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TOM PUTNAM:  Good afternoon. I‟m Tom Putnam, the Director of the John F. 

Kennedy Presidential Library Museum. And on behalf of all of the sponsors who are 

listed in your program, it‟s my pleasure to welcome you to this ceremony at which we 

present the L.L. Winship/PEN New England Awards and the Hemingway Foundation 

PEN Award, America‟s best known prize for a distinguished first book of fiction. 

 

This year marks the 30
th

 anniversary of the opening of the Hemingway Room in 1980 by 

Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis and Patrick Hemingway. Since that time, the Library has 

endeavored to strengthen, preserve and provide access to this incredible collection, the 

world‟s most comprehensive archive of Hemingway‟s work. 

 

In addition to housing these materials, we also sponsor educational programming, such as 

today‟s ceremony, and forums about Hemingway, writing and literature. In fact, we 

opened our Forum Series last fall with an extraordinary conversation about A Moveable 

Feast on the occasion of the publication of the restored edition edited by Sean 

Hemingway, Ernest Hemingway‟s grandson, who is also here with us today. 

 

“When you first start writing stories in the first person,” Hemingway wrote in a 

previously unpublished chapter to A Moveable Feast, “if the stories are made so real that 

people believe them, the people reading them nearly always think the story really 

happened to you. That is natural. Because while you were making them up, you had to 

make them happen to the person who is telling them.  If you do this successfully enough, 

you make the person who is reading them believe that the things happened to him, too. If 

you can do this, you're beginning to get what you're trying for which is to make 

something that will become part of the reader‟s experience and a part of his memory.”  

 

What struck me most about the overflow crowd that attended the Forum last fall was the 

power that A Moveable Feast had on its readers and continues to hold over the memory 

of so many, including one questioner who recounted how the book prompted him to 
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name his daughter Hadley after Hemingway‟s first wife.  The panel conversation that day 

also prompted this intriguing observation by one of the day‟s panelists, Adam Gopnik, 

related to the fact that Hemingway‟s manuscripts are housed in this institution. “There is 

an odd likeness between John F. Kennedy and Hemingway,” Gopnik suggested. “They 

were both men of complicated accomplishment about whom it‟s possible to have critical 

or ambivalent feelings, who, nonetheless, continue to radiate, perhaps because of some 

essential gallantry in their lives, an aura of heroism, which seems undiminished 50 years 

on.” 

 

Months later in the pages of The New Yorker, Adam Gopnik compared Hemingway 

again, this time to the late J.D. Salinger, writing, “Salinger‟s death throws us back from 

the myth of author as homespun religious mystic to the magical world of his writing as it 

really is, with its matchless comedy, its ear for American speech, its contagious ardor and 

incomparable charm. Salinger‟s voice remade American writing in the „50s and „60s in a 

way that no one had since Hemingway. But if it had been Hemingway‟s role to make 

American writing hardboiled, it was Salinger‟s to let it be soft, even runny again.” 

 

Mr. Salinger‟s death prompted us to display for the first time ever a letter in our 

collection from Salinger to Hemingway. And it‟s too priceless not to share a few 

excerpts. They had met in 1944 in Paris while Salinger was a sergeant in the army. 

Salinger was 25, 20 years Hemingway‟s junior and had published a few short stories in 

the Saturday Evening Post. 

 

The letter was sent on July 27
th

, 1946, two years after their initial meeting. It opens with 

an illusion to A Farewell to Arms in which, as I know you all know, the injured 

American soldier, Frederick Henry, falls in love with Catherine Barkley, his beautiful 

English nurse. 

 

Dear Papa, 



THE KENNEDY LIBRARY FORUM 

“2010 HEMINGWAY FOUNDATION/PEN AWARD” 

MARCH 28, 2010 

PAGE 3 

 

 

I‟m writing from a General hospital in Nuremberg. There‟s a noticeable absence of 

Catherine Barkleys, is all I‟ve got to say. [laughter] I expect to get out tomorrow or the 

next day. Nothing is wrong with me except I‟ve been in an almost constant state of 

despondency, and I thought it would be good to talk to somebody sane.  

They asked me about my sex life (which couldn‟t be normaler – gracious!) and about my 

childhood (Normal. My mother took me to school until I was twenty four [laughter] but 

you know New York streets.) [laughter] and then they finally asked me how I like the 

Army. … I‟d give my right arm to get out of the Army, but not on a psychiatric, this-

man-is-not-fit-for-Army-life ticket.  I have a very sensitive novel in mind, and I won't 

have the author called a jerk in 1950. I am a jerk, but the wrong people mustn‟t know it. 

[laughter]  

 

How is your novel coming? I hope you're working hard on it. Don‟t sell it to the movies 

… As Chairman of your many fan clubs, I know I speak for all the members when I say 

Down with Gary Cooper. [laughter]  

Best to you, Jerry Salinger. 

 

The original letter, which contains many more choice passages, is on display in a 

document exhibit in the foyer, just outside this hallway, along with letters to Hemingway 

and art collection from Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound and John Steinbeck. Thanks to our 

Hemingway intern Sam Smallidge for curating this display. 

 

Today, we pay tribute to writers who with their own fresh voices are remaking American 

literature in this new century. But before doing so, let me recognize members of the 

Hemingway family, including Patrick who‟s here with me on stage, his wife Carol, and 

as I mentioned earlier, Hemingway‟s grandson Sean and his wife Colette, who has 

written a book, In His Time, about Hemingway‟s lifelong interest in art and the paintings 

he collected, a number of which are displayed in the Hemingway Room upstairs. 

 

I also want to thank the individuals and organizations that make this annual Awards 

Ceremony possible, the Hemingway Foundation and Society which funds the PEN 

Award and is represented here today by Steve Paul. Thanks, also, to the Boston Globe 

Foundation, the Ucross Foundation, the University of Idaho, and PEN New England, 

including Helene Atwan, Richard Hoffman and Karen Wulf, all of whom do so much to 

coordinate the judging and orchestration of today‟s awards. 
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Let me also thank my colleagues here at the Library, Amy Macdonald and Nancy 

McCoy, and our Hemingway curator Susan Wrynn, whose expertise as an archivist and 

preservation specialist has transformed our work in the Hemingway materials and who 

also oversees the Friends of the Hemingway Collection, our membership organization, 

which I encourage all who have not already done so to join. 

 

Before we begin the presentation of the 2010 Awards, Patrick will read from one of his 

father‟s journalistic dispatches. He will be followed by Gail Tsukiyama, one of this 

year‟s judges, who will announce the finalists of the Hemingway Foundation PEN 

Award. This will be followed by the presentation to, and reading by, our 2010 winner, 

Brigid Pasulka.  

 

Richard Hoffman and John Crawford, who is here with his mother Joanna Crawford, 

daughter of Lawrence Winship, to represent the Winship family, will then make the 

presentation of the three winners of the L.L. Winship/PEN New England Awards, 

honoring books of fiction, nonfiction and poetry with a New England topic or setting or 

written by a New England author. And this year we‟ll hear from the writer in nonfiction, 

Elyssa East. Helen Elaine Lee, a distinguished author, professor of writing at MIT and 

member of the PEN/New England Board, will then introduce our keynote speaker, 

Dorothy Allison.  

 

Patrick Hemingway and his wife Carol are the guiding force for our Hemingway 

Collection. And we‟re deeply indebted to them for their generosity and the care and 

direction they continue to offer to support us in our work. Patrick‟s knowledge of 

Hemingway and his writing is unsurpassed. Though when we reach out to him with 

Hemingway-related questions, he often prods us to expand our outlook and to promote 

literature writ large.  
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“You know how they say a picture is worth 1,000 words?” he told me on the phone the 

other day. “Well, I believe just the opposite.” [laughter] “We‟re living in a time when 

literature has to be supported.” Which prompts me to add a coda to Adam Gopnik‟s 

comments.  

