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			To the memory of Jane; to our sons, Bob, Dan, and Mike; to our grandsons Robert and William and their mother, Renée; to our grandsons Sean and Finn, and to their mother, Juliana.

			


			To my colleagues at DoubleTake magazine, and to the memory of three writing friends and teachers (three “Souls of the Departed,” as Bruce Springsteen puts it) who got the idea of the magazine going: Erik H. Erikson, Walker Percy, and William Carlos Williams.
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			I.

			Conversations and Songs About Life

			THE ORIGINS OF THE IDEA FOR THIS BOOK, AND OF THE decision to do the work that made this writing possible, go back to the late 1940s and early 1950s, when I was a college student studying the writing and working life of a New Jersey physician and poet, William Carlos Williams, who lived in Rutherford and ventured sometimes to Paterson and other cities of the Garden State. An enormous privilege and a continuing education it was to sit in his car and hear him speak of the patients he was treating for a wide variety of illnesses and complaints. Back at his home, at 9 Ridge Road, the doctor was not loath to take on various “principalities and powers,” whether of the university world or of his home state and, beyond it, the American nation, which he both loved ardently and regarded closely, critically. I’d often sit surprised, perplexed, or uneasy as I heard outpourings of dismay or disgust follow expressions of his admiration and affection, directed at individuals or causes or points of view of which I knew very little, or nothing. I was learning so very much through the eyes of a busy physician who made house calls and who scribbled notes afterward about what he’d heard, seen—and, I was being prompted to do as he did: attend the individuals I was meeting as a medical student, then a hospital physician, in such a way that I learned how their lives were unfolding as well as how their medical difficulties might be figured out, then challenged. All that I took pains to get down for myself—not only through hastily written notes but with a tape recorder, at the time not so easy to use as the present-day ones, which are so much smaller, lighter, and more accurate in what they capture for one’s future attention.

			One day in October 1954, as I sat with Dr. Williams in his office, hearing him talk about one of his patients, a teenager who had been struggling with polio and now had pneumonia, I was suddenly asked, “Have you listened to Frank Sinatra do his singing?” The question seemed to me to come out of nowhere, and I was initially so preoccupied with trying to understand why I had been so queried that I had no answer at all. Dr. Williams was a fluent, discerning conversationalist, and a sharply knowing observer of those with whom he spoke—and so, within a few seconds, I heard this: “You’re flummoxed [he loved using that word]; you’re wondering what that singer, Sinatra, has to do with what we were just talking about—a kid who can’t walk without crutches, and now is coughing badly, so she has her parents even more scared than they usually are.”

			I sat there silent, still not sure what to say. I wanted to nod a signal of agreement (if not of confession, in response to an implied criticism). Immediately, he added this amplification: “Look, whether we’re young, or we’re all grown up and just starting out, or we’re older and getting so old there’s not much time left, we’re human beings—we’re looking for company, and we’re looking for understanding: someone who reminds us that we’re not alone, and someone who wonders out loud about things that happen in this life, the way we do when we’re walking or sitting or driving, and thinking things over.” A pause, and then a further, and more extended foray into our humanity, its various forums of expression: “I mentioned this guy, Sinatra, because he’s very much present in the homes, in the lives, of my patients. He’s ‘a New Jersey boy,’ they’ll tell me (as if I don’t know!) ‘and now he’s gone national,’ one dad told me, contemplating the pictures of Frankie-boy all over his daughter’s room. Yeah, yeah, I said to myself, as I got ready to use my stethoscope and then my [neurological] hammer to check out her reflexes. But afterwards, doing my thinking as I often do, while driving home, I kept hearing Sinatra sing—in my head and, in a way, through that girl’s head. Her name was Sally Ann, and she called herself, over and over, a Sinatra fan. I pretended ignorance, hearing her talk like that (an old trick of the medical trade: let the patient do the talking, and you do the listening, the learning)—and the less I seemed to know, the more I ended up finding out about Frank Sinatra, naturally, but also about this fan of his, who was also my patient.

