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BLOCKBUSTER PRAISE FOR
THE BRIDGES OF MADISON COUNTY

“WALLER KNOWS THE SECRET OF
ROMANCE NOVELS. HE WRITES THE WAY
‘PEOPLE FEEL AND THINK WHEN THEY
ARE FIRST IN LOVE—as if every emotion had
the force of God’s creation, as if such shivers

had never been experienced before.”
—TIME

“LYRICAL . . . SENSUOUS AND SENSITIVE . ..
A TALE OF LASTING LOVE.”
—San Francisco Chronicle

“VIVIDLY ROMANTIC . . . WALLER IS AN
AMAZING STORYTELLER. It’s remarkable
when a first novel does well, but what was more
remarkable about THE BRIDGES OF MADISON
COUNTY was how passionately people
responded to it. Everywhere, the story was the
same. People would buy the book and be back
~ the next day saying they’d stayed up all night
reading and sobbing and becoming enrap-
tured by a story so wonderful they wanted to
buy more copies to give to their friends. . . .
Robert Waller’s BRIDGES has the nation believ-
ing in romance.”

—Washington Post
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“IT GLOWS. . BRMGESproves that won-
drous things can be wrought by chance and
candlelight.”

b

—Miami Herald

“ELOQUENT, EMOTIONAL, AND TOUCH-
ES THE HEART. . . . I couldn’t put it down.”
—Barbara Taylor Bradford

“ONE FROM THE HEARTLAND: ROBERT
JAMES WALLER'’S RUSTIC LOVE STORY IS
REACHING OUT AND TOUCHING PEO-
PLE.”

—People

“LIKELY TO MELT ALL BUT THE MOST
DETERMINED CYNICS. . .. A POIGNANT
STORY, MOVING PRECISELY BECAUSE IT
HAS THE RAGGED EDGES OF REALITY.”
—Entertainment Weekly

“POWERFUL ... BELIEVABLE. . . . Their
story is as poignant as Tristan and Isolde’s, or

that of Psyche and Eros—and far more likely.”
—Columbus Dispatch



“EVERY ONCE IN A WHILE COMES A MAGI-
CAL STORY, AN EXQUISITE JEWEL OF A
BOOK, A PIECE OF FICTION THAT MORE
THAN MAKES UP FOR ALL THE ORDINARY
BOOKS ONE USUALLY READS. SUCH A BOOK
IS THE BRIDGES OF MADISON COUNTY.”
—Indianapolis News -

“AS PERFECT AS A TEAR.”
—Orlando Sentinel

“IF YOU BELIEVE IN FATE . . . IF YOU'RE A
ROMANTIC. .. YOU WILL FIND THIS LOVE

STORY AN OASIS OF JOY.”
—Kansas City Star

THIS HAUNTING FIRST NOVEL IS A MEM-

RABLE, MAGICAL READ. . . . AN UNFOR-

;ETTABLE STORY.” |
—Cleveland Plain Dealer

YONATE AND SENSITIVE . . . written
~ry sure hand . . . and a rare straight-

‘elicacy.”
—Milwaukee Journal



“A REALLY SUBLIME LOVE STORY THAT
INVOLVES SACRIFICE, PAINFUL CHOICES,
AND BEING SILENT ABOUT WHAT MAT-

TERS MOST.”
—Seattle Times

“ENTHRALLING AND DELIGHTFUL. ..
READ IT WITH YOUR HEART!”
—Mary Higgins Clark

“-OLD-FASHIONED ... POIGNANTLY
EROTIC. ... REMINDS READERS OF THE
PRECIOUS VIBRANCY OF THE HUMAN EXIS-

TENCE.” ,
—San Jose Mercury News

“THIS IS A SMALL GEM OF A BOOK, one
that you could easily run through in a lazy
afternoon on the patio. But don’t. Savor eac?
page as you would a sip of fine wine, for the
author has fashioned an old-fashioned love 4
story that grabs your mind and heart and J
won’tlet go.” /

—Toledo Blade

‘EMOTIONAL, POIGNANT, AND SPARELY
ELOQUENT.. . illuminates the romance and
the sexual passion with fluid grace . . . a lovely
piece of writing.”

—Des Moines Sunday Register



“A NOVEL SO FILLED WITH INSIGHT and
shy sensitivity that we experience an epiphany:
the realization that this is what love is all
about, told to us in a story by an author whose
understanding seems to tap some vast univer-
sal truth.”
‘ . —Sunday Oregonian

“MORE THAN A ROMANCE NOVEL...IT

CARRIES STRENGTH, WISDOM, AND

TRUST—ALL IN A STUNNING SPIRIT.”
—San Antonio Express-News

“BRIDGES IS A WONDER. . . . The lovers’
dance between Robert and Francesca is subtle
and intelligent and achingly sweet and slow
enough to keep a permanent flutter in the cel-
lar of your gut. . . . What else to say but that
this tale is absolutely lovely.”

—Wichita Eagle

“A FLAT-OUT, OLD-FASHIONED LOVE
STORY, WITH ALL JETS BLAZING AND
DUAL EXHAUSTS. [Waller] held me still in
admiration for the length of the book.”
—Reynolds Price

“A BEAUTIFULLY TOLD LOVE STORY that is
powerful and memorable in its simplicity.”
—Rocky Mountain News



BY ROBERT JAMES WALLER

The Bridges of Madison County
Slow Waltz in Cedar Bend
Old Songs in a New Cafe
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One Good Road Is Enough
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The Beginning

~

There are songs that come free from the blue-
eyed grass, from the dust of a thousand country
roads. This is one of them. In late afternoon, in
the autumn of 1989, I'm at my desk, looking at a
blinking cursor on the computer screen before
me, and the telephone rings.