 

While gallantry may have something to do with the hold that Hemingway and Kennedy 

have on our memory, surely the greater reason is because of the enduring words we 

associate with each. For me, one of the most interesting aspects of our archives is the 

opportunity to catch a glimpse into the creative process of how the stories, speeches or 

phrases we associate with each man were so artfully chosen.  

 

Last year, after my glowing words welcoming Patrick to this podium, he deadpanned, 

“With an introduction like that, I‟m bound to be a disappointment.” [laughter] So I made 

a promise to myself to choose my words more carefully this year. In an early draft of 

these remarks I wrote that, “It‟s always a delight to be with Patrick, with his engaging 

stories, provocative questions, and contagious laugh.”  Moments later, over lunch, I was 

rereading the famous interview Hemingway gave to the Paris Review, in which George 

Plimpton describes Hemingway as, “A wonderful raconteur, a man of rich humor, and 

possessed of an amazing fund of knowledge on subjects that interest him.”  So let me 

simply introduce Patrick Hemingway to you now, with his undeniable yet appropriately 

laudable claim: he is his father‟s son. Patrick Hemingway.  [applause] 

 

PATRICK HEMINGWAY:  I am very grateful to that introduction. But the passage I‟m 

going to read is rather long, so I better get cracking. [laughter] It‟s called Japanese 

Earthquake. And I think earthquakes have been on our minds for the last couple of 

months, so this makes it come alive, perhaps, as it would not have done. 

 

There are no names in this story.  

The characters in it are a reporter, a girl reporter, a quite beautiful daughter in a 

Japanese kimono, and a mother. There is a small chorus of friends who spend some time 
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talking in the next room, and get up as the reporter and the girl reporter go through the 

room and out of the door.  

At four o'clock in the afternoon, the reporter and the girl reporter stood on the 

front porch. The front porch bell had just rung.  

“They‟ll never let us in,” said the girl reporter.  

Inside the house, they heard someone moving around. And then, a voice said, “I‟ll 

go down. I‟ll attend to them, mother.” 

The door opened one narrow crack. The crack ran from the top of the door to the 

bottom, and about halfway up it was a very dark, very beautiful face, the hair soft and 

parted in the middle.  

“She is beautiful, after all,” thought the reporter. He had been sent on so many 

assignments in which beautiful girls figured, and so few of the girls had turned out to be 

beautiful. [laughter]  

“Who do you want?” said the girl at the door.  

“We‟re from The Star,” the reporter said. “This is Miss So and So.”  

“We don‟t want to have anything to do with you. You can't come in,” the girl 

said.  

“But -- ” said the reporter and commenced to talk. He had a very strong feeling 

that, if he stopped talking at any time, the door would slam. So he kept on talking.  

Finally the girl opened the door. “Well, I‟ll let you in,” she said. “I‟ll go upstairs and ask 

my mother.”  

She went upstairs, quick and lithe, wearing a Japanese kimono. It ought to have 

some other name. Kimono has a messy early morning sound.  There was nothing 

kimonoey about this kimono. [laughter] The colors were vivid and the stuff had body to 

it, and it was cut.  It looked almost as though it might be worn with two swords in the 

belt.  

The girl reporter and the reporter sat on a couch in the parlor. “I‟m sorry to have 

done all the talking,” whispered the reporter.  

“No.  Go on. Keep it up. I never thought we‟d get in at all,” said the girl reporter. 

“She is good-looking, isn't she?” The reporter had thought she was beautiful.  “And 

didn‟t she know what she was doing when she got that kimono!” 

“Sh--.  Here they come.”  

Down the stairs came the girl in the Japanese kimono. With her was her mother. 

Her mother‟s face was very firm.  

“What I want to know,” she said, “is where you got those pictures.”  

“They were lovely pictures, weren't they?” said the girl reporter.  

Both the girl reporter and the reporter denied any knowledge of the pictures. They 

didn‟t know. Really, they didn‟t know. It was a fact. Eventually they were believed.  

“We won't say anything. We don‟t want to be in the newspapers. We have had too 

much already. There are plenty of people who suffered much worse than we did in the 

earthquake. We don‟t want to talk about it at all.”  

“But I let them in mother,” said the daughter. She turned to the reporter. “Just 

exactly what is it you want to know from us?”  
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“We want you to tell us as you remember it just what happened,” the reporter 

said. 

“If we talk to you and tell you what you want to know will you promise that you 

won't use our names?” asked the daughter.  

“Why not just use the names?” suggested the reporter.  

“We won't say a word unless you promise not to use the names,” said the 

daughter.  

“Oh, you know the newspaper reporters,” the mother said. “They‟ll promise it, 

and then they‟ll use them anyway.”  The remark had made the reporter violently angry. It 

is the one unmerited insult. There are enough merited ones. [laughter]  

“Mrs. So and So,” he said, “the president of the United States tells reporters 

things in confidence which if known would cost him his job. Every week in Paris the 

prime minister of France tells fifteen newspaper reporters facts that if they were quoted 

again would overthrow the French government. I‟m talking about newspaper reporters, 

not cheap news tipsters.” 

“All right,” said the mother. “I guess it‟s true about newspaper reporters.”  

Then the daughter began the story and the mother took it up.  

“The boat (the Canadian Pacific‟s Empress of Australia) was already to sail,” said 

the daughter. “If mother and father hadn‟t been down at the dock, I don‟t believe they 

would have escaped!” 

 Just before twelve o'clock, there was a great rumbling sound and then everything 

commenced to rock back and forth. The dock rolled and bucked. My brother and I were 

on board the boat leaning against the rail. Everybody had been throwing streamers. It 

only lasted about thirty seconds,” said the daughter. 

“We were thrown flat on the dock,” said the mother. “It was a big concrete dock 

and it rolled back and forth. My husband and I hung on to each other and were thrown 

around by it. Many people were thrown off. I remember seeing a rickshaw driver 

climbing back up out of the water. Cars and everything else went in, except our car. It 

stayed on the dock right alongside the Prince de Bearn‟s, the French consul‟s car, until 

the fire.” 

“What did you do when the shock was over?” asked the reporter.  

“We went ashore. We had to climb. The dock was crumbled in places and great 

chunks of concrete broken off. We started up the Bund along the shore and could see the 

big go-downs, the storage houses, were all caved in. You know the Bund.   The driveway 

straight along the waterfront.  We got as far as the British consulate and it was all caved 

in.  Just fallen in on itself like a funnel.  Just crumbled. All the walls were down and we 

could look straight through the front of the building to the open compound at the back. 

Then there was another shock and we knew it wasn‟t any use going on or trying to get up 

to our house.  My husband heard the people had been out of the office and there was 

nothing you could do about the men who have been working in the go-downs. There was 

a big cloud of dust all over everything from the building that had caved in. You could 

hardly see through it, and fires were breaking out all over.” 

“What were the people doing? How were they acting?” asked the reporter.  
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“There wasn‟t any panic. That was the strange thing. I didn‟t see anyone even 

hysterical. There was one woman at the Russian consulate though.  It stood right next to 

the British consulate and it hadn‟t fallen in yet but was badly shaken. She came out to the 

front gate crying and there were a bunch of coolies sitting against the iron fence in front 

of the consulate yard.  She begged them to help her get her daughter out of the building. 

„She‟s just a little fellow,‟ she said in Japanese. But they just sat there. They wouldn‟t 

move. It seemed as though they couldn‟t move. Of course nobody was going around 

helping anybody else then. Everybody had themselves to look after.” 

“How did you get back to the boat?” asked the girl reporter.  

“There were some sampans, native boats, and finally my husband found one and 

we started back. But the fire was going so badly then and the wind was offshore. There 

was an awful wind for a while. We got to the dock finally and, of course, they couldn‟t 

get a gangplank out, but they put out a rope for us and we got on board.” 

The mother didn‟t need any prompting or questions now. That day and the 

following days and nights in Yokohama harbor had her in their grip again. Now the 

reporters saw why she didn‟t want to be interviewed and why no one had any right to 

interview her and stir it all up afresh.  Her hands were very quietly nervous.  