			“I came home and told Flossie [his wife] about that (Sinatra and my patient), and I learned even more. ‘Bill,’ she told me, with a little of the surprised teacher in her, ‘he’s so popular with young people; he’s their hero, and you should listen to him, hear with your ears what their hearts are taking in.’ She gave me that kind but stern look, always successful in getting my head to shift gears! Next came the words, four or five of them (I’m always adding them up, when I can): ‘He’s from New Jersey.’ All right, I told her, this New Jersey boy will tune in on that one, Sinatra—like so many of my patients have been doing. I didn’t mention, then, to Flossie that a lot of my patients had already told me that Sinatra was a ‘Jersey boy’—I wanted her to have the pleasure every teacher has, of being there first with a student, and besides, I think I knew in my gut that hearing Flossie say what she did would get my head going real good! A good singer does that—gets our minds going: makes us look at life with an intensity that comes from her or his head, heart, taking hold of our own.”

			Those words (that way of seeing things, of listening to people, and indeed, listening to those whom others regard so closely, through attending what they say and sing), would stay with me over the years. A few years later, I was myself getting to know families in their homes, or children in their schools, where they were daily learning their letters and numbers. I was teaching in college classrooms and in elementary and high schools across Boston, then the United States. That research (doing documentary fieldwork) has been written up, as has my work with teachers of my own: Erik H. Erikson, in whose college course I was privileged to teach; Dr. Williams, whose writing, whose strongly felt thoughts and beliefs, I keep offering in my class; and another American physician and writer, Walker Percy, whose eyes were often focused on the shifting social and cultural scene in the United States, whose ears took in so many of the sounds that come our way through the radio, the movies, and television, and whose reflecting mind was constantly trying to make sense of those “messages,” he often called them, that come our way, sometimes calling upon our attentive notice, sometimes slipping us by altogether.

			Even as I heard Dr. Williams trying to figure out what his patients “made of Sinatra” (his way of putting it), got out of his singing as they heard it or recalled it, I would hear Dr. Percy contemplating the America of the 1960s and 1970s: what seemed to matter much to us and, as well, who was on many of our minds. He was no poll taker, but he had his eyes open to the way people wanted to appear, and his ears concentrated on the sounds Americans sought out: announcements, reports, inquiries, exclamations, and not least, music, all part of the daily fare of broadcasting, and of the records and discs and newspapers and magazines constantly being pressed upon us in stores and through advertising.

			Once in his Louisiana home, as I was hearing him speak of friends and neighbors, he interrupted himself and spoke earnestly and with animation about someone he called “my favorite American Philosopher.” I knew of Dr. Percy’s strong interest in philosophy (a subject in which he majored as a college student), and I had heard him talk at great length, and with a certain passion, about the existentialists whom (from Kierkegaard through Camus and Sartre) he had studied and whose ideas he had worked gracefully rather than didactically into his novels The Moviegoer and The Last Gentleman. I was now eager to hear about this “favorite,” and soon enough I did: “It’s Bruce Springsteen all the way for me. He’s ‘on to us,’ as the young people now say it when they talk about someone who has figured someone else out ‘heart and soul’—the expression some ‘existentialists’ use to describe a human encounter that sticks with the people lucky enough to have one, during the headlong course of a year. I listen to him singing, and I think (I hear my mind saying with great enthusiasm): Hey, this guy has got it! What Kierkegaard called ‘everydayness’ this singing American knows in his bones: how we get lost in our thoughts, lose sight of one another, courtesy of the distractions that come upon us (so constantly in what gets described as an ‘affluent society’)—but also, how we find ourselves, through finding one another.

