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Thank you, writers, for the warm reception, and great thanks to Kris Gillespie and the other organizers of this twenty-sixth edition of the Write on the Sound writers conference.  In the American West, 26 years is a considerable history.  Looks like you’ve got yourselves a tradition, right here in Edmonds, Washington, on the shore of Puget Sound.

I’m going to start out today by reading you a few sentences about writing from the Journal of Henry David Thoreau.  This brief passage, which I’ll read again at the end, contains the kernel of my entire talk:

Do a little more of that work which you have sometimes confessed to be 
good.  Do what you reprove yourself for not doing.  Know that you are 
neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with yourself without reason.  Let me say 
to you and to myself in one breath, Cultivate the tree which you have found 
to bear fruit in your soil.  Regard not past failures nor successes.  All the past 
is equally a failure and a success.  It is a success in as much as it offers you 

the present opportunity…

My thoughts for you today are not about marketing or query letters, not about agents and editors and what’s hot and what’s not, not about getting your work read and getting it published.  Not even about the craft of writing, but craft is part of my subject.  Craft, to generalize and oversimplify, means the learned skills with which a writer shapes and textures and finishes his or her material.  Various elements of craft have been and will be treated in many of the workshops offered at this conference.  But how does that material, that uncrafted language, come to be at all?  What in you makes it possible for language to bound forth—or if not to bound forth, then to walk or trudge or maybe stumble forth, or at least to allow itself to be hauled bodily, screaming, phrase by hard-won phrase, out of your psyche onto the page or screen? 

A common phrase for this topic is “the writing process,” but that language is too automatic and impersonal.  Calculators process, bureaucrats process, large cheese companies process.  But creative writing is a wilder undertaking.  It comes from the whole being—the entire, messy, imperfect, unique, inexplicable totality of you, the individual writer.   You don’t just process creative writing, you practice creative writing.  Not in the sense of a pianist playing scales or rehearsing passages, but more in the sense of a Zen monk practicing meditation.  The monk meditates as an ongoing daily pursuit that is central to his or her sense of being, a pursuit that both expresses and nurtures the human spirit.  Every day the monk is there on the cushion, legs folded as age and condition permit, attentive, open, alive, present.  

Let me make a confession.  I have been fortunate enough to publish nine books of poetry and prose and a considerable body of work in magazines, but like those of you who have sent out your work in hope of publication, my work is refused and returned to me on a pretty regular basis, as recently as two weeks ago.  When I have applied for a grant or fellowship or writer-in-residence position, I have been denied far more often than I have succeeded.  I feel slighted and overlooked from time to time when I am not asked to contribute to this anthology or to appear in that reading series.  I know such disappointments, and writers with careers much larger than mine know them too.  All of us in the writer tribe experience frustrations, thwarted hopes, and sometimes outright anguish.  

And you know what sustains me and gives me solace when such troubles have me down?  The practice of writing.   Returning to the solitude of myself with that openness of attention in which I have learned that good things can happen.  Advancing the novel I am writing by two or three pages.  Beginning a new poem or essay, or finding a way through a nagging problem in an older one.  There is sustenance in that work.  It is the practice of writing that I am missing when I spend too many days or weeks not pursuing it and become cranky or dejected.  The practice of writing is the living heart of the writing life, whatever the eventual fate of what’s written.  It is the sacred spring on the slopes of Mount Parnassus where the Muses dwell.  A published writer may be known by what he or she has put into print, but a writer is, published or not, what he or she is writing now and will write in time to come.  In the moment of creation all writers are equal.  All are beginners.  All dwell in the open landscape of possibility, alert and ready to be surprised, and none of us has an authoritative map. 

So, what does the practice of writing entail?  To begin with, it is already long underway when those first words come to appear on the page or screen.  Consider that spring on Mount Parnassus, and the little stream that flows from it.  The spring, most would say, is the source of the stream.  But it isn’t.  That water is born to the daylight world in motion, a gesture already in progress.    The spring is merely the portal where the stream emerges from a vast network of secret flowings deep in the soil and bedrock of the mountain. 