“The Prince‟s boy (son of the Prince de Bearn, French consul) was left in their 

house. He had been sick. They had just come down to the dock to see the boat off. The 

foreign quarter is up on a bluff where we all lived, and the bluff just slid down into the 

town. The prince got ashore and made his way up to the wreck of his house.  They got the 

boy out but his back was hurt. They worked hours getting him out.  But they couldn‟t get 

the French butler out. They had to go away and leave him in there because the fire got too 

close.  

“They had to leave him in there alive with the fire coming on?” asked the girl 

reporter. 

“Yes, they had to leave the French butler in there,” said the mother. “He was 

married to the housemaid so they had to tell her that they had gotten him out.”  

The mother went on, in a dull, tired voice.  

“There was a woman on the (liner) Jefferson coming home who had lost her 

husband. I didn‟t recognize her. There was a young couple, too, that had been only out a 

short time. They‟d just been married. His wife was down in the town shopping when it 

happened. He couldn‟t get to where she was on account of the fire.  They got the head 

doctor out all right from the American Hospital. They couldn‟t get out the assistant 

doctor and his wife, though. The fire came so quick. The whole town was solid fire.  

“We were on the boat of course. Part of the time you couldn‟t see the shore on 

account of the smoke.  When it was bad was when the submarine oil tanks burst and the 

oil caught on fire. It moved down the harbor and toward the dock. When it got to the 

dock we wondered if we‟d been saved onboard the Empress just to get burned. The 

captain had all the boats launched on the far side away from the fire and was all ready to 

put us into them. We couldn‟t go on the side toward the fire of course. It was too hot.   

They were playing the hoses on it to drive it away. It kept coming on though.  
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“All the time they were working to cut through the anchor chain that had fouled in 

the propeller.  Just to cut it away from the boat.  Finally they got the Empress away from 

the dock.  It was wonderful the way they got her away without any tug.  It was something 

you wouldn‟t have believed it was possible to do in Yokohama harbor.  It was wonderful. 

“Of course, they were bringing wounded people and refugees on all day and all 

night.  They came out in sampans or anything.  They took them all on. We slept on the 

deck.  

“My husband said he was relieved when we got outside the breakwater,” the 

mother said. “There‟re supposed to be two old (volcanic) craters in the harbor itself, and 

he was worried that something was going to happen from them.” 

“Was there no tidal wave?” asked the reporter.  

“No. There wasn‟t any at all. When we were on our way to Kobe, after we had 

left Yokohama finally, there were three or four small shocks that you could feel in the 

boat.  But there weren‟t any tidal waves.”  

Her mind was going back to Yokohama harbor.  “Some of the people who had 

stood all night in the water were very tired,” she offered.  

“Oh, the people who had stood up all night in the water,” said the reporter softly. 

 “Yes.  To keep out of the fire. There was one old woman who must have been 

seventy-six years old.  She was in the water all night. There were lots of people in the 

canals, too.  Yokohama‟s all cut up with canals, you know.”  

“Didn‟t that make it more confused in the earthquake?” asked the girl reporter.  

“Oh, no. They were very good things to have in a fire,” said the mother quite 

seriously.  

“What did you think when it started?” asked the reporter.  

“Oh, we knew it was an earthquake,” said the mother. “It was just that nobody 

knew it was going to be so bad. There‟s been lots of earthquakes there. Once, nine years 

ago, we‟d have five shocks in one day. We just wanted to get into the town to see if 

everything was all right.  But when we saw it was so bad, we knew then it didn‟t matter 

about things.  I hadn‟t intend to come home. Just my daughter and son were sailing. My 

husband is still in Kobe. He has a lot of work to do now re-organizing.” 

Just then the telephone rang. “My mother is busy just now interviewing the 

reporters,” the daughter said in the next room. She was talking to some friends that had 

come in. It was something about music. The reporter listened with his odd ear for a 

moment to see if it was anything about the earthquake.  But it wasn‟t.  

The mother was very tired. The girl reporter stood up. The reporter got up.  

“You understand.  No names,” said the mother.  

“You're sure? It wouldn‟t do any harm, you know.”  

“You said you wouldn‟t use the names,” the mother said wearily. The reporters 

went out. The friends stood up as they went through the room.  

The reporter took a look at the Japanese kimono as the door was shut. 

 “Who‟s going to write the story, you or me?” asked the girl reporter.  

“I don‟t know,” said the reporter.   [applause] 
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GAIL TSUKIYAMA:  I knew I should have worn my kimono [laughter] -- really fitting 

story. Thank you. My name is Gail Tsukiyama, and I‟ve had the great pleasure and 

privilege of being a judge this year, along with Julia Glass and Michael Lowenthal. While 

the three of us are usually in some constant state of writing a book, we paused this 

fall/winter to read instead of write.  It was hard not to be amazed by some of the quality 

and range of the books submitted this year. And, thankfully, I was in lovely company. 

Thank you, Julia and Michael, for making the judging process spirited, thought-

provoking, and enlightening. 

 

First of all, I‟d like to honor the two finalists who are unable to be here this afternoon 

with us, by reading to you the words they sent instead. From finalist C.E. Morgan: “I am 

absolutely thrilled about being a finalist for the PEN/Hemingway Foundation Award. I'm 

afraid, though, I must decline the Award‟s event itself due to a prior commitment to the 

Lannan Foundation. I am very honored to be a finalist for the PEN Award. I‟m in great 

company.” 

 

Now I‟d like to read to you the citation for C.E. Morgan‟s book All the Living:  

 

Aloma, the lonely woman at the heart of C.E. Morgan‟s All the Living, plays piano at the 

local church. But the book‟s true music inheres in Morgan‟s prose: moody and melodic, 

faithful to Kentucky rhythms but sweepingly resounding. At times as stark as the 

drought-stricken tobacco farm she‟s moved to, at times as lush and Biblical as the rain 

that eventually suggests redemption, the novel echoes long after its last page. 

 

And our other finalist, the note from Abraham Verghese: “Please convey to the judges 

my pride in making their final cut and my regrets at not being at the ceremony. 

Unfortunately, on March 28
th

 I‟m out of the country -- on my way back, but still far 

away. I so wish I could be there and be part of the ceremony. Thank you for the great 

honor.”  

 

And the citation for Cutting For Stone: 
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Cutting For Stone by Abraham Verghese is the powerful story of twin brothers, Marion 

and Shiva Stone, born of a secret liaison between an Indian nun and a British surgeon at a 

mission hospital in Ethiopia. Their births begin a compassionate story of familial bond, 

betrayal and redemption. Epic in scope and rich in detail, Verghese‟s novel exhibits both 

his storytelling skill and his deep respect for the medical profession; both captivate and 

transcend in this breathtaking tale. 

 

And now, our winner for this year‟s PEN/Hemingway Foundation Award, Brigid 

Pasulka, and here is the citation for A Long, Long Time Ago and Essentially True: 

 

In the finest tradition of storytelling, Brigid Pasulka‟s Long, Long Time Ago and 

Essentially True seamlessly weaves together the stories of two generations of a Polish 

family. Alternating between old and new Poland, we are flawlessly transported into the 

world of a man named Pigeon and, 50 years later, that of his granddaughter Beata, both 

searching for a new life in Krakow. With dexterity and originality, Pasulka paints an 

illuminating and poignant portrait of a country and her people. It is a dazzling debut, 

generous of heart and deeply rewarding. 

 

Will you welcome Brigid Pasulka. [applause] 

 

BRIGID PASULKA:  Thank you. Since this book came out in August, I‟ve had a lot of 

comments and emails. And I have to say that every time someone tells me that a 

character reminds them of their grandmother, or that they cried at a certain point, or that 

they're inspired to go to Poland, or a few have even said that they're inspired to learn 

Polish, which I tried to dissuade them from. [laughter] But it‟s felt like a small award 

every time someone contacts me.  

