -- and there are a lot of them that are 
quite successful -- who simply do the same thing time and again. I've always been proud enough of the 
craft of it to make each one not only a little different, but a little better. If I can. You fall short 
sometimes, but you still set out to do it." 
 
THE BIG BUCKS 
 
Born in Chicago in 1932, Jakes began writing professionally during his freshman year at Northwestern 
University, where the 18-year-old was studying theater. Though Jakes would go on to write and 
perform in plays later in his career, at the time, he traded in the footlights for the keyboard when he sold 
his first story, "Machine," for $25 to the Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, then as now one of 
the prestige periodicals of the genre. 
 
Soon he enrolled in the creative writing program at DePauw University, graduating in 1953. A year 
later he earned a masters in American literature from Ohio State University. 
 
Jakes was a prolific writer all along, but his work began to accrue global attention after he commenced 
work on the first of eight volumes of the "Kent Family Chronicles," a series depicting American history 
through the lives of a fictional family, in March of 1973. Each in the series was a brisk best seller, and 
in 1975, Jakes won the distinction of becoming the first author ever to have three books on the New 
York Times Best Seller List in a single year. 
 
"It's always tough for a writer to say whether this series or that series is one's signature work. I have 
favorite books, naturally. It's interesting that when I travel in this country or abroad, the thing that 
people first connect with my name is 'North and South.' The Kent books are 25 years old now, but 
because of the constant presence of the 'North and South' miniseries on television -- I think it was on 
the Hallmark channel just recently -- that seems to be what people identify as my signature work. I 
don't necessarily look at it that way, but it's OK by me if others do." 
 
THE LABEL 
 
Does it ever become wearisome to be pigeonholed, however notably, as America's best-read writer of 
historical fiction? Not to Jakes. 
 
"That's fine. I labored for many years writing all sorts of things in the pulp magazines, where some of 
my greatest idols like John D. MacDonald, a greatly undervalued writer, also began. It occurred to me 
that after 20-plus years I had finally found my niche, or finally found my audience, with historical 
fiction." 
 
Jakes, who holds honorary doctorates from five universities, in 1995 received the National Cowboy 
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Hall of Fame's Western Heritage Literary Award, as well as a dual Celebrity and Citizen's Award from 
the White House Conference on Libraries and Information. In 1996, he became the 10th living inductee 
to the South Carolina Academy of Authors. Two years later, the South Carolina Humanities 
Association recognized his career achievement and support of the humanities. 
 
But the recognition he holds most dear derives from readers. 
 
"I get a tremendous amount of reader mail and e-mail messages from people who say, 'I always hated 
history in school, but I have learned as much from reading your books as I ever did in the classroom.' 
Occasionally they one-up this by writing to say that they became a history major because of my books, 
or even a teacher of history. That means more to me than any honor, because what a writer really wants 
to do is connect with one person and have some slight impact." 
 
Despite his decision to write rather than act, Jakes is still active in theater, having performed, directed 
and written original plays and musicals, most recently a musical version of "Great Expectations" staged 
on Hilton Head in 1998, and reprised in Connecticut last year. 
 
"I love the musical theater -- one of the truly American forms. I always have," says Jakes, a member of 
the Dramatists Guild as well as the Authors Guild. "And I love the immediacy of the theater in general. 
I'm still involved to a limited extent. If I hadn't had a career as a fiction writer, I might have tried a 
career as a playwright." 
 
Occasionally they even induce him to act. 
 
"In fact the last show I did here at the community theater, 'Tribute,' about 1985, I was asked to act. The 
show is an hour and 55 minutes of stage time and my character -- a dying publicist -- was on for an 
hour and 35. He has to drop his pants and wear a rubber chicken suit and, at one point, kiss his son on 
the lips, which went down a little hard with the audience at the time." 
 
ALONE AT THE TOP 
 
To some extent, Jakes has benefited from specializing in a field, historical fiction, that remains 
comparatively uncrowded. Among the more visible practitioners, Michener has passed away. And Gore 
Vidal does not devote the time to it he once did. 
 
It's a far cry from 30 years ago when Jakes and one of his oldest writer friends, Evan Hunter, were 
writing crime fiction for the pulps. 
 
"You couldn't get arrested trying to sell a mystery in those days. Now they are all over the place. But 
historical fiction has never been that crowded a field. There are a lot of historical romances being 
published, but that's a different thing entirely." 
 
Although Jakes might have liked to write historical novels about classical Rome or about Europe (the 
Restoration in England and the Napoleonic era, especially), for now he is satisfied with the path of his 
career. 
 
"My ambition was not to be a writer. It was to be a published writer. I've pretty much worked where I 
wanted to work, done pretty much what I ever wanted to do, and have gone far beyond what I ever 
thought I would. There are so many subjects in historical novels; you'll never exhaust them. But I have 
no regrets." 
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Bill Thompson covers movies and books. Contact him at 937-5707 or e-mail at 
bthompson@postandcourier .com 
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