			“His songs are about America, without hyping the country up (becoming patriotic self-congratulation) and without knocking the country down (becoming mean-spirited nation bashing). You could say it like this (alternatively): He skips the America bragging of the [political] right and the America slamming of the [political] left; that’s no mean feat—and you can tell, hearing him, that this is no clever trapeze artist, trying to have it his very own way and dropping all the ideological baggage that will make him enemies all over the place. I’d call him smart for doing that, and I’d admire his songs if they did only that—walked the middle American way. But he goes beyond that fence-straddling act, way beyond. This guy is his own boss—he’s earned the title [the Boss] every inch of the way: he sings of us while singing to us, and what you hear (the one you’re hearing) is a plain, ordinary guy soaring way above himself and everyone around him through his voice, and through the songs he’s written, not composed. He sings what he’s got to tell you, straight out, but he’s not an ‘artist’ going up and down the musical scales; he’s a talking Joe, nabbing his next-door Americans, his neighbors, and letting them know, after he gets them listening, that there are things he’s seen (people and where they live) that have really heartened him—and you know, when you really care about someone or something it comes across in your voice.”

			There was even more, to the point that I joked with Dr. Percy, told him he was a “fan” all right. For the first time I’d heard him favorably inclined to a living (and popular) American—it ordinarily being the other way around: a certain wry bemusement at best, or more ordinarily, a thoroughly detached skepticism. “I don’t know if I’m becoming a ‘fan,’ ” I heard in response, and then this self-observation: “I think I’m carrying on a conversation with the guy: he says something, sings something that really says something, and then I get back to him, at him, with him, in my wondering head, wandering all over the map, as usual. I’ll bet there are plenty like me out there: his ‘audience’—a much too impersonal and abstract way of lumping us together. (The ‘existentialists’ were right to worry about that kind of thinking, including their own, when they used that word [existentialists] to describe themselves!) We’re all having enough trouble making sense of this life, of who we as individuals are, without turning us into members of a herd, even a national one! But it sure would be great if some of us, who talk to ourselves, hearing a singer talking to himself, then to us, with his own words that he uses to make music—if some of us heard each other doing our talking with our talking buddy, I call him. (His fans are so ‘into’ this sharing of ideas and attitudes that they call him by his first name, and a lot of them, I know, aren’t teenagers all charged up: they’re listeners talking.)”

			Soon thereafter Dr. Percy had died—having sent a warmly appreciative letter to the Boss, who knew well of Percy’s work but couldn’t get back to him, having learned of his death. Soon thereafter I began the work that made possible this book. I started talking about the conversations I’d had with Dr. Williams and Dr. Percy in my ongoing discussions with Erik Erikson; I was teaching in his college course, and as we talked about the students, and the American world around us, the name and work of Bruce Springsteen came up. Especially, I spoke of Dr. Percy’s admiration for the Boss. Ever-knowing and exact in his way of speaking, Erikson remarked: “There’s an American who knows Americans so well that their voices become his own!” Yes, indeed—and I began to realize that through listening to Springsteen, I was myself yet again carried to certain neighborhoods, homes, schools, backyards, playing fields, places of worship where I’d been as I was getting to know fellow citizens of a country we all share.

			The result, finally, is what follows—stories that tell by indirection about an artist’s impact upon, connection to, responsive American lives. This book offers the voices of individuals, as they spoke to me and I wrote these comments down. All of them were “born in the U.S.A.,” but none of them are avowed Springsteen “fans,” who go to concerts and follow all the news about this person being held up so high, even idolized. These are Americans going about their daily, ordinary lives, and taking the time, here and there, now and then, to heed a singer’s voice: the words of the songs he sends forth, available on radio, or on albums purchased and played—often by others, husbands or wives or children or relatives or friends or neighbors or fellow workers or schoolmates. These are the voices of Bruce Springsteen’s America—individuals young and old, from various parts of a nation, linking themselves in words of reminiscence, reflection, assertion with certain of a singer’s songs. In their sum as listeners, these Americans provide a chorus of resonance to an outpouring of engaging, stirring, inspiring music sent during our recent times toward the many who harken to the summons of a troubadour. A poet, performer, music maker who has come to the people as their gratefully embraced spokesperson—their morally introspective teacher, whose writing mind, singing voice, traveling appearances prompt people to stop and think about the lives they are living in contemporary America. His songs give public expression to the yearnings, doubts, memories, worries of American lives, and render them in verse, to be considered in private by those living them. Here is their personal rejoinder to what has come their listening way.

