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WILLIAM ZINSSER: Introduction



This is the age of the memoir. Never have personal narratives gushed so profusely from the American soil as in the closing decade of the twentieth century. Everyone has a story to tell, and everyone is telling it.

The boom has its ultimate symbol in Angela’s Ashes, Frank McCourt’s account of his squalid childhood in an Irish slum. In its literary shape it’s a classic memoir, recalling a particular period and place in the writer’s life. It also hit the double jackpot of critical and popular success, winning the Pulitzer Prize and perching at the top of the bestseller lists for well over a year. Beyond all that, it’s the perfect product of our confessional times. Until this decade memoir writers tended to stop short of harsh reality, cloaking with modesty their most private and shameful memories. Today no remembered episode is too sordid, no family too dysfunctional, to be trotted out for the wonderment of the masses in books and magazines and on talk shows.


The marvel of Frank McCourt’s childhood is that he survived it, as he himself notes in the third sentence of his book. The second marvel is that he was able to triumph over it in Angela’s Ashes, beating back the past with grace and humor and with the power of language. Those same qualities are at the heart of all the good memoirs of the 1990s—books such as Pete Hamill’s A Drinking Life and Mary Karr’s The Liars’ Club and Tobias Wolff’s This Boy’s Life. Anyone might think that the domestic chaos and alcoholism and violence that enveloped those writers when they were young would have long since hardened the heart. Both Karr and Wolff were lugged around the country by barely competent mothers running from unstable males and taking up with men who were even worse—nightmarish new stepfathers for children whose real fathers had forsaken them. Yet they look back with compassion.

“My mother didn’t read this book until it was complete,” Mary Karr writes in her preface. “However, for two years she freely answered questions and did research for me, even when she was ill. She has been unreserved in her encouragement of this work, though much in the story pains her. Her bravery is laudable. Her support means everything.” Tobias Wolff also withheld his memoir from his mother, and he was nervous about how she would react to it. “In her life she didn’t get anything right,” he once said, “except one thing, and that was love. After reading the book she said: ‘I’m glad you didn’t tidy me up and turn me into someone I wasn’t. That would have meant that I hadn’t been of any use to you as a mother.’”


If these books by McCourt, Hamill, Karr, and Wolff represent the new memoir at its best, it’s because they were written with love. They elevate the pain of the past with forgiveness, arriving at a larger truth about families in various stages of brokenness. There’s no self-pity, no whining, no hunger for revenge; the writers are as honest about their own young selves as they are about the sins of their elders. We are not victims, they want us to know. We come from a tribe of fallible people, prisoners of our own destructiveness, and we have endured to tell the story without judgment and to get on with our lives.

Such tolerance, however, is no longer an American virtue. The national appetite for true confession has loosed a torrent of memoirs that are little more than therapy, the authors bashing their parents and wallowing in the lurid details of their tussle with drink, drug addiction, rape, sexual abuse, incest, anorexia, obesity, codependency, depression, attempted suicide, and other fashionable talk-show syndromes. These chronicles of shame and victimhood are the dark side of the personal narrative boom, giving the form a bad name. If memoir has become mere self-indulgence and reprisal—so goes the argument—it must be a degraded genre.

The truth is that memoir writing, like every other kind of writing, comes in both good and bad varieties. That’s the only standard that matters. Whether the authors of certain notorious recent memoirs ought to have revealed as much as they did, breaking powerful taboos and social covenants, isn’t finally the issue. The issue is: Is it a good book or a bad book?


A good memoir requires two elements—one of art, the other of craft. The first element is integrity of intention. Memoir is the best search mechanism that writers are given. Memoir is how we try to make sense of who we are, who we once were, and what values and heritage shaped us. If a writer seriously embarks on that quest, readers will be nourished by the journey, bringing along many associations with quests of their own.

