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Imagining the Present

Last spring, writer, teacher, activist, and T&W founder
Grace Paley was honored at T&W’s annual Educating the
Imagination forum. After being introduced by poet Jordan
Davis, Paley made the following extemporaneous remarks to
a packed house. —Ed.

IJUST LOOKED OVER AT MY CHILDREN
[in the audience]. It’s very embarrassing to be spoken about
in front of one’s children.

Recently I was trying to remember exactly how we
started Teachers & Writers Collaborative. It was in 1966. 1
felt kind of shy with all those people: Anne Sexton, Muriel
Rukeyser, Denise Levertov, Mitch Goodman, Tinka Topping,
and Paul Lauter, and Florence Howe, who later created, with
others, the Feminist Press. There were a lot of things happen-
ing around that time. We had learned about money being
available from “up there,” you know, from that bad old State
that people are always talking about these days, and that the
money was for the children of our city, for literature and
literacy. And as it turned out, the ideas that were discovered
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in our early meetings became something that happened all
over the country, so that wherever you go, you'll find poets
in the schools, and you’ll find different organizations
bringing them to elementary schools, high schools, and
community centers. The results were very far-reaching.
Not long ago I gave a talk at the Associated Writing
Programs. The AWP is not so much about children as about
extremely grown-ups, specifically people teaching writing
in the colleges. It has become a profession, with a whole
bunch of degrees that one has to have to do that. But even
that—the idea that writing could be taught.... One of the
first questions.... I seem to be darting around, but that’s the
way I write, so you get the idea—or you don’t. The idea of
teaching writing seems very peculiar to some people. Any
time 1 speak in public, someone will get up and say, “You
can’t teach writing.” What they mean is that you can teach
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grammar and spelling, but you can’t teach writing. They’re
under the impression that you can teach math—the same
people!—whereas writing is language, something you’ve
been doing all your life, since you were a little tiny kid,
right? So the idea of teaching writing: what did it mean,
finally?

For some people it meant that as a teacher you had to
make great writers: either a student becomes a great writer,
or what’s the point in teaching writing? Whereas the person
who believes that you can teach math never thinks about
whether or not the idea is to make a great mathematician.
Nor does the history teacher believe that it is essential, in
order to be an honorable teacher of history, to produce a
great or famous historian. In a way, they are right about what
they are doing: they want to produce women and men who
love history, or math, or chemistry, and would understand
what they (the teachers) are doing, and love and maybe
understand the world a little bit better. Our idea was that
children—by writing, by putting down words, by reading, by
beginning to love literature, by the inventiveness of listening
to one another—could begin to understand the world better
and begin to make a better world for themselves. That
always seemed to me such a natural idea that I’ve never
understood why it took so much aggressiveness and so much
time to get it started.

At one of our early meetings, we were walking along
the beach, and Muriel, Anne, and Denise were reading poems
to each other in the evening, which made it very beautiful
and memorable for us. And then we found out that we had to
write a grant! We had to figure out how to write a proposal
to ask for the money. We sat there and wrote it, but one of
our big arguments was about how to write it. Someone had
already informed us that there was a whole grant-writing
language. It was new at that time, but it was “interesting.”
But we argued among ourselves, saying, “We’re trying to get
money for this Teachers & Writers program, and we're
writers, so let’s just write it!” Finally, as we came to the end
of it, there were a couple of people, more experienced in this
kind of writing, who looked at it and said, “You can’t do it
this way. You have to use a certain kind of form for it.” But
we felt extremely brave, saying, “No, we’re not going to end
that way, we're gonna end this with a noble statement as
writers.”

Now I want to say just a few things about the imagination.
I’ve looked at a lot of other speeches about writing and the
imagination, and I'm all for it. I’'m not against the imagina-
tion, so I don’t want you to think that. But I read somewhere
that Isaac Babel said that his main problem was that he had
no imagination. And I thought about that a lot, because if
you read him, you know that what he’s trying to say—except
for a few pieces, such as “The Sin of Jesus”—-is very close to
his life, the whole terrifying life that he led in the Red
Cossack Army during I guess 1920, *21, *22, and further.
And so I tried to figure out exactly what he meant. I guess
what he really didn’t understand was the amount of imagina-
tion it would take to understand what had happened, what
was real, what is going on. There were people all around
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him, who if they had tried to tell him what was going on in
this particular hut or pogrom-suffering village, couldn’t
have. Yet, what he was able to do was to use what he did
know about life and poverty and war to stretch toward what
he didn’t know about the Cossack Red Army. So I think
about that as the fact of the imagination.

That leads me to think of the headline that Jordan Davis
held up when he introduced me:; “McNamara Admits He
Made a Mistake.” Well, McNamara finally developed an
imagination, is all I can say. Of course what he may have
imagined is what was going to happen to him in the next
world if he didn’t admit it. Something like George Wallace
the other day at Selma, who said he had been wrong, also.
But the idea of McNamara’s living at that time, allowing
some of us to spend either our youth or the prime of our lives
fighting in or against that war, and trying to help people
imagine what was happening in Vietnam, while he and a few
others were up there thinking, “You know, it’s possible
we’re not right, it’s possible we shouldn’t have gone in
there, maybe we made a mistake,” and then not speaking
another word about it for the next thirty years!

At that time, hints came to us that there was dissension
in the administrations, and that the children of a lot of those
people, being young and healthy, had some idea that this was
a terrible business that their parents were involved in. I
mean, it’s bad enough being the child of any parent: you
suspect how wrong your parents are, from the beginning.
You think they’re wrong, but you don’t know they’re wrong.
But these young people knew their parents were wrong, and
had to live with that. What I’'m trying to say is: Where is the
imagination in that? What do we need our imaginations for?

First of all, we need our imaginations to imagine what is
happening to other people around us, to try to understand the
lives of other people. I know there’s a certain political view that
you mustn’t write about anyone except yourself, your own exact
people. Of course it’s very hard for anyone to know who their
exact people are, anyway. But it’s very limiting. The idea of
writing from the heads or from the view or the experience of
other people, of another people, of another life, or even of just
the people across the street or next door, is probably one of the
most important acts of the imagination that you can have and
that can be useful to the world.