 

And so to be here and be rewarded and be recognized by such a collection of supporters 

of literature is, frankly, overwhelming for me. I would love to thank the Hemingway 

family and the Hemingway Foundation, the PEN Foundation, the JFK Library, Ucross, 

University of Idaho, the judges and all of the supporters of these foundations. I can't 

imagine how many emails were sent to get this done, how many reading hours were 

logged, how many airline miles were logged to bring this together.  And I want to thank 
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you not only personally, but thank you from all the debut novelists that came out this year 

because we really appreciate all the effort that‟s been expended to bring us into the fold 

and bring us into the community. So thank you.  

 

I‟d also like to mention a few people, personally. I can't see her right now, but I‟d like to 

thank my agent, Wendy Sherman, and friend of mine. And then I‟d like to thank the first 

editor on the book who did a lot of the heavy lifting, Anjali Singh. And then I‟d like to 

thank Jenna Johnson, who is continuing to guide the book through at Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt. Yes, that‟s who it is. [laughter] Sorry, I‟m a little nervous. But I‟d also like to 

thank all the friends and family that came out. I have a couple of former students here. 

I‟m a high school teacher in Chicago for the Chicago Public Schools for Whitney Young, 

and I see them over there. So thank you for coming.  

 

And most of all, I want you to remember Anna and Anita Kurowska, who are not here 

today. They are in Krakow, probably sleeping by now. But I showed up in Poland and I 

didn‟t know Polish; I didn‟t have a place to stay; I didn‟t have a job. I‟m not 

recommending that anyone do this. But they took me in as if I were one of their own, and 

they taught me Polish, and they opened up this beautiful country to me, and I‟m pretty 

sure that I would not be a writer -- and I‟m definitely sure that there would not be this 

book -- if it were not for them. And I just found out that they got a Visa on Friday, so 

they will be visiting me this summer instead of me going to visit them this summer.  

 

So I‟m just going to read from the first chapter of the book, the start of the Pigeon and 

Anielica‟s romance.  

 

 The Pigeon was not one to sit around and pine, and so the day after he saw the 

beautiful Anielica Hetmańska up on Old Baldy Hill, he went to talk to her father.  

The Pigeon‟s village was two hills and three valleys away, and he came upon her 

only by Providence, or “by chance,” as some would start to say after the communists and 

their half-attempts at secularization.  He happened to be visiting his older brother, Jakub, 

who was living at the old sheep camp and tending the Hetmański flock through the 
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summer; she happened to be running an errand for the Fates and her father to drop off a 

bottle of his special herbal ovine fertility concoction.  Ordinarily, of course, a maiden 

meeting with a bachelor alone -- and over the matter of ovine procreation no less -- would 

be considered verboten or nilzya or whatever the Polish equivalent was before the Nazis 

and the Soviets routed the language and appropriated all the words for forbiddenness. But 

the Pigeon‟s brother, Jakub, was a simpleton, a gentle simpleton, and the risk of Anielica 

twisting an ankle in the hike was greater than any danger posed by Jakub.  

 The Pigeon happened to be climbing up the side of the hill just as the sun was 

sliding down, and when he spotted his brother talking to the girl in front of the old sheep 

hut, he stopped flat in his shadow and ducked behind a tree to watch. The breeze was 

blowing from behind, and he couldn‟t make out a word of what they were saying, but he 

could see his brother talking and bulging his eyes. He was used to his brother‟s way of 

speaking by now, and he was only reminded of it when he saw him talking to strangers.  

Jakub spoke with a clenched jaw, his lips spreading and puckering around an 

impenetrable grade of teeth, which, along with the lack of pauses in his thoughts, created 

a low, buzzing monotone. The only inflection in his words came through his eyes, which 

bugged out when there was a word he wanted to stress, then quickly receded. It was very 

much like a radio left on and stuck at the edge of a station:  annoying at first, but quite 

easy to ignore after the first twenty years or so. [laughter]  

 If you were not used to talking to him, the common stance was to lean backward, 

one foot pointed to the side, looking for an end to the loop of monologue that never came, 

finally reaching in and snapping one of his sentences in half before muttering a quick 

goodbye and making an escape.  But the girl was not like this at all. In fact, she seemed to 

be leaning in toward Jakub, her nodding chin following his every word, her parted lips 

anticipating what he would say next with what very closely resembled interest and 

pleasure.  

She was absolutely stunning. She had strong legs and high cheekbones, a blood-

and-milk complexion and Cupid‟s bow lips, and the Pigeon was suddenly full of 

admiration for his brother, for having the courage to stand there and have an ordinary 

conversation with such a beautiful creature. He crouched behind the pine tree, watching 

them for perhaps half an hour, and he started toward the hut only once she was on her 

way down the other side of the hill. 

 “Who was that?”  

His brother stared wistfully at the empty crest of hill, long after she had 

disappeared. 

 “… That, oh, that, that is the angel, she brought me medicine for the sheep, not 

for me, and she also brought some fresh bread, you know, she comes to visit me very 

often, she is the daughter of Pan Hetmański, she brought me herbs for the sheep, so they 

will have more sheep, and I didn‟t see you coming, how long were you watching …” 

Jakub breathed in deeply through his teeth. 

 “The angel? What do you mean, „the angel‟?” The Pigeon and the rest of his 

family were always vigilant for signs of his brother‟s simpleness turning into something 

more worrying.  
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“… if I knew you were there I would have introduced you, even though she came 

to see me, she comes to see me often, and „the angel‟ is her name – Anielica -- and she is 

Pan Hetmański‟s daughter, she is going to come to see me again sometime soon, she said, 

maybe she will bring the herbs or bread or …”  

“She is very beautiful,” the Pigeon said, and he brought the milk pail of Sunday 

dinner into the sheep hut and set it down on the bench. His brother followed.  

“… maybe a book, sometimes she reads to me, yes, she is very beautiful, isn't she, 

more beautiful than mama, don‟t tell mama that, but do tell mama that I like the socks she 

knitted me, it is very cold up here this summer, not during the day but at night, and Pan 

Hetmański brought extra blankets up last week, he is very nice, and they have two dozen 

sheep, but it is strange that they do not live in a nicer house, it is just a hut over in Half-

Village, nothing special, our house is much nicer, I think …”  

Sometimes the talking could go on forever.  

The thing was to act, and the Pigeon knew just what to do.  

Throughout history, from medieval workshops to loft rehabs in the E.U., we Poles 

have always been known by our złote rączki, our golden hands.  The ability to fix wagons 

and computers, to construct Enigma machines and homemade wedding cakes, to erect 

village churches and American skyscrapers all without ever opening a book or applying 

for permits or drafting a blueprint.  And since courting a beautiful girl by using a full 

range of body parts has only recently become acceptable, in the spring of 1939 the Pigeon 

made the solemn decision to court Anielica through his hands. Specifically, he vowed to 

turn her parents‟ modest hut into the envy of the twenty-seven other inhabitants of Half-

Village, into a dwelling that would elicit hosannas in the highest every time they passed. 

[applause] 

 

BRIGID PASULKA:  Thank you.  

 

RICHARD HOFFMAN:  Good afternoon. My name is Richard Hoffman. It‟s my honor 

and pleasure as Chairman of PEN/New England‟s Executive Board to present this year‟s 

L.L. Winship Awards. These prestigious awards were named for the much beloved and 

respected editor of the Boston Globe, Lawrence L. Winship, the father of another highly 

respected editor of the Globe, Thomas Winship.  

 

Lawrence Winship‟s love of New England inspired these awards, which are given 

annually to a book of fiction, nonfiction and poetry with a New England setting or by a 

New England author. So it‟s fitting we‟re joined here by Lawrence Winship‟s grandson,  



THE KENNEDY LIBRARY FORUM 

“2010 HEMINGWAY FOUNDATION/PEN AWARD” 

MARCH 28, 2010 

PAGE 15 

 

 

John Crawford, who is on stage with me, and his daughter Joanna Crawford, who is in 

the audience, to announce these awards. 