The other element is carpentry. Good memoirs are a careful act of construction. We like to think that an interesting life will simply fall into place on the page. It won’t. We like to think that Thoreau went home to Concord and just wrote up his notes. He didn’t. He wrote seven drafts of Walden in eight years, piecing together by what Margaret Fuller called the mosaic method a book that seems casual and even chatty. Thoreau wasn’t a woodsman when he went to the woods; he was a writer, and he wrote one of our sacred texts. Memoir writers must manufacture a text, imposing narrative order on a jumble of half-remembered events. With that feat of manipulation they arrive at a truth that is theirs alone, not quite like that of anybody else who was present at the same events.

This phenomenon—multiple ownership of the same past—was first revealed to me in the 1960s, when I was invited to write one-fifth of a book. It was called Five Boyhoods, and it consisted of memoirs written by five men who grew up in successive decades of the twentieth century. The first chapter, by Howard Lindsay, described his turn-of-the-century boyhood in Atlantic City, a sunny Victorian world not much different from the one he would inhabit many years later as coauthor and star of one of Broadway’s longest-running plays, Life with Father. The second chapter (“1910s”), by Harry Golden, evoked a world as cramped as Lindsay’s was spacious: the dark ghetto of immigrant Jews on New fork’s Lower East Side. Chapter 3, on the 1920s, was by Walt Kelly, who belonged to an Irish clan that seemed to be in perpetual migration between Bridgeport and Philadelphia—hardly the twenties of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s “Jazz Age,” but could Fitzgerald have created Pogo? My chapter (“1930s”) was about a boyhood spent in a vale of prosperous WASPs on the north shore of Long Island, and the fifth chapter, by John Updike, recalled what it was like to grow up in the 1940s as the only child of schoolteachers in a small town in Pennsylvania. Updike’s father, haunted by the fear of poverty, was glad the family lived next to a poorhouse; if necessary he could walk there.

Five boyhoods, as unalike as American boyhoods could be. Yet what struck me about the five accounts was how many themes they had in common. One was loneliness, the universal plight. Another was humor, the universal solvent. I also saw that memory, that powerful writer’s tool, can be highly unreliable: the boy’s remembered truth is often different from his parents’ remembered truth. My mother, after reading my chapter, cried because my memory of my boyhood was less golden than her memory of my boyhood. Had I subconsciously reinvented it to make it more lonely than it really was? Had she subconsciously never noticed?


Mine was the most privileged of the five boyhoods. In 1920 my parents had built a large and agreeable house—one of those summery, white-shingled houses with many screened porches—on four acres of hilly land near the end of King’s Point, overlooking Manhasset Bay and Long Island Sound. Boats and water were my view; I thought it was as beautiful a location for a home as any boy could ask for. My father’s business in New York withstood the Depression, so my three older sisters and I were sheltered from its cold winds, and we grew up in a happy family, well loved and well provided for.

But the beautiful house was two miles from the nearest town and not near any other house. I wanted to live on a block, like everybody else, doing block things. I was also the only boy for miles around. By some Mendelian fluke, no boys had been born to any of the nearby families. It was a neighborhood of girls, and that’s what our house was full of: my sisters and their friends, giggling over girlish secrets, talking a language laden with mysteries. One of the first words I can remember hearing was “organdy.” What did it mean? I never knew and never dared to ask.

Outflanked, I escaped into baseball. Once I entered that world of flanneled heroes I thought about little else. Sometimes during the long summers I tried to dragoon the girls into playing ball. I was a proto-Charlie Brown, ever optimistic that they would catch a fly hit in their direction or throw a runner out. But no runner got thrown out. I learned very early the fact that girls “throw funny.” They explained that it was because their arms are “set different.” Was that an anatomical fact, or just another strand in the folklore of growing up, like saltpeter in the school food and poison at the center of the golf ball? Whatever the truth, I was stuck with the result.

So began the solitary ballgames that were to occupy much of my youth. Every day I threw a tennis ball for hours against the side of our house, adroitly fielding with a glove the line drives and grounders that sprang out of the quivering shingles, impersonating whole major league teams and keeping elaborate box scores. Little did my parents, trapped inside their booming home, realize that the person out there on the grass wasn’t me. That impeccable stylist at second base was Charlie Gehringer of the Detroit Tigers; that gazelle in the outfield was Joe DiMaggio. If my family had only looked out the window they could have seen greatness.