A piece of writing is never born fully formed but never born totally unformed, either.  The composer within, that realm of hidden knowing deep beneath the surface of consciousness, is always working—weaving patches of narrative from memory and imagination, associating sensory images, inquiring into a troubling memory, trying out metaphors, and always mulling the central questions, the peculiar obsessions unique to your own being.  That unconscious composer sends dreams, whispered hints and biddings, partial truths, vague instructions, wise fabrications—rich but rough material in which the conscious mind of the writer seeks the necessary coherence and form, just as a ceramist molds the clay on the table or a sculptor finds the immanent shape in the block of stone.  

This phase of the practice of writing is the realm of craft, but not of craft alone; as the writer molds and shapes, trims and polishes, she must stay alert to further promptings from the unconscious so that the original creative impulse isn’t betrayed.  Never assume that you fully understand the piece you are writing.  However much you know, the composer within knows more.  Stephen Dunn tells of trying for ten years to write a poem about what a nice mother he had.  When it came to him that the poem was really about limits, it wrote itself.  When something you’ve just written surprises you—a line of verse, a turn in a plot, a bit of dialogue, an odd association in an essay—and seems at first all wrong, you have probably just heard from the composer within.  You’d be wise to try his suggestion.  He won’t always be right, but he’s always worth your attention.  

After a few weeks or months or years of development, a piece might feel complete, a magazine editor might like it, it might appear in print.  For some, the practice of writing ends there.  For me, though—and I think for a good many writers—publication is only a change of typeface, a change that sometimes pays a little money and brings a dose of recognition.  I often keep right on tinkering even after book publication.   I pencil edits into the copies I give readings from.  As one writer famously remarked, pieces of literature are never finished, only abandoned.  This is a hard one for me, but at some point a piece must be abandoned.  That point has arrived when the piece has become the fullest-grown organism that it can be, and the imperfections that remain are simply part of its nature, like a tree with an odd tilt or twist of the trunk, or broken limbs, or limbs that might have grown but didn’t, or an unbalanced crown, or scars where lightning or wildfire struck.  Old-growth Douglas firs have those defects, yet each is fully realized, complete, entire.  The aim of a piece of writing is not perfection.  The aim of a piece of writing is wholeness.  And when it reaches wholeness it is no longer at the heart of the writer’s practice.  The heart of the practice is the young work still growing, the work still in its birthing, and the work yet to be born.

But trees, of course, achieve wholeness on their own.  Trees happen.  Pieces of writing, by and large, don’t just happen.  They are made, and I don’t want to glide over the reality that creative writing, all writing, is hard work.  It can be an enormous frustration to stare at the blank page or screen, with nothing to unblank it, or to stare at what you wrote yesterday or last week or last year and know that it has problems but not know how to solve those problems or even for sure what the problems are.  Our work is particularly vexing because it can’t be forced by will alone.  You can chain yourself to your desk, if you like, but you can’t force anything to happen there other than the continued development of calluses on your butt.  Nor can you force yourself, if you’re like me, to stop thinking that as a writer you are a phony and a fake and should have been a shoe salesman instead. 

It would be instructive, I sometimes think, if we could see candid video of ourselves as we write, or try to write.  If we could see that blank stare at the page or screen; if we could see our grimaces and hear our hopeless groans as we scan the sentences we’ve just written; if we could see the yawns and fidgeting, the getting up for more coffee, more Alka-Seltzer, more Jack Daniel’s, more something; if we could see ourselves staring out the window for minutes at a time, wishing that the breeze stirring the trees would stir us; if we could see in our own faces the eventual dawning realization that, truth be told, we would be making better use of our time cleaning the lint filter in the clothes dryer than sitting, as we are, at our writing desk so-called.  

