Pulpwood Book Club Questions
What inspired you to write The Children Bob Moses Led?

I was a participant in the 1963 March on Washington and heard Martin Luther King’s “I have a
dream” speech in front of the Lincoln Memorial. I was a college student then and have always
been interested in the civil rights movement, since it marked the moral high water mark of my
generation. Almost a thousand young people my age went to Mississippi in the summer of 1964
to take part on what became known as “Freedom Summer,” and I wanted to tell their important
story. I was not a participant myself, but [ knew people who did go, and of course I mourned for
the three that were murdered by the KKK.

How did your background or research influence the authenticity of the story?

I did interview some of the participants, and that was helpful, but I quickly learned that I needed
to dig into as many primary sources as possible to get an accurate sense of what people actually
said and did and felt at the time. Fortunately, James Forman, a leader of SNCC, mandated that all
participants type reports about their daily activities. That vast repository of documents is at the
Martin Luther King Center in Atlanta. Furthermore, the letters, diaries, newspaper clippings, et.
al. are part of another extensive collection at the Wisconsin Historical Society. My own
contribution, the William Heath Papers, is now part of their holdings. These are only the two
most important sources for primary materials. I visited dozens more over years of research that
enabled me to know in exact detail what happened during Freedom Summer. My novel then
recounts actual events and invents situations based on typical experiences of that summer. Thus
readers get a very accurate sense of what the Mississippi Summer Project was all about.

What message or emotional impact do you hope readers take away from the book?

I received some remarkable blurbs from civil rights activities, both Black and white, men and
women that testify to the fact that actual participants in these important events found my novel
both moving and accurate. I certainly want readers to become emotionally engaged to my
narrative, which tries to convey a you-are-there atmosphere by putting readers into the mind of
the key organizer, Bob Moses, and a typical participant, Tom Morton, a white college student
from Ohio, as well as many other memorable characters.

Were there any real-life people or experiences that shaped key characters in the story?

Much more than most novels, The Children Bob Moses Led draws on real-life people and events.
To cite the most obvious example, Bob Moses himself was the leader of Freedom Summer and
he narrates in the first person his version of those fateful months. For a white author like myself
to relate a significant portion of the novel via a Black first-person narrator was one of the most
daring aspects of my efforts. In my Afterward I identify which characters are purely fictitious
and which are actual people who are accurately named and portrayed. My prodigious research
was essential here, for I had to speak with authority from the perspectives of both Blacks and
whites, including I might add the Southerners who vehemently and sometimes violently opposed
what the civil rights movement was trying to do.



What was the most rewarding (or challenging) part of bringing this story to life?

As I mentioned above, doing the essential research to speak with authority from the perspectives
of various participants, some actual and others fictional. I based my Bob Moses sections, for
example, on extensive interviews Bob Moses gave at the time and later (I also was able to
interview him in person on a couple of occasions). Not only did I spend a lot of time in research
libraries, but I also traveled extensively in Mississippi, checking out this most appealing and
appalling of Deep South states, talking to people there, including several interviews. I might add
that many Mississippians were both friendly and cooperative. The editor of the McComb
newspaper, for example, allowed me to study their files from the time and he even took my wife
and I out to dinner where we enjoyed delicious crawfish ettufé.

Are you currently working on any new projects or upcoming releases?

Last year I published a poetry book, Alms for Oblivion (Kelsay Books), which provides a wide
variety of my recent work, and a chapbook, Inventing the Americas (Finishing Line Press) that
draws upon my years of teaching about the Age of Exploration. This latter work tells the stories
of Columbus and Amerigo Vespucci in thirteen concise poems. Readers will find it a revelation,
learning things they never knew. It would be perfect for use in the schools.

I have another poetry book coming out early next year, Prime Time (Kelsay Books), and a poetry
chapbook, Not My Country, about the dangers posed by Trump, which has not yet found a
publisher.

How can readers best stay connected with your work, website, newsletter, or social media?

My website (www.williamheathbooks.com) is state of the art, containing extensive information
about all my books. I might especially mention William Wells and the Struggle for the Old
Northwest, which has won three national awards. It also contains video interviews about my
books, including at least one on The Children Bob Moses Led. My email is heath@msmary.edu.
I am not active on social media, although I do receive occasional messages on Facebook.
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