Being a baseball addict in those days was harder work than it is today. Television hadn’t been born, and games weren’t even broadcast on the radio. When I was nine my parents sent me to a summer camp on Cape Cod, hoping I might develop a fondness for canoeing or some other, less tyrannical sport. But one day at camp I made a great discovery: An announcer named Fred Hoey on a Boston radio station did play-by-play accounts of all the home games of the Red Sox and the Braves. How idyllic, I thought, to live near Boston; no wonder it was called the Athens of America. For years afterward I fiddled with my radio dial, trying to bring Hoey’s voice through the atmosphere to my bedside Philco. Once I thought I heard him, very faintly.

In such a deprived climate I subsisted on the printed word. At breakfast I gorged myself on the baseball articles and box scores in the New York Herald Tribune and the New York Times. In the evening I waited for my father to come home so that I could grab his New York Sun, a paper as baseball-crazed as I was, and in between I would reread my copies of Baseball magazine or study with monkish dedication what was fast becoming the biggest Big League Gum collection in the East. It was from those baseball writers that I first glimpsed what it might mean to be a newspaperman. They were my first “influence,” the mentors who nudged me down the path to my life’s work.

But the memoir I wrote for Five Boyhoods was only indirectly about my obsession with baseball. It was really the story of a boy contending with certain kinds of isolation. Size was another isolating factor. I was the smallest of boys, late to grow, living in a society of girls who shot up like mutants and were five-foot-nine by the age of twelve. Nowhere was the disparity sharper than at the dances I was made to attend throughout my youth. The tribal rules required every boy to bring a gardenia to the girl who had invited him, which she would pin to the bosom of her gown. Too young to appreciate the bosom, I was just tall enough for my nose to be pressed into the gardenia I had brought to adorn it. The sickly smell of that flower was like chloroform as I lurched round and round the dance floor. Talk was out of the question; my lofty partner was just as isolated and resentful. What I remember about those nights is the quality of time standing still. I thought they would never end.

In Five Boyhoods I cloaked these unhappy memories in humor—an old habit. Humor is the writer’s armor against the hard emotions—and therefore, in the case of memoir, one more distortion of the truth. Probably I also used humor as a kindness to my family. When I started writing that memoir I was half paralyzed by the awareness that my parents and my sisters were looking over my shoulder, if not actually perched there. My first drafts were stiff, and although the style became warmer with each rewrite, I never really relaxed and enjoyed it. Since then, reading other memoirs, I’ve often wondered how many passengers were along on the ride, subtly altering the past.

My grandmother, my father’s mother, was a stern presence in our lives. A second-generation American, she hadn’t lost the Germanic relish for telling people off, and she had many didactic maxims to reinforce her point. “Kalt Kaffee macht schön,” she would declare, wagging her forefinger, leaving us to deconstruct the dreadful message. “Cold coffee makes beautiful,” it said, as if hot coffee were some kind of self-indulgence, or perhaps a known cause of ugliness. “Morgen Stund hat Gold im Mund” (“The morning hour has gold in its mouth”) she would say to grandchildren who slept late. Frida Zinsser was a woman of fierce pride, bent on cultural improvement for herself and her family—she hectored my father and his brother Rudolph to play the piano and the violin with her long after they had lost interest in those instruments—and in my memoir I duly noted her strength. But I also made it clear that she was no fun.

After Five Boyhoods came out my mother tried to set me straight. “Grandma really wasn’t like that,” she said, defending the mother-in-law who had made her own life far from easy. “She was unhappy and really quite shy, and she very much wanted to be liked.” Maybe so; the truth is somewhere between my mother’s version and mine. But she was like that to me —and that’s the only truth a memoir writer can work with.