How to deal with such blockages and dry spells?  Sometimes, the most helpful thing to do is:  Clean the lint filter.  Or mow the grass or work in the garden or wash the dishes or take a bike ride or go to the movies—anything at all that is legal, inoffensive to your neighbors, and has nothing remotely to do with the written word.  The composer within appreciates attention and responds to it, but to do its best work it also needs to be left alone, to lie fallow.  So send your awareness and energy in a completely different direction for a while and let the composer compose himself in solitude.

We all have our ways, during a drought, of praying for rain, but ultimately we can deal with dry stretches only by accepting them.  The Zen monk has bad days too.  His folded legs are killing him, his stomach is growling, he is in serious need of a pot of tea or something stronger, his awareness flits and flaps like a restless bird.  But he doesn’t berate himself for his distraction.  He doesn’t think over and over, Why can’t I meditate right? I did yesterday.  He acknowledges his frustration, his aching legs, his loud and empty belly, he gives them plenty of room in the big sky of his awareness and allows them to pass.  They, too, are part of him, but not all of him.  He remembers that in that moment he sits precisely as Buddha sat beneath the Bodhi tree.  There is nothing he has to attain.  He does not have to seek his true original nature, he is his true original nature, whatever his difficulties of the moment.  

That same sense of being is available to every artist of every kind, and writers have a certain advantage over other artists.  Not everyone can paint or draw or play the piano, even after years of lessons—I’m living proof—but all of us humans are intimately involved with language, and have been since the age of two or three.  And even earlier, as listeners, absorbing the tunes and rhythms and inflections of speech perhaps while still in the womb.  In a sense, the hardest work is far behind us.  Somehow, with a little coaching from parents and older siblings but no formal training, somehow by the age of five or six we have mastered the fundamentals of conversational English.  

If you happen to be a newborn Homo sapiens, and if you aren’t raised by wolves or gorillas, you will speak a human tongue—it’s only a question of which.  You will make jokes, express emotions and desires, discern shades of meaning, make judgments or confess ignorance, delight in rhymes and rhythms and other sounds of language.  Before it becomes hard work, language for most of us is a joy, a playfulness, a realm of imaginative exploration.  That too is part of the practice of writing, an essential part.  The spirit of play leads to discoveries.  Fooling around with your writing is as important as working on it.  To fool around with your writing is to work on it.    

When the great Northwest poet William Stafford was asked by readers or listeners when in his life he had started writing poems, he used to cock his head and reply:  “When did you quit?”  A writer, Bill believed—deeper than questions of craft or talent or hard-workingness or luck—is simply a natural poet who never quit.  Don’t lose that spirit from your practice.  If you do lose it, invite it back by dedicating some of your time to writing nursery rhymes, bawdy jokes, limericks, nonsensical gibberish, anything at all that does not feel like work.

And remember this.  All writing is in essence storytelling, and as long as we humans have had language, which has been at least 40,000 years and perhaps as many as 200,000, we’ve been telling stories.  The human psyche is a perennial fountain of stories.  For most of our time on the planet we have told them orally, in the voice.  Some stories, no doubt, provided amusement—language is unimaginable without humor, and stories, then as now, had to interest and entertain their audience—but they also guided people’s lives.  Told one generation to the next, stories carried the wisdom that the culture could not afford to forget.  Those crucial stories were in you and me, the tellers, the listeners.  They were in our heads and hearts and imaginations, in the air around us, in the landscapes we called home.  Every human alive is evidence of ancestors who were able to live and bring up their young and carry on their cultures because they and their ancestors had stories to help them live their lives.  All of you here are storytellers or trying to be.  Relax.  You come from a very long line of good ones. 

The Zen monk might say that he chose the practice of meditation, or he might say that the practice chose him.  How about you?  Did you choose the practice of writing, or did the practice of writing choose you?  For me it has felt like both.  I grew up reading, and two of my high school teachers had encouraged me to write, so the notion was lodged in the back of my mind as I came of age, slowly, in the 1960s.  I was fresh from the suburbs of Washington, DC, where I had grown up, and fresher from the green lawns and brick buildings of Reed College in Portland, where I had conducted my very brief career as a student of higher education.  My major had been drugs, self-doubt, and confusion, and I pursued that same curriculum as a dropout, bouncing around between the Bay Area, Portland, and Winlock and Kelso, Washington, where I lived while setting chokers for the Weyerhaeuser Timber Company.