			I thank those whose comments follow—their generously offered observations (and self-observations), their willingness to attach their own storytelling words to those of a particular singer, to talk with me and let me make the notes and tape recordings that have enabled the pages of this book. I also thank Kate Medina for her continuing encouragement and interest; Amanda Urban for her similar assistance and reassurance; Joe Rockers for taking time from his law school studies to work on the writing that became this book. Finally, there are those loved ones whose names appear on this book’s dedication page—my family, my colleagues at work, my teachers of yore, now alas gone yet still very much alive in us, their remembering students. Not least, I thank Bruce Springsteen for all he has offered of himself to all of us, which has meant so much to so many of his fellow Americans.

		

	
		
			II.

			A Songwriter’s Traveling Companions

			IN THE TWELFTH AND THIRTEENTH CENTURIES, CERTAIN POETS moved across territory that is now southern France, northern Spain, and northern Italy; from town to town those poets spoke of life as it then was being lived, and of social and political matters of significance. Often the poets were accompanied by individuals who made music of the poetry, and then sang the words before the crowds that quickly, eagerly gathered. The poets were known as troubadours, and the apprentice musicians as jogleours. Sometimes the two attracted more than passing interest and attention; they became eagerly awaited catalysts of public discussion and reflection. Ever willing to look back so that he might have the company of others who, over the centuries and continents, tried to render the world’s ongoing life in poems that spoke of people living in particular places (as he did in his greatest achievement, his long poem Paterson), William Carlos Williams pursued the troubadours with devoted insistence—spoke of them as exemplars of the best that was once possible, even for a while prevalent: the artist as available to ordinary people, rather than as the relatively isolated member of a community intent on its own prerogatives, with scant interest in responding directly to the urgencies, the whims, wishes, and worries that inform the lives of working people trying their best simply to make ends meet.

			There were about four hundred troubadours in all, and by the thirteenth century they were gone, their compelling artistic originality and public presence having threatened Church and State alike. Once, speaking of their brief time in Western Europe’s social and thinking and singing life, Dr. Williams engaged in what he called “dreaming and yearning” with these words: “I’ll go to universities, or to libraries, to town halls, to read my poems, and afterwards I’ll be standing around, and I’ll hear someone talking about our ‘advanced American civilization’ or ‘the progressive people’—and I feel my muscles tighten up. Flossie says she can always tell when I’m getting worked up: I’m ‘flinching,’ she says, ‘wincing,’ looking as if I’m about to run or stay right there and scream. She’s got the truth down cold. I want to talk about the troubadours: what they did, what I wish was happening today in America—that troubadours graced us with their moving about. Then we’d be on our way to having that ‘advanced civilization’! I’m afraid we brag too much, too many of us, in this country; we sound off about all we’ve done—all we can make, produce and produce and produce; but there are some things we haven’t done. We’re so busy selling ourselves, we forget to sit back and wonder what this is all about: to be fat and full of all we make and own—well, then what! If we had troubadours, American troubadours, singing their poems to us (in person, not on some movie screen or ‘home television set’), maybe we’d be stopped still for a bit, so we could think about where we’re heading, and where we might prefer to be headed.”