All else being subjective, I probably got only one part of my memoir “right”—objectively accurate to all the principal players—and that was the part about the much-loved house and the site it occupied. I described the house, with its sunlit rooms and its pleasant porches that enabled us to watch an endless armada of boats: sailboats, motorboats, excursion boats, launches, freighters, tankers, trawlers, tugs, barges, Navy destroyers, and, every night at six, one of the two night steamers of the Fall River Line—aging belles named the Priscilla and the Commonwealth. I described the sounds of the water that were threaded through our lives: the chime of a bell buoy, the mournful foghorn of Execution Light, the nighttime conversation of eelers fishing near the shore, the unsteady drone of an outboard motor, which, even more than the banging of a screen door, still means summer to me. I described the hill in front of our house that we sledded down on our Flexible Flyers. One winter Long Island Sound froze over and cars drove around on the ice.

A decade after World War II my parents began to find the house hard to manage, and they sold it and moved to Manhattan. By then quite a few of their grandchildren—my sisters’ children—had played on those porches and watched those boats and listened to the foghorn at night. The house had become a homestead; another generation would remember it. I only went back to see it once, after my mother’s funeral at the old family church. My own children were with me, and as I drove down the once-rural King’s Point Road I could have been in any affluent suburb anywhere. The sloping fields that I remembered on both sides of the road were so dense with ranch houses and three-car garages and swimming pools that I had no sense of their topography. I only knew it in my bones.

At the end of the road, however, our house was still king of the hill. Someone had told me that it had changed hands over the years, and on this day the house happened to be between occupants again. Only a contractor was there. She invited us in and showed us how the new owner had torn out much of the interior and was preparing to reincarnate it in Beverly Hills modern. Terrazzo squares were piled on the old wooden floors that they would soon cover; unassembled parts for several Jacuzzis awaited the plumber. Fair enough—I had no claim on the house. Its integrity was gone, but at least it was still there. I could tell my children, “This is the house I grew up in.”

But the Jacuzzi man must have tired of his new palace. A few years later the house was up for sale again; my sister Nancy saw it advertised in the section of the New York Times Magazine that features “luxury estates,” Later I heard that it had been bought by an Iranian. I wondered how much more improving the old house could take. Then, one day, an unexpected errand took me out to the family church. My wife, Caroline, was with me. I had an uneasy feeling about the house and didn’t want to face finding out what had happened to it. But Caroline urged me to put the past to rest, and once again I pointed the car down King’s Point Road.

At the end of the road I saw the two familiar stone gateposts and turned into our driveway. Something was missing: It was the house. Without the crowning house, the hill hardly seemed to be a hill. Had our Flexible Flyers hurtled down that mere incline? We walked up the former hill and stared into an enormous hole where the house had been. The entire place was unkempt; it looked as if it had been abandoned for many months. I could only guess that some Iranian holding company, having cleared the land, was holding it for development.

We walked around the big hole and went and sat on the seawall. It was a perfect July day. The waters of Manhasset Bay and Long Island Sound glittered in the summer sun, and there were boats as far as I could see: power boats and fishing boats and excursion boats, freighters and tugs and barges, and hundreds of sailboats strung out in a yacht club regatta. I heard a bell buoy and an outboard motor. I was at ease and only slightly sad. The beautiful view was intact: the unique configuration of sea and land I remember so well that I still dream about it.

But the house survived only as an act of writing.

 

This is a book by nine writers who have gone looking for their past with acts of writing. It originated in 1986 as a series of talks on “The Art and Craft of Memoir,” conceived and sponsored by the Book-of-the-Month Club, where I was then working, and held at the New York Public Library. Memoir was defined as some portion of a life. Unlike autobiography, which moves in a dutiful line from birth to fame, memoir narrows the lens, focusing on a time in the writer’s life that was unusually vivid, such as childhood or adolescence, or that was framed by war or travel or public service or some other special circumstance. We told our speakers we didn’t want authors lecturing about a genre; we were after writers explaining how they wrote their memoirs. We were after anecdotal detail, including mistakes and false starts, and that’s what we got.