What have I got to write? I sneered at myself.  I wanted to write about rockclimbing and mountaineering, which I had taken up since coming West and which I credit with getting me off drugs—the hard kind, anyway—but there was nothing noteworthy about my climbing experience or about being a hippie or anything else I had done.  My diagnosis was wrong, of course.  I had plenty to write about but not yet the inner means to compose my experience.  To write requires a sense of self, part ego but not ego alone, a gravitational center of being around which one’s memories and imaginings can begin to constellate, and it requires a desire from within to look, to explore, to seek and further shape the constellating forms.  In my early 20s I had the inchoate desire but not yet the center. 


At 25 I left San Francisco for a railroad job in Klamath Falls, Oregon.  Immediately I felt ripped off.  This bleak landscape wasn’t the Oregon I knew, it was Nevada north.  I did take to small-town living, though—clean air to breathe, always a parking place, and—most refreshing of all—fewer choices.  In San Francisco and Berkeley, every poster on every café window or telephone pole, announcing an encounter group or spiritual teacher or social cause or night course in most anything, had tweaked me like a rebuke.  People doing those things were finding themselves, I imagined, or already had.  In the Klamath Basin I felt not quite so tugged in all directions.  

And I soon came to like the broad spaciousness of that semiarid steppeland, the drama of its visible distances, and I appreciated that the land presented itself in particulars.  Not the enveloping hardwood forest of the East, not western Oregon’s thick stands of conifers, but this twisted juniper with a packrat nest at its base.  This angling ponderosa pine, its orange bark scored with a lightning scar.  This huddle of aspens around a spring in sagebrush barrens, and off in the distance a few small buttes alive with the slow-moving shadows of clouds.  A calming clarity that seemed inherent in the land itself helped me shed my quandaries over what I had and had not done, and the singularity of stone and tree and distant height seemed to awaken inklings of a singularity within, some unknown territory that was mine and mine alone to puzzle out and give voice to if I cared enough to try.

And so I wrote.  Short stories, mainly—I wanted to be the next Hemingway—and the occasional little piece that I hoped might be a poem.  I bought the biggest dictionary I could find and a used Royal manual typewriter.  I enrolled in a correspondence course, lucked out with a helpful instructor, and received my first critiques.  I wrote observations, sketches, bits of overheard speech in a notebook.  To write I sat at the dining table in my tiny rented house.  Sometimes I ignored the typewriter and my meager stacks of manuscript pages for days at a time, but, drunk or sober, happy or sad, I couldn’t go through a day or evening without seeing them, and eventually I sat at the table and had at it again.  After a while I found my way to a small local circle of others who were trying themselves out.  I had more doubts than ever, it would be several years before I dared to call myself a writer or a poet, but even back then I think I understood, in a fragile, hopeful way, that I had a vocation.  I had begun a practice of writing.

Publication, fame, and money would be sweet, I daydreamed.  My first published story, littered with typographical errors in a climbing magazine, earned me sixty dollars, and I wouldn’t do better than that for the next eight years.  My first published poem, in an environmental magazine, paid nothing and was attributed to John David.  I would be forty before I published my first book, a small press collection of poems that came out to no great notice or acclaim.  

I found instead something better than money and acclaim, something that has made possible the modest measures of money and acclaim that I have since achieved.  I found a difficult and pleasurable journeying that was a lot like rockclimbing.  You may never have climbed, but I guarantee you know how it goes.  Move by move, each one making possible the next, you pursue a route you have planned only as far as you could see from the ground.  You find your way by putting yourself in motion, persisting, staying alert to possibilities.  Sometimes it is easy to advance.   Sometimes you need all the grit you have in you, your emotions swinging between elation and despair and touching all the points between.  Sometimes you have to change course.  Sometimes you have to give up the attempt.  And sometimes you succeed—you achieve a height from which a landscape is revealed as you haven’t seen it before, a landscape limited but whole, a view that might not earn you a thing but that you yourself have earned.  

