A Conversation with Finn Murphy, author of The Long Haul

Q: When writing The Long Haul, did you notice any similarities between the writing process and
the long trips you have made? Are some parts better than others?
A: Major parts of my book were done in real time with an audiocassette recorder stuffed into my
shirt pocket. Over the years, the mini-cassettes accumulated, and when I finally had them
transcribed I had hundreds of pages. Most of it wasn’t useful in terms of developing a coherent
narrative, but they were immensely useful in recalling certain events, conversations, and people.

Q: Irish people have long practiced and embraced storytelling as it is a very prominent part of
Irish culture. Did your Irish heritage have an impact on you as a writer and storyteller?
A: They say that all Irishmen can sing and tell a tale. I was born in the US but all four of my
grandparents bled the forty shades of green. That legacy is embedded. What was more formative
was the raucous nightly dinner table when I was growing up. I have seven brothers and sisters,
and we competed for attention between my strong-willed mother at one end and my affable,
intellectually curious father on the other. Shrinking violets at the table paid the price of
invisibility.

Q: What have you observed about the country while driving across its interstates?
A: It’s a common complaint that the country of the interstate highways is an amorphous blob of
homogeneity. What’s perhaps less obvious is that the country off the interstates is, too. One of
the great things about being a long-haul mover is that my truck and I are off the interstates more
than on. The pattern of dying small towns supplanted by big boxes on the fringes is almost
complete nationwide. So is the pattern of low density, auto-dependent residential housing. I think
we’ve paid a high price for that in depth of community ties, and in developing a loyal sense of
place.

Q: Have you noticed any major differences in the way people drive in one state compared to
another?
A: Absolutely, and it relates to the above about community and sense of place. The more
anonymous and alienated an area, the higher the rate of entropy. For example, nobody honks in
low-population areas where it’s likely you’ll know the person. Another important contributing
factor is congestion. Congestion is a form of chaos that creates more chaos. Combine anonymity
with congestion and you get Los Angeles or Houston or Atlanta. Surprisingly, New York isn’t as
bad as you’d think, and Michigan drivers are the best. I don’t know why. Overall though, and
this is a key point: American drivers are pretty law abiding. The social contract is still very much
in place. If you want to see real chaos, I’ll suggest Katmandu or New Delhi.

Q: Over the past thirty years, have you noticed any significant changes in the types of objects
that people tend to haul? Are the same things that were popular then still popular now?

A: Yes. When did the man cave show up? When did the family room become the electronics
room? What happened to all the bookshelves? Dining rooms are still there but covered in dust. A
nice house with a one-car garage is considered a pathetic throwback. Now it’s three-car garages
and a finished basement. House are much bigger now, the furniture gets exchanged a lot more,
and it’s easy to see the evolution of toys. When I was a kid we all had a Schwinn bike, and if we
were lucky we’d have a Sting-Ray with a banana seat. Now it’s Razor scooters, a trampoline,
and soccer goals. There’s nothing a mover dislikes more than disassembling one of those
backyard trampolines, unless it’s a hot tub. It takes forever and it never goes back together the
same way.
Q: Has hauling hundreds of pounds of other people’s things made you want to adopt a more
minimalistic lifestyle for yourself?
A: I don’t own much and I don’t know where that stuff is half the time. The wonderful thing
about the seat I’ve been in over the years is seeing how accumulating stuff actually drives people
crazy. Let’s say a guy has three houses (say, Greenwich, Aspen, Nantucket), he needs staff at all
places; a manager to run things; clothes, toys, and the required electronics stuffed in each place.
It’s horrible. People work really hard to make the money to collect these things, and if it made
them happy then I’d call it quits, but most of them aren’t happy or content. The lowest-status
immigrant lumper on a moving van does not covet that life or the stuff those people have. In
many cases, we feel sorry for them.

Q: What are the techniques that you use to perfectly pack a truck?
A: I’m very organized. I’m like a drill sergeant in the Marines. Everything has a place, and
there’s just one way of doing things. The basic rules are heavy items on the bottom and load
weird stuff, what we call chowder, first. BBQ grills, outdoor furniture, bicycles get loaded early.
By the way, BBQ grills get bigger all the time.

Q: Finally, what advice would you offer anyone who plans to move?
A: My advice always is to sell all your stuff and pack a suitcase. Nobody does that. Second best
is to apply the two-year rule. If you haven’t used something in two years, send it to the Salvation
Army. It’s all going there anyway sooner or later, probably sooner than you think. Whatever you
do, clean out the Tupperware without lids, water bottles, coffee mugs, and the Jell-o salad molds.
Unless of course you’re moving to the Midwest, then keep the Jell-o molds. You’re going to
need them.