			Williams himself was one such American troubadour; he often spoke of the poet in him as a part of his mind and heart that ached to sing—as (he would remind his listeners) one of America’s greatest poets, Walt Whitman, did when he wrote “I Hear America Singing,” a poem that celebrates “the varied carols” the writer could hear: the workers of a fast-growing nation—the mechanics, the carpenters, the masons who build it, the mothers and wives and plowboys and boatmen who sing away with others; an American chorus that is assembled by a poet become his orchestra’s conductor. Often Dr. Williams called himself a “New Jersey boy”: he was born in New Jersey; he lived there throughout his life of almost eighty years, and he died there. He knew the state well, having visited patients in various towns and cities; it was his “home state,” he often remarked, and he loved the “nickname,” he called it, of the Garden State. “Lots of growing around here,” he once said, and then he ranged widely, touting names and accomplishments: “We’ve had singers from Whitman, who sang through his writing, up to this Sinatra fellow, who’s doing right well with his voice.”

			Dr. Williams knew that Frank Sinatra was born in Hoboken, and he once reminded a few of us sitting with him in his office that Hoboken was also where Dorothea Lange was born—he much admired what he called her “photographic explorations,” her 1930s documentary work across America. “Not bad for a city,” he remarked, going from that terse salute, spoken in the vernacular talk he loved, to a more general statement: “Sinatra’s voice rouses up the youngsters these days [1950s], and why not! He was born humble in Hoboken, and rose and rose through hard, singing work. His parents were Italian immigrants, and I know the neighborhood where they live quite well—he was initially a member of the ‘Hoboken Four’—no one knows that anymore. That’s America, you rise, and you try to be rid of a big part of yourself, or others help you [to do so], even if you don’t care what people know or think (once you’re up there on top). Listen, the guy really got started in neighborhood saloons, singing on his own. People loved hearing him, and they loved looking at this kid who was giving them all he had—working his voice over and over to tunes they knew but couldn’t sing on their own. He ran into luck one day; he was heard by Harry James, who played the trumpet for Benny Goodman’s band—and that’s where it all started: the boy singing hereabouts got to sing to the world outside of the streets of Hoboken and the saloons of Jersey. Pretty soon he was with Tommy Dorsey, his band, and by the middle 1940s this onetime saloon singer had a mob of American teen-agers hollering out their passion for him wherever he went. The songs weren’t his, but the voice delivered them well enough to get those kids wild on fire. He became known as the king of the bobby-soxers, meaning girls and young women who were looking for a lot more than they dared say right out, but sure told everyone while together, with their Frankie boy singing to them of love, through his voice that won them over completely. Some show it was—the women, maybe, more of the show than the kid crooner, who knew how to look and behave like the lovable next-door neighbor guy, who needed everyone’s protection if he was going to keep on making a living.

			“I’d go and hear Sinatra because my patients, some of them, were ready to line the streets, waiting for him to walk all over them. So hey, I wanted to go see the guy. He and they (watching and listening) brought me back to medical school [at the University of Pennsylvania], where I heard about hysteria for the first time—Freud was just getting to be known on this side of the Atlantic. When I began to see Dorothea Lange’s pictures, of what we used to call ‘Dust-Bowl America,’ and I heard she was from Hoboken, ‘like Sinatra,’ people were then adding, I scratched my head and said to myself, ‘Beats me!’—those two out of the same place, probably born just a few blocks away. But that’s America for you; that’s Whitman for you: America singing—a Sinatra doing it, and a Lange doing it. She caught people (the human landscape) with her camera, and he connected with them by working them way up to a pitch of passion, directed back at him, courtesy of his singing voice, what it told them.”

			Dr. Williams was under ten when Walt Whitman, a resident of Camden, New Jersey, died in 1892. Williams called Whitman a “New Jersey boy, finally”—true enough; and “the Doc,” as many called Williams with both respect and familiarity, steeped himself quietly in some of Whitman’s poems, most especially “I Hear America Singing” and two “To the States” poems he called them; “To the States” is tersely theoretical, and “On Journeys Through the States,” longer, salutes the ever-growing diversity of our nation’s sweeping breadth. Williams himself was an ex-perienced American sightseer, ever set to explore yet another stretch of land, yet another aspect of the American story, as embedded in the various histories each region, each state possesses. When he boasted of Hoboken’s famous two gifts to America, he connected them to Whitman, and indirectly to himself as a poet who continued one aspect of what Whitman’s Leaves of Grass offers—the always interested observer of a nation still restlessly in formation rather than solidly settled, fixed in its social and political ways.