 

The L.L. Winship Awards are, these days, a joint endeavor of PEN/New England and the 

Boston Globe Foundation. For many of us, the arrival of spring is marked every year by 

this conclave of writers to honor the solitary, exacting and important work that writers do 

to illumine our lives.  

 

Before I present these awards, I want to thank our judges this year, Dorothy Allison in 

fiction. Where is she, here? Dorothy? Tim Seibles in poetry, and Mike Steinberg in 

nonfiction. I know from my conversations with each of them over the past several 

months, how joyously difficult a task it was to choose from such an abundance of truly 

masterful work.  

 

And now, it‟s my great pleasure to announce the winner of the L.L. Winship Award in 

Fiction, which goes to Anne Sanow for Triple Time. Dorothy Allison, this year‟s fiction 

judge, describes the book as follows: 

 

Gorgeous and subtle, Anne Sanow‟s Triple Time are stories that stay with you. Her 

characters are stripped down to the essential grit, surviving through patience and the 

ability to gauge complex layers of tradition and expectation. Progress is the mantra, but 

this is progress shaped by the strictures of tradition. Foreigners, Saudi natives, expats, 

and Bedouins -- all misunderstand each other to one degree or another.  Love destroys, 

family redeems, and the sand shifts through closed doors as easily as open ones, 

especially on the top floors of a high rise apartment. Loss is the base note, but also a 

patina that softens experience -- proof of what should be treasured. This is simply great 

storytelling.” 

 

Anne Sanow.  [applause] 

 

RICHARD HOFFMAN:  This year‟s winner in poetry is Meg Kearney for Home By 

Now. According to this year‟s poetry judge Tim Seibles: 
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What I love about Home By Now is the variety and mixtures of tone. Beyond the 

delicious music and the vividness of scene in this collection, there is a distinctly 

surprising voice. These pieces give more than they promise. At times, within the same 

poem, I found myself moved in complicated ways, being saddened, for example, by the 

tenderness of an elegy but feeling roughed up by the same poem. Meg Kearney‟s poems 

begin innocently enough, but there is a shadow growing behind each line. There is a kind 

of quiet „take no prisoners‟ toughness here, but something big-hearted, too. These poems 

have real teeth, but you're already bleeding before you feel the bite. [laughter]  

 

Meg Kearney.  [applause] 

 

RICHARD HOFFMAN:  In nonfiction, this year‟s award goes to Elyssa East for 

Dogtown. The judge this year, Michael Steinberg, writes: 

 

Elyssa East‟s Dogtown is a captivating first-person account that explores the strange 

mythology, legend and history surrounding Dogtown‟s seemingly ethereal wilderness, a 

natural setting that has for generations cast a spell over an eclectic group of visual artists, 

poets, naturalists and curiosity seekers. Inspired by a series of personally restorative 

landscapes by the modernist painter Marsden Hartley, East travels to Dogtown hoping to 

discover an inner peace and tranquility that‟s missing from her own life. Instead, she 

uncovers a locale marked by a dark, mysterious past. In vigorous prose that is, by turns, 

lyrical, descriptive and journalistic, East interweaves tales of Dogtown‟s enigmatic past 

and images of its beguiling landscape with vivid descriptions of a senseless murder and 

its disturbing impact on the surrounding community.  Dogtown is a compelling narrative, 

skillfully rendered by a gifted writer.” 

 

Elyssa East.  [applause] 

 

ELYSSA EAST:  Thank you. This is quite overwhelming. I told my mother that my 

biggest fear was that I was going to stand up here and cry. [crying] [laughter] [applause] I 

have to say, I got the idea for this book in 1999. And there were numerous points during 

these 11 years, when it seemed that it was just simply never going to happen. So it‟s 

really been quite a journey, and thus the tears.  But also, it‟s a tremendous, tremendous 

joy. And on behalf of my fellow L.L. Winship Award winners -- Meg Kearney and Anne 



THE KENNEDY LIBRARY FORUM 

“2010 HEMINGWAY FOUNDATION/PEN AWARD” 

MARCH 28, 2010 

PAGE 17 

 

 

Sanow -- I‟d like to thank PEN/New England, this year‟s Winship judges, the Winship 

family, the JFK Library, and all of you for coming here today to join us for this 

celebration.  

 

PEN/New England has extended me the honor of representing the Winship winners by 

reading a brief excerpt from my book, Dogtown:  Death and Enchantment in a New 

England Ghost Town. I hope that what I have chosen to share with you all today will be 

on par with Ms. Kearney and Ms. Sanow‟s work. 

 

The book is a story of a painting, the true story of a grizzly murder with a strange history 

of a wilderness ghost town. Ultimately, the book is the biography of a landscape and it 

seeks to articulate one of the most enigmatic human relationships, a relationship to place. 

So I‟m going to read a short section of the prologue, which is titled “The Prophetic 

Pictures.” And this is a reference to a Nathaniel Hawthorne story by the same name. 

 After crossing the Merrimack River, I turned onto Route 1A, continuing south 

through the picturesque towns of Massachusetts‟ North Shore. I was traveling on a hunch 

in search of an abandoned colonial settlement called Dogtown Common, or simply 

Dogtown, though it was not identified on any map I could find at the time.  It was one of 

those October days that inspire thoughts of harvest, not of battening down for winter. 

Traffic slowed through Newburyport, an archetypal New England town that keeps its 

collar buttoned.  Kids sporting shiny jerseys and bright colors spilled out of cars parked 

roadside at a soccer tournament. Beyond the playing field and farm stands with pumpkins 

piled high, the landscape opened to tidal estuaries where gulls were lighting over 

mudflats and marsh grass in shades of golden taupe.  The amber light warmed my skin, 

bringing a flush to my cheeks. I was feeling rapturous and inspired, dreaming of paintings 

coming to life.  

I was on my way from Portland, Maine, where I lived during this 1999 autumn, to 

Gloucester, hoping to find the site that had inspired a series of paintings by Marsden 

Hartley.  The New York Times has called Hartley “the most gifted of the early American 

modernists,” while New Yorker critic Peter Schjeldahl has written, “Hartley‟s best art 

looms so far above the works of such celebrated contemporaries as Georgia O‟Keefe, 

Arthur Dove, Charles Demuth, and John Marin, that it poses the question of how his 

achievement was even possible.”  The answer, I had learned, was to be found in 

Dogtown.  

Hartley, a peripatetic, lonesome soul, had been obsessed with Dogtown‟s 

primordial, highland expanse, which he painted on three separate occasions in the 1930s. 

And while Hartley‟s Dogtown paintings helped lay the foundation for some of his later, 
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greatest work, he also claimed to have been forever changed -- and possibly healed -- by 

his time there.  As for me, I was obsessed with Hartley, these paintings, and the 1931 

summer that he spent in this forgotten corner of America.  

By official estimation, Dogtown is an unpopulated, three-thousand acre expanse 

that fills most of the geographical center of the island tip of Cape Ann, a crooked 

peninsula that extends ten miles seaward from Massachusetts‟ North Shore, twenty-five 

miles northeast of Boston.  The end of this peninsula, where the city of Gloucester and 

town of Rockport are located, is an island settlers created in 1643 by cutting through fifty 

yards of marsh in the Annisquam River.  For most of American history, this island, which 

is nearly the same size as Manhattan, was accessible only by a boat or a short drawbridge 

that crosses the colonial canal known as the “Cut.”  Though the nearby towns of Essex 

and Manchester-by-the-Sea and parts of Gloucester are situated on the peninsula, when 

people say “Cape Ann,” oftentimes they are referring to the island alone. For added 

emphasis, the islanders may say “this side of the Cut.”  No matter where Cape Ann 

officially begins or ends, most everyone feels that the air is different after the Cut is 

crossed.  Perhaps because Gloucester and Rockport extend so far into the Atlantic Ocean, 

something does change. It is the end of the line. Beyond the roads and the railway, there 

is nothing but the sea.  

