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Edward P. Jones was born in 1950 and raised in Washington DC by his single mother, an illiterate dishwasher from North Carolina (both his books have been dedicated to her).  Jones was a comic book enthusiast as a child, but at 13 years old he discovered that a book without pictures in it could be fun to read.  The first novel he read was a British mystery, Who Killed Stella Pomeroy?, borrowed from his cousin. A classic ‘bookish’ boy who preferred to stay inside reading, he attended Holy Cross College on scholarship. The first person is his family to pursue a higher education, Jones graduated in 1972.

Unable to find a full-time job after college, Jones was on the verge of borrowing $15 from his sister for a bus ticket to Brooklyn, where she lived, when he got word that Essence magazine was publishing his first story for $400.  A job at the American Association for the Advancement of Science (publisher of Science magazine) enabled him to stay in Washington, D.C. where he continued writing the stories for his collection Lost in the City. He did it for three years before graduate school.

In 1977 Jones met novelist John Casey, who invited him to attend graduate school at the University of Virginia. “[H]e asked me about coming down there, then when I heard [James Allen] McPherson [Pulitzer Prize winning author and MacArthur Fellow who is currently on the faculty of the Iowa Writer’s Workshop] was there I got excited, so I applied there. And that’s where I started teaching.” He attended from 1979 to 1981 and earned an MFA in writing

After that he held a day job writing for a tax newsletter for 19 years. The job was very dry. He worked mostly out of his apartment in Arlington, Virginia without much interaction with others.  In 1991, his first book, Lost in the City, was nominated for a National Book Award, the same year as All the Pretty Horses won.  Lost in the City is a collection of stories that takes place in Washington D.C. and follows the lives of average people who are literally or figuratively lost.  The stories occur during the 50’s, 60’s, and 70’s and trace the struggles and difficulties of our nation’s capital during that time period. “When I sent my stories to my agent the first time around the only magazine that was interested was The Paris Review.  So I thought it would be that same sort of thing, this time around.  I was really surprised when he told me about The New Yorker and then another one [“All Aunt Hagar’s Children”] will be there in December [The Winter Fiction Issue]. Critics and readers alike have “empathized” with Jones’s characters.  Lost in the City won the Ernest Hemingway/PEN award and was nominated for the National Book Award in 1992.  The first printing of the book sold out.

He started working on and thinking about a novel at the time he was finishing Lost in the City.  “Certain images started coming to mind and then I began working on it and I never got around to doing much writing except for 12 pages, since ’91, 92 when I started on it.  I just kept putting all of it off.  But I was writing it all out in my head, for the most part, in a very general way – here and there bits of dialogue.  I knew exactly what the dialogue was, but it was sort of a general outline – not outline because I had it all mapped out.” “Originally in those 12 pages I am talking about, six pages were the first chapter and six were the final [chapter].”  He estimates that in the 10 years it took him to get the book down on paper, “the amount of reading I did would come to 75 pages.”  Regarding the two shelves of reference works he’d collected, he recalls thinking, ‘I could spend six months or a year reading all this stuff, but would be sidetracked from the people in my head.  They were very real, and I didn’t want to bend them to any research I would come across. What was important was the relationships.”  All the names, facts and figures Jones so convincingly cites were invented. He observes, “If you have authority behind you, people will believe anything.”

The newsletter job went away after 19 years. “I was in the middle of writing the novel [The Known World], I had five weeks of vacation.  So I don’t have a job and that’s a bit scary.  Because I had been homeless once – in the ’70s.” He decided to start writing the novel. “ I just gave up the idea of ever doing the research and all.  I just sat down and started plugging away.”

“[I]n addition to my intention of doing the research, I was going down to Lynchburg (VA) to visit a friend of mine and use his county as a setting for the novel.  I was going to call whatever his county is Lynchburg County or something.  But I never got around to visiting him.  So I had to create my own place.  In doing that I was sort of freed [up], because had I used his county I would have had to know every single thing there was to know about that place in case someone came along and said ‘ Well, you got this fact wrong.’  But if I created my own Manchester County I can say the U.S. Census in 1840 said this many people, and this many people.  I can say these three people in the 20th century wrote these history books about this county.  And they said this, that and the other.  It’s all out of my imagination.  I was freed because of that.”  “It’s nice that I didn’t read all those books.  What I would have had to put down is far, far harsher and bleaker.”

Jones’s novel, The Known World (2003), which presents a complex cross-section of the lives of freed and enslaved blacks, whites, and Indians, won the Pulitzer Prize for fiction in 2004, a National Book Critics Circle Award, and was named the New York Times Editor’s Choice for 2003. His stories have appeared in The New Yorker, Essence, and Ploughshares among other publications.  He was awarded a MacArthur “Genius Grant” in 2004, and recently won the 100,000 Euro Tenth International IMPAC Dublin Literary Prize.

Jones currently lives in Arlington, Virginia. He has never owned a car, commuting instead by public transportation.  “I don’t want to own something that you can’t take into your apartment at night,” he explained in an interview with The Washington Post.  “I just live my life.  I have writer friends but I don’t really chum around with people. I am sort of a loner.” 