Russell Baker, the New York Times columnist, had recently written Growing Up, which was not only a superb memoir of his boyhood; it was a classic book about the Depression, demonstrating that a good memoir is also a work of history, catching a distinctive moment in the life of both a person and a society. His book took tremendous strength from its context of American poverty and struggle. “The autobiographer’s problem is that he knows too much—he knows the whole iceberg, not just the tip,” Baker said, citing the memoirist’s crucial need to distill. But mere selectivity won’t solve the problem, as Baker discovered when he wrote the first draft of Growing Up, using the reflexes of a lifelong journalist. What he wrote was “a reporter’s book,” recreating the Depression after interviewing his older relatives who lived through it. What he left out, with a reporter’s propriety, was his mother and himself—in short, the story. That disastrous first version, he saw, not only had to be rewritten from scratch; his life had to be reinvented.

Annie Dillard, author of Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, was completing her memoir, An American Childhood, which was about what it feels like to wake up and notice that you’ve been “set down in a going world.” Situating her Pittsburgh girlhood in the larger framework of the American landscape, “the vast setting of our common history,” she also wrestled, as Baker did, with the problem of what to put in and what to leave out. “In the course of writing this memoir,” she said, “I’ve learned all sorts of things, quite inadvertently, about myself and various relationships.” But some of those things were learned far from the locale she had chosen for her story—in Wyoming, for instance, where she spent one summer as a teenager. “I keep the action in Pittsburgh. I see no reason to drag everybody off to Wyoming just because I want to tell them about my vacation. You have to take pains in a memoir not to hang on the reader’s arm, like a drunk, and say, ‘And then I did this and it was so interesting.’”

Alfred Kazin, dean of American literary critics, had written three memoirs about successive phases of his life, the richest being A Walker in the City, which recalls his childhood as the son of immigrant Jews in Brooklyn. Memoir was the door that Kazin says he walked through to claim his American birthright, avidly reading books such as The Education of Henry Adams, Thoreau’s Walden and his journals, Emerson’s journals and essays, and Walt Whitman’s Civil War diary Specimen Days. What struck Kazin was how personal those early writers were; they used the most intimate literary forms to place themselves in the fabric of American history. Their books brought Kazin the news that was to shape his life: "One could be a writer without writing a novel. Every taxi driver and bartender who told you his story wanted to be a novelist; it was the big thing in America.” But it wasn’t the big thing to Kazin. Personal history was the one true form, and by writing A Walker in the City he planted his roots next to those of his literary idols in the memoir-rich American soil.

Toni Morrison, a Nobel Prize-winning novelist, isn’t usually identified with nonfiction. Yet her African-American heritage is a strong current in her work. In books like Song of Solomon we hear voices far older than her own: fragments of handed-down language and lore that constitute the black oral tradition. Morrison takes as her literary inheritance the narratives written by slaves in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to persuade white Americans that blacks were “worthy of God’s grace and the immediate abandonment of slavery.” But because they wanted to elevate the argument and not anger their masters, they “dropped a veil” over the terrible details of their daily existence; no trace of their thoughts and emotions can be found. Toni Morrison needs access to that interior life for her novels. She can only possess that life, however, by imagining it. Unlike Russell Baker, heightening reality to give it the drama of fiction, Toni Morrison uses fiction to report what was real. Both of them have skipped over research and landed on the truth.

 

All the talks in our series were tape-recorded, and I worked from the transcripts to shape them into the first edition of Inventing the Truth. Many teachers in America were then beginning to offer courses in personal narrative —memoirs, journals, diaries, letters—and they found the book such a helpful companion that in 1995 I decided to make it twice as helpful by adding four new writers. To preserve the oral integrity of the book, I would go to each of them with my tape recorder and ask them to tell me how their memoirs were created. Later I would edit myself out of the conversation except for a few transitional questions.

The four new writers in the second edition represent types of memoir writing and lessons about the form that hadn’t been previously included.