Certainly one of the things that haven’t been suffi-
ciently imagined yet, apart from the deaths of 60,000 Ameri-
cans, is the terrible suffering that the Vietnamese people
have been subjected to all of these years. From the very
beginning of the war, and then after the war, when every-
one—the left with joy, the right with bitter rage—ran around
saying that the poor little Vietnamese had beaten the Ameri-
cans. Well, they never did. We—the U.S,, that is—beat
them. And we continued to embargo them and keep them in
terrible poverty, with unexploded bombs going off under
their children for all these years. So, not to be able to
imagine the suffering that we imposed directly on them, and
for this present bunch of guys in Congress not to be able to
imagine the suffering that they’re going to impose on the
poor people of this country—it’s hard for me to believe that
they can’t imagine it. I can’t believe it.



50 I'm talking about the imagination in another way.
We're living in a very lucky time, in some respects, in this
country. As far as literature is concerned, we’re really very
fortunate, and I think that Teachers & Writers and poets-in-
the-schools programs and the other organizations that have
been involved in this have had something to do with it.
We're living in a time when the different peoples in this
country are being heard from, for the first time. I’'m happy to
have lived into this time, when we hear the voices of Native
Americans—twenty or twenty-five years ago you didn’t even
know they were writing, apart from token publication. That
was the general condition of American literature at that time.
The voices of African American men and women, the voices
of women of all colors, Asian women, Asian men, all these
people—this is this country—and we’re living at a time
when we’re hearing the voices of all these people. And the
percentage of good work is higher maybe because there are
still too few. So whenever I hear complaints about what's
going on in literature in this country—grouse grouse
grouse—those people without imagination talk that way—I
want to remind them: When before now did this happen? But

PLUGS

Teaching Tolerance is not only a magazine that is mailed to
teachers free of charge twice a year, it is also one that is
seeking contributions for its “Between the Lines” column,
which presents ideas and essays (800-1,700 words) by K~12
teachers on using literature as a tool for tolerance. The
magazine even pays! For more information, contact Sara
Bullard, Teaching Tolerance, 400 Washington Ave., Mont-
gomery, AL 36104. (205) 264-0286. Fax (205) 264-3121.

The Culture Catalog offers a good selection of books,
audiotapes, videotapes, and teaching guides in oral history,
folklore, and community studies, under the headings of the
Caribbean; Mexico and Mexican Americans; Native Ameri-
cans; Africa and African Americans; Asia and Asian Ameri-
cans; New York City; American History; Multicultural
resources; children’s culture; community documentation,
oral history, and storytelling; and folk arts and education.
For a free catalogue, contact City Lore, 72 East First St.,
New York, NY 10003. (212) 529-1955. Fax (212) 529-5062.

Another worthwhile collection is available from Educators for
Social Responsibility, whose catalogue includes resources for
conflict resolution, social responsibility, education in diversity,
‘violence prevention, and character development. ESR also
sponsors institutes and workshops around the country. For more
information; contact Educators for Social Responsibility, 23
Garden St., Cambridge, MA 02138. (800) 370-2515.

whenever they want to stop you, they say, with that denigrat-
ing tone, “multiculturalism.” Or “diversity.” Or “political
correctness.” They use those words in a way to try to shut all
of us up. This is what the imagination means to me: to know
that this multiplicity of voices is a wonderful fact and that
we’re lucky, especially the young people, to be living here at
this time. My imagination tells me that if we let this present
political climate defeat us, my children and my grandchil-
dren will be in terrible trouble.

I will probably think of other things to say to you, when I'm
asleep, but it won’t bother me so much because I'll know
you’re all asleep too! But I would like to thank all of you. I
think you’ve overrated me somewhat, but if there’s ever a
time in your life when you like to be overrated, it’s when
you’'re old. I thank you for doing it, and I thank all the young
people and children who are here tonight, who have been
writing poems and plays. They honor us with their presence.
The child, you know, is the reason for life. You children are

our reason for living. Thank you, all.

Many Cultures Publishing offers a variety of materials for
secondary school students and teachers on the meaning of family,
reducing ethnic conflict, using folk tales, immigration, etc., some
of which is written by students. For more information, contact
Many Cultures Publishing, 1095 Market St., Suite 602, San
Francisco, CA 94103. (800) 484-4173. Fax (415) 626-7276.

For teachers who suspect that the current backlash against Whole
Language might be a lot of hot air, there’s the International
Whole Language Umbrella Conference, August 14, in St. Paul,
Minnesota. For information, call (612) 255-4887.

For an anthology, Wyncia Clute has issued a call for original
stories, tales, myths, poetry, or illustrations by teachers and
students, on the themes of respect for the earth, celebration of
diversity, kindness, generosity, and non-violence. Deadline July
4. For more information and guidelines, contact Wyncia Clute,
PO Box 299, DeWitt, NY 13214. (315) 446-3672.

Teachers, students, and parents who have written poems
about learning might want to send them to T& W’s radio
producer, Irwin Gonshak, who will read them this summer on
WNYE, the NYC Board of Education’s radio station. Send
poems (in print form, not audiocassette) to Gonshak, c/o
Teachers & Writers, 5 Union Sq. W., New York, NY 10003.
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Quilting Your Little Solitudes

How to Write When You Don’t Have Time To

by Kim Stafford

LAST NIGHT MY STUDENTS TOOK TURNS
lamenting their inability to advance major writing projects
in the time they have. I sometimes get discouraged myself.
I’ve tried various approaches. I took four weeks and went to
Paris to write. I took my boxes of drafts to a hut on the
mountain. But such escapes come seldom. What about daily
writing? Isn’t there a way to make incremental progress in
writing a book despite the frenzy of our lives?

Below is my letter to my college students, about how
this writing could happen, deliciously concurrent with the
hectic necessities of work and love.

To the Imaginative Writing Seminar, Northwest Writing
Institute:

My students, sometimes you break my heart. You want
to write. You have paid a hefty tuition for this class to learn
ways to best fill your writing time. Yet your writing time
evaporates, and you tell me the writing we do in class is
sometimes the only thing going.

