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History may be the thread of historical novels, but it's imagination and lots of research that embroider a good historical yarn. At least that's the case for the stories Gary Jennings spins into novels. Jennings's first success with historical fiction came in 1980 with Aztec, an eventual worldwide bestseller that explores the life of the pre-conquest Indians. In 1984, he traced the path of Marco Polo in Journeyer. Spangle, published in 1987, has readers wandering with a 19th century circus troupe; and Raptor, a memoir of a Goth, was published in 1992. Aztec Autumn, a sequel to Aztec, is scheduled for release in August 1997 by Forge Books. Writing has been an important part of Jennings's personal history. At 12, he worked alongside his father, Glen Jennings, as a printer's apprentice. He was an army correspondent during the Korean War after which he worked as an advertising copywriter until leaving to concentrate on his first novel. That book, Sow the Seeds of Hemp, set in Mississippi in the 1 830s was rejected by 25 publishers before Norton published it 16 years after it was written.
Jennings has also written innumerable short stories and articles, plus nonfiction and juvenile books. Each of Jennings's novels starts with a scrap from history. "The angle for Journeyer was the epigraph in the front of a book that I'd come across somewhere," Jennings says. "When urged by a priest to tell the truth before he died, Marco Polo responded, 'I have not told the half of what I saw and did. So that was my clue. I was going to tell the other half of Marco Polo's story. If you read Journeyer, and if you've read Marco Polo's original book, you will find that I incorporated every single thing he actually did, then 'embroidered' to tell the other half." The task Jennings sets for himself is to "tell a good story without warping history too much." He stays true to characters and history, but makes logical leaps when necessary. Aztec's narrator Mixtli, for example, was handicapped nearly all of his life by nearsightedness. But, while travelling in the Maya region, Jennings was shown a square piece of granite, augmented at the corners with ground, convex quartz lenses used to light ceremonial candles. And so, in the novel, I have a Maya craftsman sculpt a plano-concave lens out of topaz. From then on Mixtli is able to see perfectly, using the lens as a monocle. Although I had my hero outfitted with a fictional prosthesis, it was based firmly on fact." 
Jennings tells his stories from the perspective of a narrator, someone who can roam from historical character to character, adventure to adventure. "In all of my books there are historical characters; you can easily spot them. They actually existed-I do not warp their behavior in any way. But if I took a definite, known historical character as a narrator, I would be constrained to the adventures that he actually had or could have had. I couldn't wander farther afield than he did. So I invent a character who has reason and opportunity and motive to be in all sorts of places, and see the subject from all angles, different sides." And those narrators themselves are not always purely fictitious, says Jennings. Mixtli, the narrator in Aztec, "is based on me; just like me, he's nearsighted and incurably curious." The books Jennings writes are rich with historical detail and adventure. But those details don't come easily. Getting there takes some legwork, beginning most often with the library. "You dig," says Jennings. "If you want to set a novel in the Franco-Prussian War, for instance, first get a standard history of France and Prussia. From that, you'll learn basic things. Then go to the footnotes and to the bibliography of that history, and check out as many of those books as you can. You'll find what was covered in the book you started with, but you'll also discover extra details that weren't in the first book. Then check out the books in the bibliography of each of those books and keep going. Eventually you may be reading a doctoral dissertation on the Franco-Prussian War that was published in Nuremberg back in the 19th century. 

Jennings averages two years researching each of his novels-one year with books and another in the field. But, when completed, his novels contain only one-sixth of the material his hard work unearths. "I spent ten years researching Aztec. Not through choice. I didn't have any grants or funds or anything like that, so I was doing a lot of other work for subsistence in the meantime. So far as I could afford it, I haunted every archaeological dig I could find and get into. I would save up my money to go and live in the jungle or on the coast