			Indeed, were he alive today, he probably would have noticed how many of Hoboken’s citizens died in the World Trade Center tragedy of September 11, 2001, even as he noticed the contributions of Lange and Sinatra—and dared to think of them as “a Hoboken pair,” no matter their altogether dissimilar lives. “Sure,” he remarked, “one belted out songs, the other glimpsed us in distress—but they both avoided getting into ruts: they lugged themselves all over, and told us or showed us something about ourselves.” He stopped abruptly at that point, lowered his head, crossed his arms—vintage Williams becoming introspective—and then uttered a seeming afterthought that was not pursued: “I wish that guy [Sinatra] had spoken himself—written some words for the songs he sang.” The doctor had some more patients to see, sick as he himself was then (in 1952). His son William Eric, also a physician, was taking over the practice the older physician had so long kept going. As we left the room, he made a further remark: “Billy [William Eric] likes listening to Sinatra, but he told me a few weeks ago something that was quite powerful to say, and I keep remembering it: ‘The guy is singing out of someone else’s heart, he’s polished as hell, and he stirs you, but it’s his voice singing for someone else’s voice—the one who supplies the words, the message.’ Yes, you, doctor, I told Billy, you’ve got the diagnosis a thousand percent right.”

			Were Dr. Williams alive today, he’d no doubt be calling another American singer a “New Jersey boy.” Bruce Springsteen was born in Freehold (what Williams would have done with that town’s name!) in 1949, and so was fourteen when Williams died in 1963; and there it is, a line from the early 1880s to the early 1960s—the proverbial fourscore, encompassing parts of the lives of three New Jersey boys: Whitman’s toward his life’s end, Williams’s all through his life, and Springsteen’s, of course, still very much with us. In a sense, the “boy” in between foresaw the boy who would follow him.

			All three of those Americans were intent on responding to a nation’s people—catching alive their voices and offering them to those who read, those who listen. Springsteen, uncannily, has done exactly what Dr. Williams suggested ought to have been done by Frank Sinatra. The songs Springsteen presents to his audience are all his in the thinking, the writing. His lyrics speak of his life’s awareness, the sights he’s witnessed, the sounds (the pleas, the cries, the shouts) he has heard his fellow citizens express, and has heard within himself as he goes about being a resident, still, of New Jersey: a husband (of Patti Scialfa, a singer), a father (of their three children, two sons and a daughter), and a member (with his wife) of a music-making community. The E Street Band, which periodically goes on tour, becomes for city after city a rallying ground for music sung, played, heard, but also for music that stirs listeners to look within deeply and, in the words of one listener, “to hear the music my own mind is making and playing while I try to make a life, play with life, get on top of it.” That comment, by one of the individuals whose remarks appear in the pages ahead, tells a lot about what Dr. Williams wanted of Frank Sinatra and, one dares conclude, would have celebrated about Bruce Springsteen—his willingness (and ability) to convey music to others through his voice, to work with others who make music through musical instruments (all of them becoming a band and one of them becoming its vocalist), and his further, extraordinary initiative: the writing of personal lyrics which turn music making into an occasion of shared observation and reflection—stirred by those doing that work on a stage, or in a studio, and then sent back in kind by listeners who have paid attention, at a concert or at home, and who pay further inner regard as they go about their ruminating lives.