Remember how we decided to give first loyalty to our
writing for a week, finding time within the labyrinth of work
and love to put down words, and then to report to each other
when next we gathered for class? We so vowed. We departed
in hope. We tried. We met again. We went around, and
everyone confessed their failure. Everyone. Even me.

“My family...my job...my house...my husband...my
friends...the writing I have to do kept me from the writing I
want to do.”

And 17 “I set aside Monday to write,” I told you, “but
then I remembered the chair I had broken—my wife’s
delicate heirloom. After a half hour of some frustration with
a writing project, I rose from my desk, and spent the day
repairing the chair. In the evening, my wife thanked me, but
was sorry I had not written. So was 1.”

KIM STAFFORD is the director of the Northwest Writing
Institute at Lewis & Clark College and the author of Having
Everything Right: Essays of Place (Sasquatch Books). He lives
in Portland, Oregon, with his wife and daughter.
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My story was a variation of your own. Each of us had a
good story why the week went bad. So today, I have returned
to my desk to write you this letter. If I can get it right, maybe
this can be a tool for you, and a piece for my book at the
same time. Let me put down here how it seems to me the
writing life might be constructed of small solitudes—a day at
a time, an hour at a time, twelve breaths at a time of private
concentration. Let’s find a way to make poems, essays,
stories, and even novels in the midst of the busiest life—each
work pieced and quilted from solitudes of any size. I see this
as a two-step process: first, writing the little works of
solitude that please you; and second, quilting these small
solitudes into a book.

Writing the Little Pieces That Please You

If I examine my own experience, I find that the process of
writing the little pieces that please me happens in some
variation of the following sequence: finding freedom, using
my little notebook, writing a postcard, expanding it to a
letter, jotting a further gathering of ideas, {inding a title,
writing the draft, finding the musical key, revising, getting
response from my writing group, revising until the piece
needs to escape my meddling, and then submitting for
publication.

1. Freedom

“Creative people are people comfortable not knowing—yet,”
says my friend Ojeda, the jazz musician. Freedom means not
knowing, yet staying alert. Being alert is different from
thinking. In fact, being alert is a kind of intentional numb-
ness, trying not to understand too soon. If I can be dumb
enough at the start, not remembering what I already know, 1
will be available to the smallest signals around me. Writing
begins in the sensitive instrument of the body poised,
without Ianguage, to receive something completely new.

2. The Notebook

In solitude, a few words come. They may not seem the right
words, but you welcome them. The writer’s prerogative is to
take small things seriously: a glimpse, a flicker of recollec-
tion, an evocative phrase of a few syllables spoken by
someone near you. Take down observations and ideas in the
moment they arrive. A notebook the size of a pocket calcula-
tor invites ideas of equivalent brevity. You relax into total



hospitality: you gather scraps that make no great claim. You
begin as a connoisseur of whispers.

3. The Postcard

What follows the tiny notebook entry? In another free
moment, to write a postcard to yourself may be the right urge
for the next magnitude of time. Let yourself take five
minutes now and then to revisit something from your note-
book, some glimpse or phrase, and to jot second thoughts,
associations, “unrelated” material. I find that fragments
matured to the size of a postcard stay with me, nibbling at
my mind in the background of whatever I do.

4. The Letter

Now talk to someone far away, but a listener. Take one of
your postcards, and tell this thing you care about to someone
who cares about you. Somewhere in this letter, the subject
may begin to gather wisdom—a tender increment. One
sentence does more than the others. Or a cluster of sentences
begins to find new resonance. Copy this sentence or longer
sequence from the letter into your notebook, then mail the
letter. You and your friend are both ahead.

5. The Gathering

That rich cluster born somewhere in your letter now wants to
find affinities—those magnetic ideas and moments of
recollection and oblique association all in the same realm of
the possible. This beginning is hungry. This nugget is the
author, and you the scribe. This little wisdom connects to
something deep in your life that now wants to talk. On a
fresh page, you might list affinities that come to mind:
moments from your random autobiography that connect,
other fragments from your notebook, recent discoveries and
quandaries, moments of resonance from the last twenty-four
hours. And somewhere in this gathering, several phrases may
nominate themselves as titles for the whole.

6. The Title

Sometimes the title comes before the first draft. The title
establishes new territory, a realm that belongs to you. See if
this happens somewhere in the random notes on your gather-
ing page. Is there a phrase, or a word used in a new way, or a
compact sentence that could be your little door opening to a
new dimension of experience that is now your privilege to
explore?

7. The Draft

Take twenty minutes. Thirty would be a luxury. Sometimes
ten is all you have. Put your title or your sentence cluster at
the top of the page, put your notebook and your gathering
page to the side, and start talking on paper. Ask questions.
Tell stories. Take detours. Tell secrets. Whisper and sing.
Revel in words and textures. Let your whole body mutter and
shout in the words that come out. In class, we call this a
freewrite. In your own realm, it is simply your writing,

8. The Musical Key

Right away, or when you next have time, read aloud what
you have written. (There is a line in a fifteenth-century
monastic rule that specifies: “No one shall read while others
are trying to sleep.” Reading then was always done aloud,
for literature is musical thought.) In your writing now, what
sings? What do you know that you didn’t yet say? Say what
you didn’t say, in the musical tone of the part that sings. And
then keep going as long as you can.

9. Revision

In my experience, revision happens best with the same
fervency as first writing. I call this principle “the second
genius,” a deeper discovery latent in what came in the first
draft. In the realm of the second genius, discoveries do not
happen alone, but in the rich context of earlier writing,
Effects are magnified. Single jewels find a place in the
firmament. You delve, sift, stir, and dig deep in your new
property for gold. Somewhere in the first draft lies an
opportunity to make great discoveries by adding, then by
cutting what doesn’t match the richest additions.

Transformation is possible at every point. By the
magnetic principle of your eccentric mind, you add episodes,
sentences, words. You take out episodes, sentences, words.
You change the order of what remains. You fine-tune by the
musical ear you are developing exactly for this piece. These
are the possible moves in revision, all energized by the spirit
of the second genius.