Eileen Simpson represents all the memoir writers who incur what they know will be considerable pain to repossess their past. For Poets in Their Youth, a memoir of her life with her first husband, John Berryman, and his famously self-destructive fellow poets, Simpson had to revisit the collapse of that marriage and the dazzling world it was built on. To write Orphans, a memoir that recalls her upbringing without parents, she did historical research on orphanhood that became so traumatic that she abandoned the book several times. For Reversals she had to reveal the lifelong shame, carefully hidden as an adult, of having been a dyslexic child, the class dunce, unable to read, in the days before dyslexia was understood. What saved her in all three books was the knowledge, learned in her separate career as a psychotherapist, that the past is best confronted—a good lesson for all memoir writers apprehensive about opening Pandora’s box. Once Simpson even used her analyst’s technique on herself, lying on a couch to summon back a weekend spent thirty years earlier with Robert Lowell and Jean Stafford. “It was like waiting under water for a certain species of fish to swim by,” she says.

Ian Frazier represents all the writers who inherit a vast hoard of family papers and mementos going back many generations and wonder how to even begin to weed it all out and shape it into a coherent story. Frazier started Family after his parents died within a year of each other, leaving an apartment in Ohio in which nothing had been thrown away. “Objects suggest narrative,” Frazier says, and for two and a half years he dug like a paleontologist through his parents’ hundreds of letters and artifacts—old neckties and purses and theater programs and Navy ID cards—to “infer the culture they came from and its plot” and thereby give meaning to their lives. He soon realized that their lives could only be given meaning within the context of the long decline of the Protestant establishment and its values. That gave him a second plot, intertwined with the first one, and deflected him down many overgrown trails of nineteenth-century American social history. “It’s like building a house,” he says. “You get to a certain part and you realize that you need a different gauge of lumber or something, and you have to go get it.”

Henry Louis Gates, Jr., represents the writers who use memoir to record what it’s like to belong to a minority culture in America. His Colored People, recalling his boyhood in Piedmont, West Virginia, written in a style suggestive of his father’s storytelling voice, is pungently honest about how that black community went about its living and its loving. “I wanted to write a book that imitated the specialness of black culture when no white people are around,” Gates says, noting that earlier black authors like Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison edited out of their work all such rollicking details that whites could use against their race. Such self-censorship is “totally bogus” to Gates. “If I had thought I was writing for middle-class ladies with white gloves on,” he says, “I couldn’t have written this book.” His is the first generation of black males secure enough, he claims, to write a memoir without kowtowing to an imagined censor. He speaks for all ethnic Americans searching for their identity in a nation that becomes more balkanized every day. “If you ask me what the legacy of my book will be,” Gates says, “I would like it to make younger people feel freer to tell their own stories.”

Jill Ker Conway represents one of the most potent strains of memoir: growing up in a faraway place. In The Road from Coorain she vividly recalls her isolated girlhood on a sheep station in the Australian outback, the seven-year drought that killed her parents’ homesteading dream and ended up killing her father, and the ordeal of separating herself from a suffocating male society and starting over in a new land. Hers is also a strongly feminist memoir. Conway describes how she rebelled against the “romantic plot” that women traditionally act out, acquiescing in seeing themselves as passive players in somebody else’s story—even strong women like Conway’s “great heroine,” the reformer Jane Addams. “I thought it was important,” she says, “to relate the story of a young woman taking charge of her own life in an unromantic way, in which it’s perfectly clear that she arrives at a moment of choice.”


So unassertive have American women been about their identity, says Conway, who in her new life in the United States would become president of Smith College, that in this century eight autobiographies have been written by men for every one written by a woman. That kind of imbalance was one of my reasons for wanting Conway and Gates in my expanded lineup. Both of them write boldly about their escape from an unequal system. By that declaration of independence they empower everyone who is disenfranchised or dislocated in the new America: women, minorities, immigrants, and other social outsiders. Be true to yourself and to the culture you were born into, they
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