Frequently Asked Questions—David Danelo

You were a Marine Corps infantry officer who served in Iraq.  What path led you to your current career? 

I wanted a long term professional challenge to build on my military experience, and the only job that seemed more difficult, interesting and rewarding than leading Marines was writing.   During my 2004 tour in Iraq, I began corresponding with Steven Pressfield, a screenwriter and novelist best known for The Legend of Bagger Vance and Gates of Fire.   I wrote him a few emails describing life around Fallujah.  In response Pressfield said I was a great writer and I should give it a shot professionally.  It made me feel like Babe Ruth or Michael Jordan had said I was a promising ballplayer.

Since leaving the Marines, I’ve viewed my writing, speaking and consulting career through the lens of a start-up business.  In his book Good to Great, author Jim Collins says entrepreneurs who become the best in their discipline endure years of obscurity before making it big. Successful CEOs are not flashy, look-at-me types; they humbly hone their model until they have nailed down the key to a specific industry.  Those periods of refinement develop a foundation for consistency and excellence.
You graduated from the Naval Academy.  Why did you write about enlisted Marines?
Many outstanding books and memoirs (Nathaniel Fick’s One Bullet Away; Craig Mullaney’s The Unforgiving Minute) have chronicled the coming-of-age journey a young officer experiences when shouldering the burden of command.  But in the streets of Iraq, corporals and sergeants, or NCOs, may make twice as many life and death decisions as lieutenants and captains.  

I wrote Blood Stripes because memoirs chronicling the enlisted story usually blend angst-filled youth with military coming-of-age (Jarhead), but they don’t really offer the reader a clear sense of what it’s like to be a squad leader, or acting platoon sergeant, or a driver in combat.  Command has given me a chance to become an anthropologist of the enlisted Marine subculture, and I thought I could draw some distinctions other books had missed.  As I mention in this interview, Blood Stripes was my gift to the Marines and their families who had my back when we served together.
How did you become interested in border issues?  From your research, what would you identify as a few myths and misconceptions about the U.S-Mexico border?
I attended high school in San Antonio, a city where I was a white minority.  After I left the military, I didn’t understand the anger in California and Arizona; the illegal immigration protests, the Minutemen—my experience had been different than the political rhetoric.   I was also interested in the national security implications of the border issues—our geographic and economic ties with Mexico make the anarchy and violence on the border a “red alert” problem. It should be treated as such.
Unfortunately, the immigration and border debate has become polarized, and important stories are overlooked because of groupthink. Mainstream media reporters (both right and left wing) see the border as only an illegal immigration or drugs issue, and the border itself gets diced into policy prescriptions because journalists inevitably pick sides.  But the real story is much more complex than a Lou Dobbs sound bite.
In combat, I learned the necessity to distill “noise” from facts. When you command a company or a convoy, you’re betting dozens of lives on what you know, and also what you think you know. Much of that knowledge works in shades of gray– ambiguity, hunches, instinct.  From that, you make assumptions; from assumptions, you might eventually find facts. But your life depends on knowing the difference between a fact and an assumption.

In The Border, my observations attack sacred cows on both political sides. It isn’t that I’m trying to be “in the middle” just for the sake of it, but I’ve taken a different route than most into studying this issue, which probably accounts for some of the different results.   Until the right and left can give ground, the situation will remain unstable.
Who are your storytelling influences and/or literary mentors?
John Steinbeck, James Michener, Senator Jim Webb, Steven Pressfield, Johnny Cash, Clint Eastwood, Tom Wolfe, Robert Kaplan, T.R. Fehrenbach, Robert Timberg, Josh Bazell, Robert McKee, Jon Krakauer, Noah Lukeman, Elizabeth Gilbert, George Orwell, William Zinsser, Emperor Marcus Aurelius, Aristotle and Sun Tzu.

How can I write a book/get an agent/get published?
I don’t know.  Every writer takes a different path.   There’s no secret, mystery or Zen riddle.  Connections are useless if you can’t write, and may not help even if you can.  Your material has to have a market.  And unless you’re hiring a ghostwriter, you have to actually write your book (ironically, this may be the most difficult commitment for many would-be authors, who want the glitz of publication without the pain of the keyboard).
My own path has involved studying the art/craft of writing and the science/discipline of entrepreneurship.  I have found a synthesis between these two endeavors; my work as a writer supports speaking and consulting, which then dovetails back into writing.  

Useful books for me on this mystery have included: On Writing Well, William Zinsser; Story, Robert McKee; The First Five Pages, Noah Lukeman; On Writing, Stephen King; The War of Art, Steven Pressfield; and Good to Great, Jim Collins
Why aren’t you on Facebook or MySpace?  Why aren’t you blogging and tweeting?
It takes a lot of time and I’d rather be doing something else.

I know, I know: “But blogging will make you a better writer!”  “But Facebook is so important to, like, you know, get your name out there and stay connected with everything!”  “But Twitter is rapid and immediate and instantaneous and NOW!” 

Sorry, it just ain’t me. Books and blogs are different literary forms, and my electronic lifestyle isn’t that communal.  Energy put towards profile updates is energy taken away from some other endeavor.  Family, friends and colleagues have my info.  Anyone can use the contact page.  Beyond that, I’d prefer to keep a low profile.
It’s not for lack of experience; I edited a blog and website for a year.  I’m familiar with the posting, Digg-ing, trackback game.  One month my old site had 500,000 unique visitors.  Eventually (and predictably), traffic waned.  The backstory isn’t relevant, but the lesson is: for some writers, frequent communication has limited usefulness. 
Instead of tweeting, Facebooking, or creating any other cyber flotsam, I’d rather let my work do the talking.  Something strong enough will stand on its own. 
What has been the biggest lesson for you after writing Blood Stripes and The Border? 

Before I started my 2007 trip along the border, a writer I respect gave me some good advice: “Do not understand the border too quickly.”

My own lesson has been to not understand anything too quickly. Information is often easy to find, but new, wise, insightful thoughts are difficult to obtain.  Hasty conclusions often lack accuracy, depth and wisdom.  So my lesson is to put attention, patience, and energy into learning something, grow stronger from the mistakes you make along the way and then trust it will pay off when the time is right.
What are your current projects?
I’m consulting on international borders and writing a book about northern Mexico.