I find that drafts often get worse in revision, before they
get better. This is natural. The first genius had a first shine
that may be tarnished by revision. There is a clear lawn, then
the messy digging that begins a garden, then the order of the
garden when it flourishes. It takes time, but you keep going
through the messy stage, encouraged by the memory of how
writing led you to the first genius, beginning with nothing.
But that first envisioning was only a hint. It was shorthand
for the whole message. This is why the second genius—the
totally new finding of rich associations and connections—is
S0 essential.

10. A Writing Group

Don’t show your piece to anyone until you know what you
love in it. For if you, the artist, know the essential and
unshakable pleasure at the heart of your work, bad advice
can’t hurt you. To share something to which you don’t feel
deep and present loyalty, however, is a waste of time for
everyone, and dangerous. For if you don’t know this deep
pleasure in your work, even “good” advice can ruin your
work and steal your pleasure. Writing groups advance work
in progress to the extent the writer holds a matured sense of
a work’s core of integrity. As my father, the poet William
Stafford, said, “An artist is someone who decides, not
someone who goes to another and says, ‘Is this good?”” If
you hear that question from your own lips, take your work
back to your studio, and find its heart of pleasure for your
own life.
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11. The End of Revision
One day, it is time for a child to leave home. To remain
longer would reverse the principle of healthy growth. That
day comes when the child is mature enough to go out into the
world, and the parent has other things to do. In the words of
Donald Graves, we should not linger so long with a piece of
writing that we begin “giving a manicure to a corpse.” (Or
was he talking about trying to revise or edit a piece we don’t
care about? See #10.) In my own practice, the end of revision
may be accompanied by abrupt sensations: a feeling that I
am reading a piece written by someone much smarter than I
am; a percussive click to the last line; or an inexplicable
flood of tears.

I can tell my bread is done when I smell it from the next
room. It has a rich life of its own. And your writing will get
sassy, speak for itself, take on life you must not injure.

12. Quilt Blocks

A piece is finished. It is ready to escape you. Maybe it is the
size of a poem, or a paragraph destined to be a paragraph
alone. Maybe it is the size of a story of 500 words, complete.
Maybe it is a story that is complete in itself, but wants to be
with other stories. Maybe it is a completed episode that
wants to be part of a novel. Whatever its size, it came into
being during a series of short time segments, and the build-
ing of a larger structure—a book of poems, a collection of
essays, an episodic non-fiction book, or a novel—can be
constructed from quilt blocks of the same magnitude.

If I didn’t believe this, I don’t believe I could write in
the midst of a busy life, and I know I would be a hypocrite to
teach writing to students who are not independently wealthy
and in possession of unlimited writing time. We’re in the
same boat here. How do we move beyond the construction of
small units of writing that satisfy us locally? As a first step,
let’s publish the pieces we have completed—the stories,
poems, and essays—and simultaneously move to a consider-
ation of creating the larger work.

But first, before we follow that path to the end, let me pause
a moment and test the first twelve steps of my plan by
writing a story, now, in twenty minutes.

Freedom: What have I heard recently? That meeting with the
lawyer? Too painful. Any dreams that lasted? Guess not.
Something about that autumn maple tree outside, more vivid
than ever, a kind of fire? Sounds pretty hackneyed. Any
recent learning from my teaching? Yeah, but I've already
started to write about that. Wait: that story my mother told
me, about the Jeaf, and the man. Didn’t I have something in
the notebook about that?

Notebook: “Mother’s story about the man who offered to
pick a branch outside the library for her.”

Postcard to Myself: So there’s this woman coming out of
the library, and she picks up a leaf, and a man sees her do
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this and offers to pick her a whole branch, and he breaks one
off the tree even though she doesn’t want him to.

The Letter:
Dear Perrin,

Last night you spoke of your mother, her creative spirit.
I start to have a new understanding of my mother when 1
remember a story she told me yesterday. All through her
volunteer shift at the library, she kept glancing out the
window at the sweet gum tree in the parking lot, how
beautiful it was in its fall colors. As she left, she bent down
to pick up a leaf, and a man who happened to be walking by
offered to pick her a whole branch. She told him no thank
you, but he started to break off a branch anyway, and it
splintered, and he said he wished he had a knife, and then he
tore it free and handed it to her.

My dear mother tells me these stories that have such
truth in them it makes me afraid. One wants to give her
things. She is such a generous person. But there is a danger
somehow. When I mended your chair instead of writing
Monday, was that a selfish act? I write this note now to
remind myself to ask you this tonight.

See you then,

Kim

The Gathering: Okay, sit down to ramble freely: Colors of
the sweet gum tree, the tree my mother calls “liquid amber.”
Is that a real name for it, or one she made up? What was that
book from her day, Forever Amber? So, the man pulls off a
branch and hands it to her. She is holding a leaf. Should she
take the branch? Can she take it? How big is it? How big a
branch could she hold with her one good hand? All through
my growing up, her one hand seemed to me to be normal for
a mother. Other mothers seemed like some kind of monster,
with two good hands that could grab you. My mother,
holding out her left hand, seemed the way one should be:
beckoning, offering, welcoming. I wonder what it’s like for
her this fall, two years after my father’s death. My birthday,
and my wife’s in this season. Also the time of my brother’s
death. He was torn out of our family so suddenly. Daddy’s
death was different—sudden, but natural, after a long life.
But my older brother, now somehow younger, gone. A
branch of the family torn away.

The Title: Liquid Amber? A Leaf of Liquid Amber? Torn
Away. Two Years After. A Story My Mother Told Me. A
Branch of the Family. One Hand. A Leaf, a Hand.

The Draft:
A Leaf, a Hand

“Wouldn’t you like a whole branch?” The older man was
beckoning to her.

“No, just this one leaf is enough.” In her left hand,
she held an autumn leaf. She had been looking out the
office window all day at the young tree. When she
started home, she had picked up one of the fallen leaves.

“Thank you for offering,” she said.



“I’ll just get you this twig,” said the man. He was
reaching up into the tree. The wood was brittle, and as
he pulled on the twig, the whole branch split away.

“Oh,” she said. “Please don’t bother.” The man was
pulling on the branch, twisting it in the socket of wood,
which was tearing.

“T always wanted a Swiss Army knife,” said the
man. “They’re sharp, you know. Maybe I should just go
get myself one.” He continued to twist the branch. The
man was puffing. As she glanced at him, his face was
turning red. She hoped he would not have a heart attack.