The main roads around Cape Ann crest and fall over steep hills and tack hard on 

sharp corners as they follow the island‟s fifty miles of shoreline. Along them, smaller 

roads leading into the inland heart of this place climb steeply, if not suddenly, before 

narrowing, turning to dirt, and disappearing behind locked gates into the boulder-strewn 

wilds of Dogtown. 

 … 

 There is nothing majestic or idyllic in Hartley‟s gloomy paintings of Dogtown‟s 

large boulders.  In Hartley‟s images, these rocks look like colossal macaroons, bones 

bleached from sunlight, or giant chewed fingernails; one resembles a whale rising from 

the earth.  A work called Flaming Pool-- Dogtown stands apart from Hartley‟s other 

paintings of the area. Flaming Pool shows a small, gently-hued body of water surrounded 

by brilliant red and orange flora and a pink and green sky. The place appears 

otherworldly, inspired, as if it could spontaneously catch on fire the moment a viewer 

walked away.   

 … 

 If Dogtown were indeed a life-altering place “so original in its appearance as not 

to be duplicated in either New England or anywhere else,” as Hartley claimed and his 

paintings suggested, I wanted to see it.  

 … 

Under Hartley‟s brush, Dogtown was shadowy, numinous, transformative. This 

was the Dogtown I wanted to find. Like a Doubting Thomas, I hoped to finger its 

wounds. 

 

Thank you.  [applause] 
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HELEN ELAINE LEE:    Good afternoon. I‟m Helen Elaine Lee, a Vice Chair of 

PEN/New England‟s Board, a member of its Freedom to Write Committee, and Director 

of that Committee‟s Prison Creative Writing Program. It‟s a pleasure to be part of this 

program today and to introduce our keynote speaker, Dorothy Allison. 

 

“I have a theory about writing fiction,” Dorothy Allison said in an interview. “I often run 

into young writers who ask me the question, „How can you tell those terrible stories about 

people? How can you make them seem almost real or livable or lovable?‟ And my theory 

is that if you create a character and if you tell enough about that character, even if you're 

creating someone who is a villain or someone who does terrible things, if you tell enough 

about them, then you have the possibility of loving them.”  “The key,” she says, “is to 

make the portrait as full as possible, and it is not possible if you lie. It is not possible if 

you try to hide.”  Dorothy Allison is a risk taker. She has spent her life telling forbidden 

stories, pulling her best fiction out from the edge of terror, and both claiming and offering 

to her readers the chance to heal. 

 

In Two Or Three Things I Know For Sure, a memoir she published in 1995, she wrote, 

“Where I was born, Greenville, South Carolina, smelled like nowhere else I‟ve been. Cut 

wet grass, split green apples, baby shit and beer bottles, cheap makeup and motor oil. 

Everything was ripe. Everything was rotting. Hound dogs butted my calves. People 

shouted in the distance. Crickets bloomed in my ears.  That country was beautiful, I 

swear to you, the most beautiful place I've been, beautiful and terrible. You're right out of 

the place, the people, the culture that grew you,” she reminds us. “And you can go to 

New York, and you can do all kinds of things,” she says. “But you‟ll dream southern. 

You‟ll dream of the place you were, when you were a girl, and you‟ll be talking to those 

people until you die.” 
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Again and again, she has portrayed the lives of the “they” everyone talks about, the 

ungrateful poor, exposing what is terrible and joyful and funny and true. She gives us the 

hard full stories, rendering them with honesty and complexity. For her, a self-described 

“cross-eyed, working class lesbian,” writing is a life-affirming act, which comes, “from 

the place where the terror hides the edge of my own worst stuff.”   “If you're trying to be 

safe,” she has said, “you got no business writing.”  

 

Dorothy Allison is a risk-taker and a born storyteller. Something remarkable begins to 

happen as you enter the vital worlds of her characters. She makes you know them. She 

makes you live their lives. And whoever you are and wherever you're from, she makes 

you understand that these lives have everything to do with yours. 

 

The New York Times Book Review called her first novel, Bastard Out of Carolina, 

published in 1992 and nominated for a National Book Award as, “As close to flawless as 

any reader could ask for and simply stunning,” praising her perfect ear for speech and its 

natural rhythms.  

 

A review of her second novel, Cavedweller, published in 1998, said that, “With inventive 

and rhythmic prose, Allison delivers passages of luminous power,” and another, “That it 

reaches back to the conventions of straightforward storytelling and pays close attention to 

the way women get by, the way they come to forgive one another, the way they choose 

who they will be.”  She writes in that book of spelunking, or caving, and through that 

metaphor, about the process of mapping, exploring and excavating the past. Like her 

characters, Dorothy Allison is a spelunker. She shows us the force of memory in history 

and the possibility of making meaning and change of our various inheritances.  

 

Dorothy Allison is also an activist. An ardent feminist, she‟s been consistently and deeply 

involved in the women‟s movement and without that movement, she has said, she would 

have died. For, “that movement was the place that told me my life was not small, that I 
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was not contemptible, that women‟s lives are not contemptible, that I was, in fact, 

important.”  

 

Before her first novel propelled her onto the national literary scene, she was published by 

Firebrand Books. And she began her career as an editor of three lesbian literary journals. 

And in 1998 she founded the Independent Spirit Award, a prize given each year to an 

individual whose work with small presses and independent bookstores has helped to 

sustain that enterprise. The award, administered by the Astraea Foundation, is designed to 

encourage the people and institutions which are so vital to supporting new writers and to 

introducing readers to works that might otherwise go unheard and unread. 

 

Most of all, she says in her essay, “A Question of Class,” “I have tried to understand the 

politics of „they,‟ why human beings fear and stigmatize the different, while secretly 

dreading that they might be one of the different themselves. All the categories by which 

we categorize and dismiss each other need to be excavated from the inside.”  In that 

essay, she suggests that the horror of class prejudice, racism, sexism and homophobia is 

that they persuade people that their security, “depends on the oppression of others. That, 

for some to have good lives, there must be others whose lives are truncated and brutal.”  

 

In each of her works of fiction, she gives us people resisting the position of subject and 

striving for agency, people struggling to decide to live. She speaks for folks who are 

dispossessed and marginalized with a raw beauty and a critical eye, breaking down the 

categories that reduce people‟s humanity, making us look at uncomfortable realities, 

revealing injustice and the workings of privilege, showing us what matters in our lives. 

 

As poet and novelist Jewel Gomez says, “Dorothy sees everything. Again and again,” she 

says, “she“has made the decision to live on the page for me and mine.” I‟m so grateful 

for those decisions, for her dead-on gaze, her artistic gifts, and the humanistic and 

political messages which are embodied in her fiction. Risk taker, storyteller, spelunker, 



THE KENNEDY LIBRARY FORUM 

“2010 HEMINGWAY FOUNDATION/PEN AWARD” 

MARCH 28, 2010 

PAGE 22 

 

 

activist, seer, she is here to share her wisdom with us this afternoon. We‟re fortunate for 

this abundance. Please join me in welcoming Dorothy Allison.  [applause] 

 

DOROTHY ALLISON:  If you ever get the opportunity to do this, try to get someone 

less eloquent to introduce you. [laughter] It won't be quite as scary. Living up to that, 

Lord! Who the hell is that bitch? [laughter] She must get no work done at all. [laughter]  

 

Thank you for inviting me. Thank you for bringing me here. Thank you for the 

opportunity of six weeks of sleepless nights and 40 books. [laughter] Thank you for the 

glory of all those books. I had no idea that they wrote so many good books last year. And 

my first complaint when they started sending me the Winship books was, “Are there no 

bad ones?” [laughter] “Send me some bad ones. I can throw those away. But you send me 

40 good books, and I got to read all of them to the end.”   But I do read them to the end.  

 

Last week, I was on my way from California to Florida. I was going to go visit the 

students at the University of Tampa who had invited me to come speak persuasively, help 

them sustain their ambition to go deeply into debt in order to become writers. [laughter]  

Plane stopped in Dallas, and then was going from Dallas to Tampa. But halfway there, 

over the Gulf Coast, an individual three-quarters of the way up the plane had a seizure. 