For years I had resisted writing because I thought I had to know something, had to have achieved a clarity of thought and feeling that I could then present in words.  That isn’t given to most of us.  We are given not clarity but a way of stumbling into clarity, if we, in our daylight minds, work patiently with the tuggings and urgings of the composer within and enjoy a little luck along the way.  And, just as each sentence, each image, each turn in a plot makes possible the next, each finished (or abandoned) story or poem or essay or book makes possible the next piece and the next.  If you don’t like the one you’ve just written, that’s good—you’ve got it out, and now you can give yourself to what’s next.

A life in writing can evolve just as a piece of writing does.  I urge you never to be too sure about what kind of writer you are and what kind of writing you are capable of doing.  An editor rejecting one of my stories, early on, observed that I wrote lyrically about landscape.  About the same time, a poet and fiction writer friend, further along the path than I was, told me that she saw more promise in my poems than in my fiction.  I stubbornly resisted both observations, but the editor and my friend had each seen a true glimpse of my composer within.  Over the next year my fiction died and poems sprouted in its place, poems about the landscape I had at first found bleak, about the smell of sagebrush after a thunderstorm, about rimrock and junipers incandescent with sundown light, about sandhill cranes and great horned owls, about the yip and wail of coyotes in starry darkness, about splitting firewood and pulling a calf and climbing a tall ponderosa pine with one of my friends’ children.

To my amazement—even today—there was enough promise in those poems to win me a Wallace Stegner Fellowship in the graduate writing program at Stanford.  There, in the 1980s, I grew as a poet.  But also, feeling boxed in by the one-page lyric, I began to write informal essays.  In drawing on personal experience for the essays, I found myself exploring the wilderness of memory, and went on in the 90s and the early oughts to publish three book-length memoirs.  Writing those awakened the storyteller in me and reacquainted me with all the devices of fiction.  So now?  I find myself a hundred and forty pages into a novel, my first.  After thirty-five years I have circled back toward my first intent as a writer, perhaps better equipped to succeed at it.  I’m finding it hard going in some of the ways poetry and nonfiction are hard, hard in some ways unique to itself, and very engaging.  I have a sense of where the story is going, but surprises have come with every chapter, almost every manuscript page.  It feels like setting out on a crisp October morning into new but not entirely strange country, hopeful, a little fearful, eager for the journey.

There are as many valid ways of writing, and of living a writing life, as there are writers.  I’ve briefly told you my story because sharing our experience is one way we writers can give heart to one another.  Hearing another’s story can help us clarify and reimagine our own.  That is one reason, maybe the best reason, why so many people read memoirs, and a novel or a poetry or essay collection can do the same thing.  I bet many of you in this hall felt, as a kid, the way I did sometimes, as I read Robert Louis Stevenson or Jack London or Bernard DeVoto.  I would get so spellbound now and then, so rapt, so moved, that I would pop out of the spell and think, I’d like to do that, I’d like to cast that spell.  That recurrent moment is probably how I was first drawn to the practice of writing, or how the practice was first drawn to me.  Whichever way it works, here is something as important as anything I can tell you:  A writer should always be reading, and I don’t mean how-to books about writing, or finding-an-agent books, or what-might-be-the-next-big-thing books.  

I mean literature, in your own writing genre and outside it.  If you’re a poet you should read some fiction, from mysteries to Tolstoy, and all the nonfiction you have time for.  Prose writers should read poetry, along with their varied diet of prose.  Good and great writing has been done in all genres, and everything you read—not just what you remember, but everything you read—settles down into the depths where dwells the composer within and contributes to the compost out of which the composer composes.  Every time you move your pen or tap your keyboard you are enacting your indebtedness to countless authors living and dead.  This doesn’t make you a plagiarist; it makes you a member of an ongoing literary culture. 

