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MEL WHITE’S NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC GLOBETROTTING

hat can you say about Mel 
White?
Well, you could say that, 
as a writer, he got his start 
from the legendary Charles 

Portis. And as a birdwatcher, White has checked 
the golden-fronted bowerbird off his life list. And 
that he’s traveled to some of the most exotic places 
in the world.

But what does any of that tell you, without 
perspective? Not much. And perspective is what 
White is all about.

Let’s add some to that first example: At the time, 
Portis was a columnist at the Arkansas Gazette, 
and White was … well, we’ll let him tell it.

“When I was about nine, I wrote a poem about 
Thanksgiving, and he ran it in the Our Town 
column,” White says. “Now I can say that Charles 
Portis was my first editor. He must’ve been four 
column inches short that day, to run that.”

The bowerbird? Sure, White may be one of 
only a dozen or two people who live outside the 
Foja Mountains in New Guinea to have seen one, 
but he’s never laid eyes on the Kirtland’s warbler, 
which breeds right up in Michigan.

“There’s about ten thousand bird [species] 
in the world, depending on who is doing the 
counting and classifying,” White notes. “After forty 
years of being a fairly avid birdwatcher and having 
traveled to thirty-eight countries, I’ve seen about 
twenty-five hundred of them. There are people in 
the world who’ve seen more than eight thousand.”

And the globe-trekking? Well, that’s been done 
at the beck and call of others—these days, National 
Geographic magazine—and he doesn’t hesitate to 

recognize his good fortune. A fellow’s got to make 
a living, after all, and White is pleased that he’s 
been able to build a career out of writing because, 
put simply, he loves to write.

“If I won the lottery or something and I didn’t 
have to work, I’m sure I’d still write,” he says, sitting 
by the tall windows overlooking the bird feeders in 
the backyard of his Little Rock home. “It’s fun. That’s 
why I did it at nine years old, to make people laugh.”

The nine-year-old poet eventually grew up to be 
a young journalist at the Arkansas Democrat, where 
managing editor Jerry McConnell first assigned 
White to the copy desk. Not his first choice as a 
budding writer, but it turned out to be “the best 
thing that could’ve happened to me,” he says.

“I’d never thought about the concept of what we 
call style, as a writer,” he says. “‘That’ and ‘which’; 
‘disinterested’ and ‘uninterested’; any words like 
that that make precise writing. And suddenly I 
had to learn all that stuff, and I’m really, really 
glad. … It was really worthwhile.”

Another lesson came when White, as a reporter, 
was put on the federal-courts beat. 

“I just really hated every minute of it because I 
knew it was something I wasn’t good at,” he says. 
“I learned then, going into people’s offices and 
sitting down and grilling them about hard-news 
stuff is not my forte.”

He took a break from newspapering and joined 
some music buddies of his who had started a 
recording studio—he’s always loved music and 
still plays in a band called the Loose Ends with 
some of his college buddies—but less than a year 
later he was back at the Democrat, this time as 
entertainment editor. And there he learned another 
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important lesson while putting together the weekly 
TV magazine and writing columns.

“I had to write ten, twelve, sixteen, twenty inches 
every day, whether I felt like it or not, whether I had 
anything to say or not,” he says. “This is something 
I’ve told people in journalism classes: You have to 
get over this idea you have to be inspired to write. 
It’s much better to treat it like a craft, as in carpentry 
or plumbing, that you have these skills that can 
get you through even if you have no inspiration.”

White’s career shifted back to the recording 
studio for a few years, but he eventually wound up 
at Arkansas Times magazine, working first under 
Bill Terry and then Bob Lancaster before finally 
becoming editor himself. There he got to write 
about Arkansiana, for lack of a better term—cool 
stories about interesting people and things, far 
more to his taste than the federal-court docket.

Times publisher Alan Leveritt says White 
brought exceptional talent to the magazine.

“I think one of his strengths is … [he] has such 
an eclectic personality; he has so many interests 
in so many areas—everything from birds to 
butterflies to politics,” says Leveritt. “So he had 
that sense of outrage when it came to things that 
were going on that shouldn’t be allowed to go on 
in the state politically, but at the same time, he 
was so multifaceted he’d have you going hiking 
down an Ozark trail or finding rare butterflies in 
your own garden.”

A love of telling stories, regardless of the topic, 
is one of the things Lynn Addison loves about 
White. Addison is the senior editor for features 
at National Geographic magazine, though she’d 
first encountered him when she was at National 
Geographic Traveler and he was writing for it in 
the early 1990s. Addison says the thoughtfulness 
White puts into his stories is one of the things she 
appreciates the most.

