An Introduction and Sampler

After she read Kenneth Koch’s I Never Told
Anybody, a fine book about teaching creative writing to
residents of a nursing home, Marylen Mann of CEMREL
and Arts for Older Adults invited me to lead ten creative
writing sessions at Webbe Senior Citizen Apartments and
the Jewish Center for the Aged in St. Louis. For the first two
sessions I read and talked about poems by Theodore
Roethke, Gary Snyder and Jerome Rothenberg, having in
mind teaching poetry writing. Both weeks I noticed that
the participants’ comments were frequently stories and
anecdotes. Having long been interested in oral narration, 1
decided to have them tell stories from their own lives.

To begin the third session I spoke about “the elderly”
and “the elders”, remarking that traditional ways of life
revered the elders for their wisdom and enlightenment. I
said that frequently the elders told stories from life from
which the listener might leamn. 1 told them that in my
opinion they were the elders and 1 wanted to hear their
stories. A few remarks of agreement, a few smiles, and Mrs.
Jimmie Moore, said, “Now you're ready to listen and
learn!” From that time on my visits have been a dip into
the deepest springs of living memory and wisdom.

I taped that and all following sessions, recording the
conversations I thought would yield stories and tran-
scribed the portions of the tape that still sounded good.
The rules I set were that I could delete material, rearrange
phrases and the order of sentences; I added nothing except
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instructive to examine successive drafts of a story to see
what difference the alterations make.
As told, the story is clear:

You meet fellas when you're bumming. When you're
young, you're careless. I wouldn’t bum now, couldn’t.
When you're little like me and you ain’t got no weight, you
better keep your mouth shut.

I'm Irish. That happened with Irish guys. Oh man,
some of them were mean! If somebody’d say anything they
didn’t like. If they were alive today, they'd be fighting
every half hour. They were, a lot of them, mechanics.

But when a few words are cut, one idea rephrased and the
order of the last two sentences reversed, the themes of
meanness and change become apparent:

Oh man, some of them Irish guys were mean! If
somebody’s say anything they didn’t like! They were, a lot
of them, mechanics. If they were alive today, they'd be
fighting every half hour.

Through cadence of phrase and sentence the written
words recreate essential, nearly-perfect human voices,
duplicating the effect the spoken words had on me as I
listened.

The manners of simple life guide the essential feelings
and speak a plain, emphatic language. There is a daily
beauty in the people who live such lives. Entwined in the
fabric of the stories’ events and words, this beauty pictures
active yet simple, imitatable virtues within the grasp of

‘each person:

Sophie Dricker: You know what the Rabbi says to me?
If everyone will feel the same way and do the things like |
do then the world would be beautiful.

Joe Phelan: I've seen the times when I've worried
about something and it never happened. That’s a waste of
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