			There are, of course, many ways that we are moved to thought—by others with whom we live and work, by those we meet in the course of going about our daily lives, and not least, by others we meet (see or hear) when we go to the movies, watch the television screens in our homes, hear the radios at home, or in our cars, or through the sets we carry with us. The psychoanalyst Erik H. Erikson once tried to address that matter—of us as individuals who are also connected to others: “We are alone with thoughts, but those thoughts include others who have become part of our thinking and feeling lives, even if we’re young, just growing up; that’s why I gave that title, Childhood and Society, to the book I wrote when I came to America from Europe and began to realize (after a few years being here) that children take in a lot from others than their parents, and that a nation can shape a growing child’s mind, his or her way of thinking—that may seem obvious, but we in psychoanalysis weren’t for a long while interested in exploring the influence of the world outside the home on the psychological development of those inside the home, parents as well as children. We live alone, in one respect: our minds are at work within our bodies, thinking away, even at night, with the dreams that take place; and as Freud showed us, those dreams are nightly reminders of our social life, its direct bearing on our most private time—when we’re seemingly by ourselves, no longer looking at others or hearing them speak, even though they are inside of us, and we see them, listen to them in our minds. Freud didn’t put it that way, but he had learned from his patients how much dreams tell us about daily social activity—the dream is a memory that tells us that we aren’t alone even when we are physically alone, with no stimuli coming at us from our own family members, never mind others we meet when we leave home for work or play or school or to see friends elsewhere.

			“I remember a patient telling me that in her dreams she ‘met’ people she didn’t know at all—not always, but sometimes. For instance, she ‘met’ President Truman: he was walking on the street outside her home; he smiled at her; and then he continued walking. She woke up and was flustered a bit, but then promptly went back to sleep. In the morning, she was about to tell her husband about the dream as they had their morning coffee, but then felt embarrassed—it was as if ‘another man’ had come into her life while she was sleeping beside her husband in their shared bed! She did tell him, though—and he laughed. He reminded her that Truman was a president she really admired for his views, and he was also from her home state, Missouri, and he played the piano, which she loved to do, so why shouldn’t she dream about him! I was ready to let the matter drop—let her husband’s remarks (his ‘interpretations,’ people like me call them, a little pompously), but she wouldn’t let me. She became my teacher, actually. She pointed out to me that public people like Truman, but also actors or performers in athletic events or musical ones, get into our minds even when we’re asleep; and she put it most succinctly in a way that got into my mind, so that days later I kept recalling the gist of what she said in my office: ‘Public figures have private lives of their own, but they also have lives only the rest of us know about—they walk into our minds, the way President Truman did in that dream I had: and we see them, hear them, think about what they have to tell us, or we argue with them, say good-bye to them, and then wake up, remembering (or if it’s a daydream we’re having, we go on to something else in our minds)!’

			“Now that is me talking as much as her: me remembering her actual words, many of them, but me adding my own words, telling of what I heard and also telling of what I did with what I heard: I received her words and her ideas and used them for my own mind’s fodder, its purposes, based on its interests, experiences—and of course, it’s important to know (and make clear to others) who is saying what, and adding what to what was said or suggested for what reasons! I am getting a bit ‘heady’ here, as the young people say it these days—but there it is: ‘the young people’ I just mentioned use a word that gets into my mind, and ends up being used by me, sure, but also influencing the way I think about myself. Any president (how he talks, what he says, his walking habits, his hobbies and interests)—all that gets into the minds of us, who see his picture in the newspapers or hear him on the radio, or see him in our homes on television or in the newsreels we see when we go to the movies. He’s in our personal lives, even while being a public figure: his way of behaving, talking and even walking, have another life in our heads (the many lives, thousands and even millions of lives, a certain kind of public person can have!).”

			Not that such a manner of human connection doesn’t have unusual, even surprising ways of getting affirmed. President Truman was well known (and liked) for his ability to stretch the limits, the necessary confines, of his kind of (presidential) privacy. On his well-known early morning walks he was getting exercise and he was performing (cameras and observing reporters everywhere); but he also made a point sometimes of stopping the considerable public momentum of his appearance (reversing the equation, so to speak)—by getting into brief conversations with individuals who happened to be nearby, by asking them what they might have to say about a subject then very much in the news. That turn of things—a public figure trying to engage through words with a private person—itself became part of the news (and who knows how much a part of the thinking and dreaming life of citizens across the American land), even as the patient Erik Erikson was citing had very much stirred his mind.