“He always finds a way to turn his stories into a 
narrative, even if it’s short,” says Addison. “There’s 
an underlying texture, and it’s not just a report—
it’s a story. And his love of the subject matter really 
makes a difference.”

White does have an affinity for all things natural, 
and a lot of it can be traced back to his having taken 
up birdwatching as a kid growing up in Conway.

He was also interested in reptiles as a youngster, 
and when he was older he joined the Arkansas 
Native Plants Society. Over the years, all of that 
exposure added up to a pretty significant mental 
catalog of information.

“I’m not a biologist or scientist, and I never 
took a real science course in college,” says White, 
who graduated from Hendrix in 1972. “But I 
spend so much time traveling, observing nature, 
hanging around with people who know more than 
I do, that I have a pretty solid background in why 
things are special in the natural world.”

So when he’s called upon to do a story for 
National Geographic about the inner tidal zones 

of the northern California coast, for example, 
he is able to get up to speed quickly on what the 
biologists and ecologists are talking about.

White’s first break at National Geographic 
came, appropriately enough, because of a bird. 
Renowned German nature photographer Klaus 
Nigge had come to the magazine with a portfolio 
of white-pelican photos, and Addison says her 
boss saw an opportunity to do something more 
than a few descriptive sentences about each image.

“She says, ‘I want someone to write a story, a 
poem about pelicans, and I want this story to just 
inspire me,’” recalls Addison. “And I thought, ‘I 
know who can do that!’”

Introducing a new writer to National Geographic 
is a big deal, she says, because of how high the 
bar has been set for the publication’s articles. But 
Addison was sure White had the chops.

“I told her that I know this guy, he’s worked for 
Traveler, but he’s not famous,” she says. “If you give 
him this assignment and these pictures, he will 
write an ode that will both explain the behavior 
of pelicans and be a joy to read.”

Her boss agreed, and Addison called White to 
deliver what she figured would be pretty exciting 
news.

“I said, ‘Guess what? You get to write a story 
about pelicans that has to be the best story about 
pelicans ever written!’” she says. “And Mel just 
says, ‘All right.’

“We love him because he writes stories that are 
the length we ask him to write; he writes perfect 
grammar—he’s pretty much the only writer I 
know who never has punctuation errors in an 
original draft. Or spelling. He’s so meticulous,” 
she says. “He’s one of my favorite writers to work 
with, and whenever we’re teamed up, which is 

generally the case, there’s like a bright spot in my 
schedule where I go, ‘That’ll be fun and easy!’”

White’s work has taken him to some pretty 
spectacular places—the Foja Mountains in 
New Guinea, Borneo, the island of Socotra off 
of Yemen, and to many national parks in the 
United States—but one of his early assignments 
still stands out. In August 1991 he got a call from 
Lynn Addison, who had a problem.

“She said they had a story scheduled about 
the Great Barrier Reef and the photography is 
done, but they can’t find the writer—he had just 
disappeared,” White recalled. “And she said, ‘If 
we don’t hear from him by noon Thursday his 
contract is void, and would you be available to 
go to Australia very quickly?’

“As they say nowadays, ‘Duh!’” White says with 
a big smile. “Next thing I know, I’m booking a 
round-trip ticket to Cairns, Australia, and jetting 
off to Sydney and Cairns to write a story about the 
Great Barrier Reef. Even if your freelance career 
falls apart and you have to get a real job, it’s almost 
worth it just to get this trip to Australia!”

The fact is not lost on White that it’s his career 
choice that has led him to many spectacular 
places. But not all of his destinations have been 
so outright exotic. For example, during the early 
2000s when researchers were convinced they’d 
recorded the call of the ivory-billed woodpecker 
in an Arkansas swamp, White was dispatched to 
Brinkley—practically in his back yard. And for 
the record, count him among the skeptics: “There 
[was] no bird, it was a mistake.” 

Despite the fact he’s visited thirty-seven 
countries, White hasn’t become jaded to travel. 
“It’s still exciting to get on a plane and go 
someplace weird,” he said.

Above: An avid birdwatcher, White got his first break at National Geographic came because of a bird. Opposite, clockwise 
from top left: White holding a pair of kiwis near Tongariro National Park in New Zealand; at a roadside stand near 
Pontianak in the Indonesian section of Borneo; having tea with the villagers on the island of Socotra, in the Indian 
Ocean two hundred miles off the coast of Yemen; in the Haggeher Mountains on Socotra.
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