I would suggest to you, too, that reading is the best and surest way to learn craft.  Writers’ conferences, creative writing courses, MFA programs, all can be a boon from time to time in a developing writer’s life, but keep in mind that they are all inventions of very recent vintage.  Homer, Virgil, Dante, Shakespeare, George Eliot, Emily Dickinson, Herman Melville, Virginia Woolf, Raymond Chandler, Robinson Jeffers, William Faulkner, Robert Heinlein, William Stafford, Ursula Le Guin—none of these ever attended a workshop or read a how-to book, and if they had a critique group it was composed of one or two fellow writers with whom they shared work.  They read, and having been moved to write, they wrote.  They are all there in stores and libraries ready to richen your work.  Read your contemporaries, sure, but also read or re-read the great works of decades and centuries past.  

Read for pleasure, but read in a writerly way, too.  Why does this scene in a novel or memoir follow that one, to such good effect?  How do the linebreaks contribute to the sense and feel of the poem?  What advantages and what restrictions come with an author’s decision to write in first person or third person limited?  How is the essayist guiding your awareness from page to page?  Those are the kinds of questions that teach craft.  It all counts, every page, the pages you read as much as the pages you write.

There is a great deal in the writing life we can do nothing about.  We can’t control the marketplace, we can’t control the judgments of editors and critics, we can’t command a readership, we can’t force checks to arrive in the mail, we can’t completely control the other dimensions of our lives that also make valid demands on our time.  What we can do—day to day, week to week, month to month, year to year—is to cultivate and take satisfaction from the practice of writing itself.  Remember, we writers are a lucky bunch.  We get to do something that most people don’t.  Every day, just as the ceramist gets to shape his bowl on the turning wheel, just as the fiber artist gets to weave her vision on the loom, we writers get to work at making language into the wholeness of art.  We get to drink at that sacred spring, the fountain of creation, and there is healing and satisfaction in that, whatever the fortunes or misfortunes of the marketplace.  There are men and women who live lives of emptiness or despair and sometimes outright die because their hands are empty of such work.  So count your blessings.  The practice of writing will sustain you, if you sustain it. 

I leave you with two passages from Henry Thoreau.  The first, which you haven’t heard, offers one of the truest images of the writing life that I know.  When he died at the age of 45, Thoreau was developing a name as an author but was far from knowing that he would find permanent lodging in the American canon.  He self-published his books, which was the norm in the mid-nineteenth century, and there came a time in 1853 when his printer and bookmaker wrote to say that he had need of the space occupied in his cellar by the unsold copies of Thoreau’s first book.  And so, wrote Henry in his Journal, 

I had them all sent to me here, and they have arrived today by express, 

filling the man’s wagon—706 copies out of an edition of 1,000 which I 

bought four years ago and have been ever since paying for, and have not 
quite paid for yet.  The wares are sent to me at last.  They are something 
more substantial than fame, as my back knows, which has borne them up 
two flights of stairs to a place similar to that to which they trace their origin.  
I now have a library of nearly nine hundred volumes, over seven hundred 
of which I wrote myself.  My works are piled up on one side of my chamber 
half as high as my head.  This is authorship.  But nevertheless, in spite of 
this result, I take up my pen tonight to record what thought or experience 

I may have had, with as much satisfaction as ever.

And finally, with great thanks for your attention, and with my very best wishes for you and your work in writing, I’ll end as I began:  

Do a little more of that work which you have sometimes confessed to be 
good.  Do what you reprove yourself for not doing.  Know that you are 
neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with yourself without reason.  Let me say 

to you and to myself in one breath, Cultivate the tree which you have found 
to bear fruit in your soil.  Regard not past failures nor successes.  All the past 

is equally a failure and a success.  It is a success in as much as it offers you 
the present opportunity.
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