Now, I had never been on a plane where suddenly the stewardess is saying, “Is there a 

doctor or a nurse on the plane?” with that shaky serious voice. And I have never seen so 

many people in the middle aisle. I have never seen so many people so generously leaping 

out of their chairs running forward to save a life. It was startling and wonderful, and only 

a little scary when they had to turn the plane around and make an emergency landing in 

New Orleans. 

 

And then there was this sitting there, waiting for the ambulance and the hauling away of 

the scary, still-shaking woman and her husband. And the rest of us sitting around and 

three or four people near me saying, “They're going to give us liquor now.” [laughter] 
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Whenever they suddenly land a plane in an emergency in New Orleans, there will be 

liquor. It will be distributed free. [laughter] Everybody was waiting for the liquor.  

 

And I had my notebook, and I was writing down things.  Now, I know -- because I know 

you are writers here in this room -- I know some of you do the same thing. You sit on 

airplanes or train stations, or -- let‟s be clear: we go to church, and we got a notebook. 

[laughter] And we write down what we hear. And I‟m sitting there, and people are 

talking. And I'm writing down things they say, like, “They are going to give us scotch. 

It‟ll be top drawer scotch, single malt scotch, for free.” [laughter] Another one would say, 

“I want some wine. I need a glass of wine.”  

 

And the woman sitting next to me, whom I had not been paying enough attention to, 

leans forward and looking down over her glasses at me and she says, “You're a writer.” 

And I‟m thinking, “Oh my God, she can tell that?”  And then, I realized that, on my 

notebook, was stuck my identifying thing, you know, those stickers that they generally 

adhere to your jacket and then comes off and leaves sticky stuff. I have a tendency to pull 

those labels off with my name, “Writer,” and clamp it on the outside of my notebook. 

And there it was, “Dorothy Allison, Writer.” That‟s how she knew. It wasn‟t that I was 

writing down everything everybody was saying. [laughter]  And then she says, “I‟ve 

heard of you.” And I‟m like, “Oh my God, you‟ve heard of me?” And then she says that 

thing I truly love, “Would I have read anything you‟ve written?” [laughter] Now, that‟s 

completely ass-backwards. How do I know? [laughter] And I always say, “Probably not.” 

[laughter]  

 

And then about that time, they tell us that, in fact, the woman is doing much better, and 

she‟ll be able to get another plane tomorrow, and we‟re going to take off for Tampa. And 

then, everybody‟s settling around, waiting for their liquor -- which, by the way, never 

comes. [laughter] This is apparently a myth that air people tell each other. Or maybe we 

were just on the wrong plane. And then this woman is sitting, and because I‟m a writer -- 
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you know how this works -- she‟s going to talk to me. [laughter] She‟s going to ask me 

things. She‟s going to tell me a few things. 

 

But then, she asked me the question that‟s so hard to answer:  “Why? Why did you 

become a writer?” Now, how do you answer that? What do you tell them? Well, I‟ve got 

some nice, clean, actually poetic fancy things I can say. I can say, “I wanted to break the 

heart of the world and heal it.” I‟ve said that. Isn't that a good line? [laughter] I can say, 

“The only other option was teaching junior high.” [laughter] I can say, “My career as a 

waitress was not going that well.”  

 

But then, I‟ve got all these other writers in the back of my head. Do you know what 

Nabokov said? I read it last September in this amazing article. And I wake up in the night 

hearing it. I got to quote it. He said, “I don‟t want to touch hearts.” Don‟t you love it? “I 

don‟t want to just touch hearts. I don‟t even want to affect minds very much. What I 

want,” said Vladimir Nabokov, “What I want is to produce that little sob in the spine of 

the reader.” Oh, God! [laughter] I want to produce that little sob in the spine of the 

reader.  Fuck that. I want to stop their hearts. I want to catch breaths. I want everything to 

seize in the moment that people are reading my stories. I want my language to spill into 

them, burning right through the bloodstream. I want … Well, let‟s say I have over-

weaning ambitions. And I suspect some of you know exactly what I mean by that, 

exactly.  

 

Plane picked up, dragged us off to Tampa, staggered off. It was 79 degrees in Tampa. 

Possibly you check that every morning when you're looking at your 30 degree 

thermometer and you think, “I should be with Dorothy Allison in Tampa.” [laughter] But 

at the airport, the tall young man and the skinny young woman that picked me up -- baby 

writers -- tucked me into their Subaru. I didn‟t tell them that I‟m very familiar with 

Subarus because I live in Northern California. And the Subaru is the drug dealer‟s car of 
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choice because it‟s got that big old back, and it‟s got a real strong engine. But I was 

thinking it as they loaded me in.  

 

And then, they're young writers. Young baby writers in university programs are all the 

same creature. They're all the same person. And they have their unique stories, but they're 

all hungry. Their faces -- their faces burn with anxiety and terror. And, most of all, they 

are afraid that I am going to be nasty, rude, cold, distant, asking first for my check and a 

drink. You may have been that person that gave them that notion. [laughter] Coming off a 

long book tour and wanting to be treated kindly. I‟m sympathetic, they're not. They're 

afraid that I am not going to live up to who they think I am.  

 

Now, baby writers are like baby chicks. They're looking for that hand, that duck, that big 

creature stalking in front of them. They want us to live up to the legend. They want us to 

be inspirational but matter-of-fact. Speak gorgeously but be down-to-earth, and be 

willing to read their manuscripts, and to be unfailingly generous, insightful, wise beyond 

our years, and, if possible, sober. [laughter] And they want us to say something that they 

will remember. Because sooner or later, they're going to have to explain to their mothers 

why they have done what they have done, why they have gone and gotten the degree in 

literature or, God save their asses, creative writing. [laughter] They're going to have to 

explain to their mamas why they have chosen this enterprise, which we know, and they 

are beginning to suspect, is going to be a hard, hard road, that there will be no easy path, 

no guarantee of employment, no steady income. Unlikely you‟ll get health insurance, 

even in a new world. [laughter] No benefits, no reasonable expectation. But something 

else:  the ability to make that sob happen in the spine of a reader.  

 

Now, let‟s be clear. I am not a nice person. And one of the things I tell young writers is 

that the glory and the secret of being a good writer is to accept you're not nice 

characteristics, to acknowledge your smallest places, to not only accept but to welcome 

humiliation. Because it is the lot of the writer that humiliation goes with the work.  And 
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actually to endear yourself to a reader, you should begin with the most humiliating fact 

about yourself. You should tell your worst stuff. They‟ll feel sorry for you. They‟ll 

understand you. They‟ll admire you for your forthrightness, your honesty. And they‟ll 

sympathize.  

 

So I tell you now, I‟m not a nice person. Evidence of this is the fact that, religiously, my 

teenage boy and I watch the early hours of American Idol. Now, get real. This is tacky. 

This is the most embarrassing thing. Our favorite part is the first two months where, in 

fact, young people -- well, not so young some -- go on. And they embarrass themselves 

because they're terrible. [laughter] I‟m not even going to ask you to raise your hand if 

you, too, watch the early hours of American Idol because I know this is something you 

won't admit. But I know, also, that there are those of you in this room who do this. 

[laughter]  

 

The thing is you get these people who come on, dressed in strange costumes, who sing 

terribly, generally mispronouncing the words, if not completely making up their own 

words to songs you thought you knew. [laughter] Off-key, all over the place, but with 

passion, with passion. They take enormous risks. They sing, “Gonna get my bullets” and 

completely absurd early-Elvis songs.  