The man was holding out the branch in both his
hands.

“Oh,” said the woman. “Please. I can’t take that.”
She could not look at him. She could not say another
word. Awkwardly, she turned away. He held the branch
in his hands as she walked away from him, holding her
one leaf like a flame.

The Musical Key: Somehow this story reminds me of
Kawabata’s Palm-of-the-Hand Stories, those haiku-like
prose vignettes of crucial episodes gleaned from anonymous
lives. I wonder if in revision I could focus on a few key
tones—the color of the leaf, the gesture of the hand, the
man’s blindness to what the woman wishes. The tone of the
piece is the absence of my father, my brother, those civiliz-
ing influences that distracted my mother—and me—from the
world. This story is about how I live my life, not my mother
her life. I am caught in this life, this complex harmonic bell.
This piece rings that bell.

Revision:

A Leaf, a Hand

“Wouldn’t you like a whole branch?” The nice-looking
older man was beckoning to her.

“No, just this one leaf is enough.” In her left hand,
as if the fingers held a pencil, she thrust out an autumn
leaf of the sweet gum tree, flamed with red and yellow.
She had been looking out the office window all day at
the young tree. Every morning when she arrived, she
would look out at the tree. This was the first year it had
shown the fullness of color more characteristic of an
older tree. When she started home, she had picked up
one of the fallen leaves.

“Thank you for offering,” she said. She had seen the
man before. He sometimes walked by as she was leaving
work. The season was beginning to be chilly. It was dusk
now, when she started home.

“I’ll just get you this twig,” said the man. He was
reaching up into the tree toward a branch that seemed to
be on fire. The wood was brittle, and as he tugged on the
twig, the whole branch split away.

“Oh,” she said. “Please. Don’t.” The man was
pulling on the branch, twisting it in the socket of wood,
which was tearing.

“I always wanted a Swiss Army knife,” said the man
as he struggled. “They’re sharp, you know. Maybe I
should just go get myself one.” He continued to twist the
branch. Faces had appeared in the office window. A car,
leaving the parking lot, had paused. Its windows

reflected the colors of the tree, trembling now. The
woman looked at the ground. A breeze made the fallen
leaves twitch. She had taken the best one. The others
each had some flaw. The man was puffing. As she
glanced at him, his face was turning red. She hoped he
would not have a heart attack.

“Guess I'll give you a bigger gift than I meant to.”
The man gave a mighty tug, and with a shudder, the tree
released both the branch and a ribbon of bark. The bark
peeling off the tree sounded like a long zipper opening.
The woman looked at the deep scar on the trunk of the
sapling, and the white wood inside, glistening. The man
was holding out the branch in both his gloved hands. The
gloves were new. He must have treated himself to new
gloves, early in the season, before the real cold.

“Oh,” said the woman. “Please. I can’t take that.”
She could not look at him. She could not say another
word. Awkwardly, she turned away.

“I can break you off a smaller part,” he said to her
back, “for in a vase, maybe.” The woman, walking away,
was getting smaller. He took a few steps after her,
dragging the branch on the sidewalk. The woman was
hurrying now, getting even smaller at the corner. He saw
the woman’s coat sleeve swinging loose, the right one.
There was no arm in it. His own right arm went numb.

Okay, that was thirty minutes. I have this little story. What is
it? It is not about my mother after all, but about my own
feeling of dislocation following my brother’s death, and then
my father’s. I am the woman, and I am also the man. I can’t
make the big gift, can’t bring my father back, or my brother.
I have this little story, this one leaf. The world takes away,
branch by branch. Maybe I can grow my own tree, leaf by
leaf.

13. Where to Publish These Pieces

Okay, my experiment is over. | have a story. And you have a
story, one you have lived with longer than I with mine. You
give it some time, tinker, seek a further genius inside this
scaffold of a draft. Then, my friends, what shall we do with
our stories? In my experience it works this way: you go to
the library or to the magazine store, a good one, like Rich’s
Cigar Store in Portland. You survey the literary holdings
there—Fireweed, Prairie Schooner, Glimmer Train,
Shenandoah, Mud City Review. Which hospitable issues
catch your eye? You take them down, look at many, buy a
few. You exchange your favorites with friends. You could
cheat, and resort to some compendium like Writer’s Market
or the Writer’s Northwest Handbook, but you want to hold
the actual journals in your hands, to read them through. If
you were published in this one, would you be in good
company? The answer must be yes. You make a list of
magazines that make you feel this yes. You start local, with
magazines in your own community, state, region. Maybe you
subscribe, or get your local library to subscribe. If the
magazine isn’t good enough to tempt you to subscribe, what
does this say about your desire to be published there?

Teachers & Writers | 7



14. How to Publish These Pieces

Out of the solitudes available to you, over the length of time
necessary, you have sixteen or twenty poems, you have a
dozen stories, you have six or eight essays. It is too danger-
ous to your ego, and too hard to start a sustained conversa-
tion with an editor, if you try to publish the one story, the
one poem you have written. Begin with abundance.

Using information you gleaned from the tiny print in
the magazines you admire (editors’ names and addresses,
appropriate forms and seasons of submission), you now set
up a sequence that can be automatic: you submit, and if a
piece is returned by one magazine, it goes out the next day 0
the next magazine in your rotation of favorites. Five sets of
four poems work the rotation of half a dozen magazines. A
dozen stories work the rotation of a dozen magazines. Strive
for one day turn-around. If a returned piece comes with an
encouraging note, you have a sequence of additional pieces
to send along to that editor of taste. You need to keep these
pieces off your desk, or the temptation to revise them will
distract you from your current work, That is the one thing
you can’t afford, because your work now relies completely
on the short segments of solitude available to you. Don’t
submit work you don’t feel is finished; don’t revise work
that is returned to you. Keep the lines clear, and strive for
continuity of process within the time you have.

When someone asks what you do, don’t say “I'm a
writer.” Instead, say “I’ve been doing some writing.” “Oh,
what have you been writing?” “Lately a piece called ‘Quilt-
ing Your Little Solitudes.” I don’t quite know what it is yet,
but it’s growing on me.”

