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I Was Here

True stories and brainstorming questions

Abdullah Abdelal

A Man Who Decided to Leave a Mark

What people want is to be part of something worth immortalizing. It is the fear of fading away; everyone wants to make true the words: I was here, and I mattered.

The Starless Sea | Erin Morgenstern

Before You Begin

In caves in Spain, France and Indonesia there are handprints more than thirty thousand years old. Their makers left no names and no stories. They left an open hand on the stone, and it seems to say only one thing to us.

This book is built around that sentence. It holds twelve true stories about people who really lived. Some left their mark while they were alive, some never knew their mark would last, and some never chose to leave one at all.

You will not find a promise here that success is guaranteed. You will find stories of exhaustion, loss and long waiting, and also of small moments that changed everything.

After each story I leave you with questions. Answer them on paper, and quickly, before your mind talks you into believing the honest answer is the wrong one. The mind loves to postpone, and questions work best when they give it no time.

Keep a pen close. If this book is in your hands, write in its margins. If it is on a screen, keep a notebook beside you. What matters is that you write.

Contents

Part One: A Mark Kept by Others

1.  The Woman Who Photographed a Whole City

2.  A Man Who Sold Little and Left Much

3.  The Box Her Sister Found

4.  The Pages Scattered on the Floor

Part Two: A Mark They Never Asked For

5.  Cells That Would Not Die

6.  The Diplomat Who Wrote by Hand

7.  Six Dots in the Dark

Part Three: A Mark Made by Their Own Hands

8.  Two Years, They Said

9.  Twelve Rejections and a Late Train

10.  The Man Who Started Over at Sixty-Five

11.  The Girl Who Was Told She Would Not Walk

12.  Three Thousand Three Hundred Miles

Part One

A Mark Kept by Others

Four people left behind entire bodies of work, and without a second hand reaching for them, they would have been lost.

Chapter One

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Woman Who Photographed a Whole City
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Vivian Maier | New York and Chicago

Vivian Maier

Vivian Maier was born in New York in 1926 and spent part of her childhood in France before settling in America. She worked as a nanny, first in New York and then in Chicago, and she stayed in that line of work for about forty years.

She would take the children in her care out into the streets with a heavy camera around her neck, and she photographed whatever passed in front of her: laborers, women carrying shopping bags, old men on benches, poor children, angry faces, laughing faces. She photographed herself too, in shop windows and in mirrors.

The families who employed her described a mysterious woman who kept her belongings in a locked room and said little about her life. Almost no one knew the scale of what she was doing. Picture by picture, roll by roll, she accumulated more than a hundred thousand frames, and some of the film was never even developed.

In her last years her finances collapsed. She could no longer pay the rent on a storage unit where she kept her boxes, and its contents were sold at auction.

In 2007 a young man named John Maloof was looking for old photographs of a Chicago neighborhood for a book he was preparing. He bought a box of negatives for about $380. It did not hold what he had been looking for, but it held something else: pictures so strong that he went back and bought more.

He began posting the images online, and they spread quickly. Exhibitions followed in many cities, books were published about her, and in 2015 the documentary Finding Vivian Maier was nominated for an Academy Award.

By then she had been dead for six years. She died in April 2009, at eighty-three. No one knows for certain why she never showed her work. Perhaps she was shy, perhaps afraid, perhaps she simply saw no need. What we do know is that she photographed for decades without anyone waiting for her to.

Honest work may be delayed fifty years, but it is not lost.

You do not need an audience to begin. And if the audience arrives late, do not let that stop you.

Brainstorm

	What are you doing alone that no one knows exists?

	If your box were opened in twenty years, what would they find inside?

	What excuse do you use to avoid showing your work to anyone?

	Who deserves to see what you are making this week?

	If tomorrow were the last day of your work, would you do it the same way?


Your Space

Write whatever comes to mind.

Chapter Two
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A Man Who Sold Little and Left Much
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Vincent van Gogh | The Netherlands and France

Vincent van Gogh

Van Gogh did not begin his life as a painter. He worked in the art trade, then as a teacher, then as a preacher among coal miners in southern Belgium. He failed at all of it, or so it felt to him. In 1880, at twenty-seven, he decided to paint.

In roughly one decade he produced some two thousand works, paintings and drawings together. He painted fields, cafés, the people he knew, and the sky as he saw it, not as others saw it. What he made looked nothing like what was fashionable at the time.

He lived through the support of his brother Theo, who sent him money and paint and wrote to him constantly. The two exchanged hundreds of letters, and those letters later became some of the most important documents we have for understanding how he thought.

Van Gogh died in France in July 1890, aged thirty-seven, after a gunshot wound. What is known is that he sold very little in his lifetime. Many say he sold only a single painting, though historians disagree on the exact figure.

Six months later Theo died too. And here a woman enters the story whose name is rarely mentioned: Johanna van Gogh-Bonger, Theo's widow. She lived in a small apartment in Amsterdam and kept in it hundreds of paintings and letters that the brothers had left behind.

She was not an art expert. But she decided to show the work to the world. She organized exhibitions, persuaded museums, and spent years collecting and publishing the letters. They appeared in book form in 1914.

Today van Gogh is counted among the most famous painters in history. Each time someone stands before The Starry Night, behind it stand a man who painted with stubbornness, a brother who supported him, and a woman who carried the work when no one cared.

A legacy sometimes needs two people: the one who makes it and the one who protects it.

If you have work that no one sees, keep it safe. And if someone else does, ask yourself when you last helped them.

Brainstorm

	In the story of the people around you, are you the painter, Theo, or Johanna?

	Who once told you, I believe in you? When did you last thank them?

	What have you made that looks nothing like what people like, and yet you love it?

	If no one ever bought your work, would you keep going? Write the answer without dressing it up.

	Who in your life works in silence and deserves to have you carry their work and introduce them to others?


Your Space

Write whatever comes to mind.

Chapter Three
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Emily Dickinson | Amherst, Massachusetts

Emily Dickinson

Emily Dickinson spent most of her life in her family's house in Amherst. She rarely went out and rarely received visitors, yet she wrote to friends and relatives all the time. Some describe her as shy; others say she chose solitude deliberately.

She wrote poetry from her youth, almost daily. Her poems are short, with gaps and dashes in unexpected places, and meanings that do not arrive directly. This style looked nothing like what was common in her day.

Only a very small number of her poems were printed in her lifetime, about ten at most, usually without her name or with changes she had not asked for. The rest she stitched into small booklets and kept.

She died in May 1886, aged fifty-five. After her death her sister Lavinia opened a chest in her room and found hundreds of poems inside. According to accounts, Lavinia had no idea how much her sister had written.

Emily had asked Lavinia to burn her letters, and Lavinia did. But no such order had come for the poems, so she decided to preserve them and see them published. She asked friends of the family for help, and the first volume appeared in 1890.

The early editions were altered. Editors changed the punctuation and some of the words to make the poems look more orderly. Her poems did not appear as she wrote them until the 1950s.

Dickinson wrote nearly eighteen hundred poems, and today they are taught in universities around the



Brainstorm

	What do you write only for yourself? Why do you not want anyone to see it?

	If your papers were found after your death, would you want them read or burned? And why?

	What work have you finished and left in a drawer? What is missing before you publish it?

	Who is the editor who might change your work and drain it of its spirit? How do you protect your voice?

	Write three lines now from the most honest things you know about yourself.


Your Space
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