On the other end of the wire is a former lowan
named Michael Johnson. He-lives in Florida now.
A friend from lowa has sent him one of my books.
Michael Johnson has read it; his sister, Carolyn,
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has read it; and they have a story in which they
think | might be interested. He is circumspect,
refusing to say anything about the story, except
that he and Carolyn are willing to travel to lowa
to talk with me about it.

That they are prepared to make such an effort
intrigues me, in spite of my skepticism about such
offers. So | agree to meet with them in Des
Moines the following week. At a Holiday Inn
near the airport, the introductions are made, awk-
wardness gradually declines, and the two of them
sit across from me, evening coming down outside,
light snow falling. ’

They extract a promise: If | decide not to write
the story, | must agree never to disclose what
transpired in Madison County, lowa, in 1965 or
other related events that followed over the next
twenty-four years. All right, that's reasonable.
After all, it's their story, not mine.

So | listen. I listen hard, and [ ask hard ques-
tions. And they talk. On and on they talk. Car-
olyn cries openly at times, Michael struggles not
to. They show me documents and magazine clip-
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pings and a set of journals written by their
mother, Francesca.

Room service comes and goes. Extra coffee is
ordered. As they talk, | begin to see the images.
First you must have the images, then come the
words. And | begin to hear the words, begin to
see them on pages of writing. Sometime just after
midnight, | agree to write the story—or at least
attempt it

Their decision to make this information public
was a difficult one for them. The circumstances
are delicate, involving their mother and, more
tangentially, their father. Michael and Carolyn
recognized that coming forth with the story
might result in tawdry gossip and unkind de-
basement of whatever memories people have of
Richard and Francesca Johnson.

Yet in a world where personal commitment in
all of its forms seems to be shattering and love
has become a matter of convenience, they both
felt this remarkable tale was worth the telling. |
believed then, and | believe even more strongly
now, they were correct in their assessment.
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In the course of my research and writing, |
asked to meet with Michael and Carolyn three
more times. On each occasion, and without com-
plaint, they traveled to lowa. Such was their
eagerness to make sure the story was told accu-
rately Sometimes we merely talked; sometimes
we slowly drove the roads of Madison County
while they pointed out places having a significant
role in the stdry. )

In addition to the help provided by Michael
and Carolyn, the story as | tell it here is based on
information contained in the journals of Fran-
cesca Johnson; research conducted in the north-
western United States, particularly Seattle and
Bellingham, Washington; research carried out
quietly in Madison County, lowa; information
gleaned from the photographic essays of Robert
Kincaid, assistance provided by magazine editors;
detail supplied by manufacturers of photographic
films and equipment; and long discussions with
several wonderful elderly people in the county
home at Barnesville, Ohio, who remembered Kin-
caid from his boyhood days.

In.spite of the investigative effort, gaps remain.
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I have added a little of my own imagination in those
instances, but only when | could make reasoned
judgments flowing from the intimate familiarity
with Francesca Johnson and Robert Kincaid |
gained through my research. | am confident that |
have come very close to what actually happened.

One major gap involves the exact details of a
trip made across the northern United States by
Kincaid. We knew he made this journey, based
on a number of photographs that subsequently
were published, a brief mention of it by Francesca
Johnson in hé( journals, and handwritten notes
he left with a magazine editor. Using thesc
sources as my guide, | retraced what | believe was
the path he took from Bellingham to Madison
County in August of 1965. Driving toward Madi-
son County at the end of my travels, I felt | had,
in many ways, become Robert Kincaid.

Still, attempting to capture the essence of Kin-
caid was the most challenging part of my research
and writing. He is an elusive figure. At times he
seems rather ordinary. At other times ethereal,
perhaps even spectral. In his work he was a con-
summate professional. Yet he saw himself as a
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peculiar kind of male animal becoming obsolete
in a world given over to increasing amounts of
organization. He once talked about the “merciless
wail" of time in his head, and Francesca Johnson
characterized him as living “in strange, haunted
places, far back along the stems of Darwin’s
logic." '

Two other intriguing questions are still unan-
swered. First, we have been unable to determine
what became of Kincaid's photographic files.
Given the nature of his work, there must have
been thousands, probably hundreds of thousands,
of photographs. These never have been recov-
ered. Our best guess—and this would be consis-
tent with the way he saw himself and his place
in the world—is that he destroyed them prior to
his death.

The second question deals with his life from
1975 to 1982. Very little information is available.
We know he earned a sparse living as a portrait
photographer in Seattle for several years and con-
tinued to photograph the Puget Sound area.
Other than that, we have nothing. One interest-
ing note is that all letters mailed to him by the
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Social Security Administration and Veterans Ad-
ministration were marked “Return to Sender” in
his handwriting and sent back.

Preparing and writing this book has altered my
world view, transformed the way | think, and,
most of all, reduced my level of cynicism about
what is possible in the arena of human relation-
ships. Coming to know Francesca Johnson and
Robert Kincaid as | have through my research, |
find the boundaries of such relationships can be
extended farther than | previously thought. Per-
haps you will have the same experience in reading
this story.

That will not be easy. In an increasingly callous
world, we all exist with our own carapaces of
scabbed-over sensibilities. Where great passion
leaves off and mawkishness begins, I'm not sure.
But our tendency to scoff at the possibility of the
formerand to label genuine and profound feelings
as maudlin makes it difficult to enter the realm of
gentleness required to understand the story of
Francesca Johnson and Robert Kincaid. I know |
had to overcome that tendency initially before 1|
could begin writing.