Quilting Your Little Solitudes into a Book

So, you are writing regularly within the time you have, and
as you go, you are submitting pieces that please you. That
sequence has become automatic, like piano chords played by
the left hand. Now for the long over-arch of the melody: how
do these little pieces that please you add up to a whole book?

Poetry is easy. You write a poem a day—or a poem a
week, or a poem a month, or even a poem a year—and
eventually they add up to a collection, a gathering you
shuffle into order, title, and submit to a publisher who
publishes other poets you admire (again, start local in your
search, then go regional, and work outward). But what about
anovel, or a series of substantial essays, or a nonfiction
book? How does such a grand project get written and com-
piled, in the space of your little solitudes?

Let me mention five books from the last couple of years
that may serve as models, each constructed of small pieces
independently created that add up to a whole book. In each,
the title and related conception of genre are essential liberat-
ing tools in construction.

1. Barry Lopez, Field Notes (New York: Knopf, 1994).
Reading these concise and evocative stories, I'm instructed
by the practical advantage of the title. “Stories” are one
thing, “field notes” quite another. Don’t these notes, these
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imaginings, these parables have great freedom because of the
way the writer has identified them? Lopez has used a title
that gives him great permission.

2. Dorothy Allison, Two or Three Things I Know for Sure
(New York: Penguin, 1995). Again, the title grants a broad
permission. The author of Bastard Out of Carolina here
gathers a series of autobiographical vignettes and family
photographs around two prevailing questions: within a
family, what do men do to women, and what do women do
for each other? The result is a collective family portrait that
reads like a novel, and also like nothing ever made before.
The concise claim of the title—the defining range of “a few
things I know”—enables Allison to explore a generous
chronological and thematic territory without getting lost.
Small claim, big territory, and a compass in the hand.

3. David James Duncan, River Teeth (New York: Doubleday,
1995). In his introduction, Duncan explains that “river teeth”
are the little icons of wood whittled out of fallen trees by the
sculpting hand of rivers—the enduring knots of greatest
density. This named idea enables Duncan to gather a series
of “tales” and “epiphanies” into a cohesive sequence. They
are short. They are dense. They have survived in the mind by
the tenacity of their importance. And now they want to be
together. What is this book—fiction? Yes. Memoir? Yes.
And it reads like, well—like river teeth.

4. Kathleen Dean Moore, River Walking (New York: Lyons
and Burford, 1995). The chapters in this book consist of
clusters of story and reflection associated with a series of
named rivers. The first chapter, for example, weaves several
nonfiction paragraphs through a narrative about a family
camping trip on the Willamette. In that chapter, some of the
nonfiction paragraphs begin:

“My daughter comes from a long line of people with
strong homing instincts....”

“When I was first married....”

“I know a biologist who studies the homing instincts of
garter snakes....”

“Scientists say that a wasp can leave its hole in the
ground....”

And so on, little essays sidling through the gaps left in a
more direct narrative about a particular camping trip. Moore
thus brings together compact essays of a paragraph or two in
length, and narratives of place; collectively, these form
chapters of a dozen pages, which then are joined by the
simple principle of chapters named for rivers to form a whole
book.

If a writer does not have an uncluttered year to write, it
is possible thus to write in a series of short bursts, and let the
engine of the book’s idea do the work of collecting the pieces
into a whole.

5. Doris Grumbach, Fifty Days of Solitude (Boston: Beacon,
1994). Grumbach begins with a thought from Conrad’s Heart
of Darkness: “We live, as we dream—alone.” She then
describes a sequence of observations, recollections, and



discoveries that came to her in the course of a fifty-day
stretch of isolation in a house on the Maine coast. This book
came from a sustained stretch of time, but as I read it I
recognize it could have been written in a series of smaller
solitudes stretched out over a longer period. Grumbach’s
book reminds me it is not my life that limits my writing, but
my understanding of the miniature opportunities resident in
my life. Conditions will not change soon, so I can only make
progress by developing my writing plan within current
conditions.

®

Lopez, Allison, Duncan, Moore, and Grumbach each have
built a mosaic of glimpses housed in a book. Little pieces,
governed by some intrinsic pattern of order, become ex-
tended patterns of understanding.

My friends, how shall we do this? Each piece in the
quilt glows bright in its color, and each is held fast in the
quilted whole. Piece by piece, you find the tiny key that is
without weight or substance, a key as small as the syllables
“Open sesame!” This is available to each of us. How long is
a writer’s effective solitude? How much time does it take to
do the whole work? In all the darkness of the world, to strike
one match is enough to begin. The rest is step by step until
your book is made, and then it lets you go, and there it
stands: field notes, river teeth, a few things I know for sure,
or this project of an afternoon I have called “quilting your
little solitudes.”

Dear students, friends, let’s try it this way, and see
what happens. I can hardly wait to see what you will bring

to our circle next time.

Five Good Writing Ideas

by Sandra Worsham

F OR TWENTY-SIX YEARS I HAVE BEEN TEACHING
writing to high school students at Baldwin High School in
Milledgeville, Georgia. For much longer than twenty-six
years, 1 have been writing. During this time, teaching
Advanced Placement English students as well as at-risk ninth
graders, I have come to believe that we all learn to write in
much the same way, regardless of age or ability level. Thus,
the ideas I used for my advanced students have also worked
for my at-risk writers. Some of these ideas became my
favorites because I could depend on them to bring good
writing out of students of all age and ability levels. Here are
some of these favorites.

Church Story

I'read aloud Langston Hughes’s story, “The Big Sea,” a story
about Hughes’s being a teenager, being in church, and not
being “saved” when everyone else was “seeing Jesus come to
them.” This is a story that we Bible Belt Georgians can
readily identify with. After reading this story, I ask students
to write a “church story.” Through this activity, I have heard

SANDRA WORSHAM has published stories in Carolina
Quarterly, Memphis Magazine, and Western Humanities
Review: Her articles on teaching writing have appeared in
English Journal. “Five Good Writing Ideas” is an excerpt
from a book-length manuscript about teaching writing.

baptism stories, Easter speech stories, and Bible school
stories. One of my favorite “church stories” is by Michael
Fraley, a tenth grader. I often read Michael’s story aloud to
the class as a model:

Saved from Sin

When I was little, I used to go to Sunday School on
Sundays: at least, they thought that was where I was
gone. [ used to get a quarter to put in church. But the
quarter never got there. Every Sunday, my friend
Bernard and I used to go to the church and go down in
the basement and crawl out of the window and go to the
store and buy candy.