 

And my son and I, we‟re sitting on the couch. We‟re eating potato chips. We‟re howling, 

“Ah! Look at that! My God!” We talk about their clothes as much as their accents. And at 

some point, I will be embarrassed. And at some point -- I was raised in the Baptist 

Church; I got a large wellspring of sin and shame in the back of my head -- and I always 

say to my boy, “We shouldn‟t talk like this. That‟s a human being.” [laughter] “That‟s a 

misguided human being, but that‟s a human being.” [laughter]  

 

Now, the other terrible thing about myself is that as soon as they go off to Hollywood or 

whatever, I stop watching. [laughter] I‟m not actually interested in seeing good music. 
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[laughter] If I do that, I can listen to my little iPod, and it‟ll all be fine. No, no, I want the 

early, terrible stuff. But, by accident, I am often trapped in hotel rooms. And there‟s not a 

lot to do, and here he comes, Ryan Seacrest. [laughter]  And they got Ellen on as a judge, 

so … [laughter] So then you see the ones that come down to the last ten weeks. And all of 

a sudden, “Oh my God, they‟ve lost 30 pounds. I don‟t know how they managed that.” 

But they‟ve got advice. They‟ve got good makeup. They‟ve had somebody arrange their 

songs.  And, suddenly, suddenly, they are artists. Suddenly, they're singing reasonably 

well-chosen music, occasionally. They're on tune, mostly, still passionate. And every 

once in a while, amazing. Every once in a while, transfiguring. I wasn‟t aware that that 

happened, never having watched the end of American Idol before. I just read the news 

reports.  

 

Looking at those kids, those young writers in Tampa, both of whom were talking about 

what they most want to do, the books they want to write -- young boy wants to write the 

story of growing up in Chicago on the South Side; young girl wants to write about 

growing up in Wyoming where to talk to somebody, she had to drive an hour and a half 

to find someone her age. They‟ve got stuff. They‟ve got stories.  

 

I had this sudden realization, we‟re always hovering between humiliation and absurdity, 

going on and singing our song or telling our story, and being a damn fool. All the times 

that people have said to me, “Would I have read something you wrote?” [laughter] And 

I‟ve got to say, “Well, probably not.” Or my mother, who when I had first sent her 

something that had been published, she said, “Oh my God, honey, a short story! I‟ve 

never seen this magazine before! But how much did they pay you?” Fourteen copies. 

[laughter] And $29.95.  

 

You are so absurd when you are a young writer. You are in a condition of permanent 

humiliation. You are sending out your stories. People will say, “What do you do?” And 

you say, “I‟m a writer.” And you know you sound like a damn fool. You know they look 
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at you and think, “Uh-huh, yeah, right, sure you are.” And that‟s when they say, “And 

have you had anything published?” “Yeah, a little magazine called Train.” And how 

much money did they pay?” “Twenty-nine dollars and ninety-five cents and 14 copies.” 

You're a poseur. You're a pretender. You're an American artist in training. 

 

What I realize is that we have to accept that. We have to endure that. We have to hone 

our muscle. We have to develop our ambition. We have to accept the absurdity of what 

we are attempting. Because our mamas will love us, but everybody else is going to think 

we‟re silly and foolish until … until finally they have the book in hand, until finally they 

read the words that we have crafted and polished, until they get a moment of us naked in 

the world, naked in the world with what we care most about, when the language begins to 

burn, when the people we have made up step into the room, when suddenly we are not 

poseurs, we are not pretenders.  We are, in fact, artists. We are risking everything, not the 

least of which is that moment of topping humiliation, of being seen in all our naked 

ambition. The most terrible, the most dangerous thing to admit is how ambitious we are.  

 

We can laugh at them, those people singing those off-tune songs on television.  We can 

even laugh at them, those young writers going to open mike readings, standing up and 

reading their bad poetry in the hopes of writing better, those creative nonfiction writers, 

telling lies. [laughter] Based in a moment of truth. We can look at them with that kind of 

gimlet-eyed sideward glance that almost invites contempt, until they put in our spine that 

sob, that moment in which we are transfigured, when they become the artist they have 

been training to be. 

 

It is what we want. I have taught workshops where these young women come to me, and 

they want to make a killing. They have divorced their husband, and they are looking for 

some other way to make a living. And I‟m saying to them, “I think you might have made 

an error in judgment here.” [laughter] “I think divorce pays better than fiction these 

days.” [laughter] I think we have to talk again about what you accomplish by making 
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books, because I cannot promise you riches. I can, in fact, almost assure you that you will 

make damn little money. What I can promise you is that you will have the possibility of 

living forever. Is that not ambitious?  

 

I know, I know, because I‟ve been wandering around making notes, as you guys were 

talking earlier. I know how many of you are writers. I know how large is your ambition. I 

know you came to this enterprise because, inside you, burns a story you are desperate to 

tell. And I know what a gift that is, how hard it is if you don‟t have that desperation, the 

desire to grab hold of people, get them by the lapels or the coat sleeves and say, “It was 

like this!” And make them feel it.  

 

To be able to do that, to take revenge on those who treated you badly -- don‟t pretend you 

don‟t want to! [laughter] To honor those who have loved you well -- you know you want 

to. To redeem your dead, to make plain the gorgeousness, the wonder, the astonishing 

complexity you have observed and known and felt, to put it on the page and have it last 

forever, that‟s ambition. Christ, that verges on sainthood, eExcept that, of course, we 

want our names attached to it. We do want to live forever. We do want those we love to 

live forever.  

 

I am old enough to have written a poem that I sent to Jackie Kennedy in 1963. I am old 

enough that my mother sent that poem because she thought that her daughter was a 

treasure and brilliant and wonderful. And she thought the poem was gorgeous. It was not. 

[laughter] It was heartfelt. I am old enough to have read Hemingway when he was still 

alive. I am old enough to look at these names [Kennedy, Hemingway] and get a chill 

down my spine. And I have read enough, read enough to love what can be done on the 

page that outlives the loss, the departure of great souls and deep understanding.  

 

I wish for you, each of you, the capacity to endure the humiliation necessary in the 

creation of the art to which you aspire. I wish for you, each of you, to have the chance to 
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live forever between the pages of a book or, these days, on a digital inscription, [laughter] 

possibly even an audio download. [laughter] I, myself, am looking forward to being 

short-stories on iTunes and being sold a dollar a throw and probably getting 12 cents a 

copy.  

 

Like I said, I cannot promise you riches. I can promise you much more than that. I can 

promise you transfiguration. I can promise you that, if you put into it, put into the task 

everything you love, everything you have felt, everything you understand, and then 

rewrite it 40, 50, 60 times, [laughter] subject it to other people‟s reading and perusal, 

stand naked in front of it, stand naked in the presence of what you have tried to 

accomplish -- and by that I mean believe it, imagine it -- I can promise you eternity. I can 

promise you that you will make people sob.  

 

And when you're on a plane and they do not deliver you the liquor that you have been 

promised [laughter], I can promise you that you will have a way to get through that hour -

- a notebook, a story, her name and address and where she lives in Clearwater. Because 

she swore to me, when we got off the plane, if I wasn‟t busy, I could go over to her 

house. And she could serve some single malt scotch. [laughter]  

 

Be a writer. Try. Try to put down on the page what you know. Try. Relive everything you 

have lived and aim to put on that medium, whatever it may be, what you have felt. I do 

not require that you understand. I write so much that I do not understand. But put on it 

what you have felt. Put on it what you are willing to be in the room with, exposed, be 

ashamed of, and be redeemed by. 

 

The doorway is simple. Step through humiliation. Step through being thought absurd. 

Give me a book. I‟m done with the Winship now. I've got a few nights free. [laughter] 

Thank you.  [applause] 
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TOM PUTNAM:  Thank you, Dorothy Allison. Thank you all so much for coming. 

Thank you, Elyssa East and Brigid Pasulka for those memorable and beautiful readings. 

This event is really one of the most special that we host here every year at the Library, 

with its promise of spring, its celebration of new and engaging writers, and the serving of 

free liquor. [laughter]  

 

You're all invited, now, to come to the reception in the Pavilion. If you‟ve brought books, 

please bring your copies and our writers will sign them. We have some of the books on 

sale in our bookstore. Please do stay with us and join us in the celebration downstairs in 

the pavilion. Thank you all very much.  [applause] 

 

THE END 