			So it goes: waves of sight and sound set in motion by individuals who take photographs with cameras, draw or paint pictures, speak or sing in public, a microphone nearby or in their hands. In that regard, Dr. Williams would often mention the two Hoboken artists whom some of the patients he treated in that city knew to call their very own by virtue of their birthplace and early life: “Look what two kids growing up in a city of humble working people can end up doing—they cross that Hudson River, and they win big in the capital city of American ‘thought and culture,’ to use talk some of us big shots use, showing off aplenty. Sinatra—his voice goes all over, and it’s in the lives of those who hear it, and play it to themselves in their minds; and Lange—her pictures became part of the way we think about what’s happening in this country. She kept snapping away with that camera of hers, and what she got while going all over, and not missing much with her roving eyes and her backup eyes, her camera—those pictures became seen and seen and seen: it’s a sequence, you could call it—Lange’s eyes, catching glimpses of people, places, then her hands doing her bidding, and then she taking her camera’s work and handing it over to the book people and the gallery people and the newspaper people, and next us folks all over entering the picture, you could call it, the larger picture of people responding to an artist’s (a photographer’s) pictures.

			“I read these days of ‘existentialism,’ of ‘I-Thou’; and you bet it’s an important aspect of our everyday lives as human beings—the way we influence each other through what we say, or how we react silently, with a smile here, a frown there, a nod or two now and then. When I hear talk like that, psychological talk or philosophical talk, I want to add some more mileage to the path being explored, taken. It’s among people, plain ordinary folks, walking along, taking in what’s out there to be seen or heard: that’s where you’ll find the ‘influence’ of art; that’s where it happens, when art gets a second life—the first in the life of the creator, the second in the life of the person who hears or sees what the creator has sent along, with her paintbrush, with her fountain pen or typewriter, with her voice, singing or speaking: on and on it goes, the artists and their companions, moving along (and receiving through their senses), and being moved.”

			Once Dr. Williams was told of this remark by Dorothea Lange: “The camera is an instrument that teaches people how to see without a camera.” How he loved savoring the implications of those words! Here was a person whose eyes ranged far and wide, and whose hands knew how (and why, and where, and when) to exert the workings of the instrument mentioned in that declarative sentence meant to get a lot of pondering going in the person seeing it on paper, hearing it relayed by voice. The doctor’s response was characteristically blunt at first, and quite appreciative: “She’s got it—we can become bigger and better on our own, without the need of copying each other! I’ve taught classes on ‘writing,’ and sometimes I want to stop the class—tell us all to say good-bye and go out there into the world of our lives, wherever we live and whoever we are. The students are all taken with ‘technique’—they want to know the tricks of the damn trade: isn’t that why you dug yourself out of your kitchen or your living room or your bedroom, or took a break from your work—to learn how to do something? Don’t you learn through rules and principles—learn them from others who know them, and know how to get you to know them: good teachers!

			“Sure thing, I say in class—but then comes something else, I’m quick to add. ‘It takes two to tango,’ I’ll say—I’ll begin my classroom speech with that, what I’d hear my mother say. Then I talk about teaching, how important it is that the two parties, the teacher and the student, work together, tango (dance) in some kind of way that gets them listening to each other, learning from each other. A commonplace, that—for sure; but we can forget the obvious (and the very important) with a snap of our obedient fingers. We’re so interested in memorizing something, getting a high grade in something, that we lose sight of what the stuff we’re learning really means, for us, the ones doing the reading and writing—means to us in our lives. Those last three words—I bring them up with all the emphasis (yes, the verve) I can manage. I say: You bet we can read this poem I’m assigning, or you bet we can read this poem I’ve written, and is now on one page of a book, but how will it become part of us, have a life in our lives!

			“I get as personal as the day, the kind of folks in the class, and my own poem will let me be, and I tell them how I go about thinking of a poem, letting the lines come to me, then travel to my fingers on the keys of the
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