When we left the store, we used to go on the other
side of the railroad track and fish until one o’clock. We
didn’t even go to church on Easter although we had new
suits, and I even had an Easter speech. When it was time
for me to say my speech, I told my cousin to say I was in
the bathroom sick. But I was really on the other side of
the track fishing.

One Sunday while we were skipping Sunday School,
we went down the stream farther than we had ever been.
We found an old boat and got in. When we got in the
middle, it started to sink. Neither of us could swim, but
somehow we made it to land. We ran all the way back to
church and climbed back in the window and went
upstairs. When we got up there, they asked us why were
we wet. I told them we had been baptized and saved.
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Kristina Story

Another good model is a story I got from a seventh-grade
literary magazine published at Padeia School in Atlanta, The
story, by Charlotte Hebebrand, is about a fifth grade girl who
was ridiculed by her classmates.

Kristina

Her name was Kristina, and I hated her. Actually I didn’t
really hate her, but I always acted like it. Her name was
Kristina and she went to school with me in fifth grade.
She always wore her hair in pigtails except for one day.
Then I could see her pretty, long, soft hair, butI just
made fun of her because everybody else did too. Kristina
never wore her hair without pigtails again. She wasn’t
just unpopular, she didn’t have any friends. When I
walked home from school with all my friends, we could
see her walking ahead of us and we made fun of her.
Everybody made fun of her. Whenever she had to read
something in front of the class, we would make fun of
her accent. I sort of liked her accent because I thought it
sounded neat, but I made fun of her anyway, because
everybody else was doing it too. I really didn’t hate her
at all; in fact, I somewhat admired her. Whenever
everybody was being mean to her, she would never cry. 1
knew if I were in her place, I wouldn’t be able to stop
crying. But she never cried, not once. I guess I was sort
of the opposite of her. I had plenty of friends and it
never happened, even once, that I would be alone during
lunch break. Kristina was always alone. She would
always lean against a tree and watch us play. Maybe she
was waiting for somebody to come up to her and ask her
if she wanted to join our game. I often felt like asking
her but I knew if I would, then all my friends would
think I was crazy. Yes, I really admired Kristina!

It happened a few days before summer vacation. It
was just after lunch break and I walked into the class-
room. On my way I found a pencil on the floor. I picked
it up and looked at it. It was a pretty pencil, but it was
really nothing special. I saw a name tag on it. “Kristina
Haas,” it said. When I read it, I decided to steal the
pencil. Quickly, I ripped the name tag off and calmly sat
down in my seat, which was right next to Kristina’s.
After a few minutes Kristina came in and sat down and
then our teacher came in.

“All right, children, we will not have a class today,
but I want you to stay in your seats quietly and work. I
don’t wish to be interrupted and I want there to be
complete silence,” she said. Everybody got to work. I
took out my math folder and Kristina’s pencil and
started to write. About ten minutes after that, my teacher
started yelling at Kristina:

“Kristina, what do you think you're doing? Get to
work, I said!”

“But, but, Mrs. Loveday, I don’t have a pencil,” she
said quietly.

“So, that’s your own problem.”

“But, well, I think Charlotte’s gotit.”

“Got what?”

“Why, my pencil, of course.”

As soon as I heard my name, I knew there would be
trouble.

“Charlotte, is that Kristina’s pencil?” she asked
sharply.
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I looked down at the pencil and then straight into my
teacher’s face. “Why, no. I just bought this one yester-
day,” I lied. And then something happened. Kristina
started to cry. She cried harder and harder.

“Mrs. Loveday, this is my pencil, and I know
Charlotte stole it.”

“I did not,” I yelled. I was starting to believe it was
really my pencil. I could tell Mrs. Loveday was getting
sick of this and she wanted to get it over with.

“0.K.,” she said, “I will ask the class now. Class,
bave you seen Charlotte use this pencil? Is it Charlotte’s
pencil or Kristina’s? If you know it’s Charlotte’s, then
raise your hand!”

To my astonishment, everybody raised their hands.
Every one of them was lying. This wasn’t my pencil; it
was Kristina’s and they probably knew it. I was aston-
ished, but also felt proud. I knew they all liked me much
more than Kristina.

“All right, then, this is settled. It’s Charlotte’s
pencil, and I don’t want you to ever accuse anybody like
this again, Kristina,” Mrs. Loveday said in a bored
voice. “And, now get to work, finally!”

Happily I started writing again and then I looked
over at Kristina. She was still crying, but now it was a
quiet, depressed crying. It hurt me to see her crying. It
hurt because I knew I was the one that had made her cry.
I had made Kristina cry, Kristina, who had never cried
before. Not quite so happy anymore, I looked at the
pencil in my hand. It was red and you could buy them in
any store for about five cents. It was really ridiculous of
Kristina to cry because of such a stupid pencil, I thought.
But when I looked at Kristina again, I knew that it was
me who was being ridiculous. Slowly, I raised my hand.

“What is it, now?” Mrs. Loveday asked angrily.

“Well, hmm...” I just couldn’t say it.

“What, Charlotte,” she said sharply.

“Well, I just wanted to give this pencil back to
Kristina because, well, because it’s really hers. I just
found it on the floor.” Exhausted, I sat down and handed
the pencil to Kristina. I could hear the voices of my
friends. Everybody was talking about me. Did I do
wrong? Maybe I should have kept the pencil, I thought.
Did they all hate me now?

They did. When I walked home that day, nobody
wanted to walk with me, so I walked all by myself. I
knew I had done the right thing, but it hurt to know that I
had lost all my friends so suddenly. It really did hurt. 1
was walking home and cried. As I walked, suddenly I
could see somebody walking ahead of me. I looked up. It
was Kristina. Quickly, I wiped my tears away and ran up
to her.

“Hey, Kristina, wait up for me,” I yelled as I ran up
to her. I was sure she heard me, but it looked like she
wasn’t going to wait up for me or even slow down. I ran
faster and finally caught up with her. I walked next to
her. I walked next to her for quite a while. I could feel
coldness and hatred come from her. It scared me so
much that I didn’t have anything to say to her. Maybe
she’ll say something, I hoped. But she didn’t. We were
walking towards my house now and soon I would have
to leave. I stopped suddenly. To my surprise, she
stopped too. “Hey, hmm, Kristina.”

She gave me no reply, didn’t even let me know
whether she had heard me.



“Look, I'm really sorry, but...hmm, I mean, what’s a
pencil? I'll get you lots of pencils. Just don’t be mad at
me, please.”

Kristina was staring at me; I couldn’t feel the
coldness and hatred any more, but now it was heat and
pure anger.

“Charlotte, it’s not the pencil. It’s because you, you
lied,” she said right in my face. “Goodbye,” she finished
and walked off.

I stared after her. I knew, I really did adore her. In
fact I would have given anything for her friendship.
“Hey, Kristina,” I yelled after her. She turned around.

“Yes.”

“Look, you wanna come over now? We would do
our homework first, and then something else, maybe.”

Kristina thought about it for a while and then said,
“O.K., why not?” And then she smiled at me. I ran to
catch up with her and while I was running I think I was
the happiest person in the whole world.

After reading the story aloud, I ask students to write
about someone they remember from childhood who often got
picked on. Before students begin to write, I tell them about a
girl who was in school with me in the fourth grade, a girl
named Alberta. And I tell them about how we children
passed Alberta’s “cooties” around the room. Then I tell them
about reading in the paper that Alberta was killed in a night
club in Atlanta and how bad I felt to read it, how I wished
we hadn’t all treated her the way we did.

Because many of these students grew up together, I tell
them to change the names when they write these stories so
students can’t identify anyone if we read them aloud.

House Story

This is one of my favorite activities, for it gives students a
highly imaginative experience with creating their own
stories. From Southern Living and Better Homes and Gar-
dens I cut out pictures of houses. All of my house pictures
contain no people, only houses. I mount all the pictures on
construction paper and have them laminated.

Then I show the house pictures to students. I tell them
to choose a house and to look in its windows and, with their
mind’s eye, to “see” the people in the house and write a story
about them. They have to include at least four people, and
something has to kappen in the story. The people may be any
relation to each other, as long as there are at least four of
them.

I ask them to begin their house stories by listing the
characters by name and their relationships to each other, the
way a playwright does at the beginning of a play. Then they
should begin writing their stories by choosing one of their
people and telling where he or she is at that moment and
what he or she is doing. Then they can let something start to
happen.

I'begin by choosing a house and making up my own
story aloud in front of them. It might sound like this, as I
hold up the picture and walk around the room:

This is my house. Let’s see now what I see when I look
in this front window. I see an old lady sitting in a

rocking chair, Miss Hattie Junction. She is rocking
slowly back and forth and holding out her hands, looking
at them, and I can hear her humming a little tune. It
sounds like “Amazing Grace.” Wait! Somebody just
walked in the room. It is a teenager. Yes, I recognize
her. That’s Eloise, her youngest granddaughter. Eloise is
telling her something in a loud voice, and she sounds
mad.

What is so fascinating to me about this activity is that,
there in front of the students, I find myself already interested
in my own story, and so are they. When I tell them I have to
sit down and write my story now, they don’t want me to stop.
I'tell them I don’t know what is going to happen, that I have
to write my story to find out. This activity is always exciting,
for it allows me to observe the process of discovery as it
takes over my classroom. I see my students complaining at
the beginning and then losing control when the creative
process takes over and their pencils run away with them.
Denise’s house story, printed here exactly as she wrote it, is
one of my favorites:

Once upon of time it was a big brown raggedy rusty
house sitting way out in a pastor, in that house was a
little old lady name Mae. And in the house she had one
bed and also her dog jim and on the outside of the house
she had no windows almost no doors. A black raggedy
skeelybug look like it never been crank. And way way
down the other side of the pastor was two more people
that was a lady and a man that stayed in a barn, and there
name, were lucy and Bobo, they had nothing to live for,
they use to come visit Mae all the time, but see, Mae
didn’t have any food to eat except little stuff out in the
yard.

But one day Lucy and BoBo came to visit her with a
big kroker sack in their arm. It was a kroker sack full of
different kind of vegetables.

Mae was very happy to see the food. She was all
dancing around in her long granny dress old jim was
barking and Lucy and BoBo was very hap to.

Every one gathered around Mae’s one bed where
they had put the food and they all had a wonderful feast.

Newspaper Story

For this activity I cut articles out of the newspaper about
interesting or unusual events. Some samples of the headlines
I chose are “Woman uses ice cream sundae to defend self
from attacker™; “Woman shoots man over birthday gift”;
“Caller talks man out of suicide”; “Enough is enough, says
woman after birth of twenty-first child”; and “Woman re-
gains sight after eighty-five years.”

I laminate these articles and spread them out on a table
in my classroom. I ask students to select an article and to
write a story based on the article, as if they were making the
entire story up out of their heads. They should create charac-
ters’ names and write the story, giving many more details
than the article itself provides.

Like the house story, this activity causes students to
experience and understand the actual process of creating.
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Teaching the Library Our Way

This is a series of activities the media specialist, Ann
Hemphill, and I created to help basic-level students to
become more comfortable in the library. For several years [
had marched students to the library for “orientation” where
they stood in a group while the librarian instructed them
about the parts of the library.

The following activities are designed to let students use
writing to familiarize themselves with the library. For several
weeks students go to the library once a week and write about
1) only the things they see; 2) only the things they hear; or
3) only the books they would like to read sometime. Without
being told where things are in the library, students walk
around and find where things are. When we return to the
classroom, they write about what they observed that day.
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These activities culminate in a library scavenger hunt in
which students are given a list of things to find (for example,
a book about Malcolm X, a country in the atlas, a cassette
tape, or a poster from the vertical file).

~ All these activities bring good writing out of students of all

ability levels. But, equally importantly, they are activities
that teachers can do as well. And when we write with our
students, when we have fun writing with our students, then
writing becomes for kids a much more important and worth-

while thing for them to do.
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