COMING OF AGE IN PITTSBURGH

To Fashion a Text
Annie Dillard, whose book Pilgrim at Tinker Creek won the Pulitzer Prize
for nonfiction in 1974, recently published An American Childhood, about
growing up in Pittsburgh during the 1950s. Not long ago, while the book
was in progress, Dillard gave a talk at the New York Public Library about
the process of deciding "what to put in and what to leave out." This essay
is adapted from that talk, in which she warned that writing a memoir is not
a way to preserve memories. "After I've written about any experience, my
memories . . . are gone; they've been replaced by the work."

by Annie Dillard

I'm writing a book which is a memoirinsofar as a memoir is any account, usually in the first person, of incidents that
happened a while ago.
It isn't an autobiography, and it isn't
"memoirs." I wouldn't dream of writing
my memoirs; I'm only 40 years old. Or
my autobiography; any chronology of my
days would make very dull reading-I've
spent about 30 years behind either a
book or a desk. The book that I'm writing is an account of a childhood in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, where I grew up.
The best memoirs, I think, forge their
own forms. The writer of any work, and
particularly any nonfiction work, must
decide two crucial points: what to put in
and what to leave out.
So I thought, "What shall I put in?"
An American Childhood is about the
passion of childhood. It's about a child's
vigor, and originality, and eagerness, and
mastery, and joy.
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It's about waking up. A child wakes up
over and over again, and notices that
she's living. She dreams along, loving
the exuberant life of the senses, in love
with beauty and power, oblivious of herself-and then suddenly, bingo, she
wakes up and feels herself alive. She notices her own awareness. And she notices that she is set down here, mysteriously, in a going world. The world is full
of fascinating information that she can
collect and enjoy. And the world is public; its issues are moral and historical.
So the book is about two things: a
child's interior life-vivid, superstitious,
and timeless-and a child's growing
awareness of the world. The structural
motion of the book is from the interior
landscape-one brain's own idiosyncratic topography-to the American
landscape, the vast setting of our common history. The little child pinches the
skin on the back of her hand and sees
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skin on the back of her hand and sees
where God made Adam from spit and
clay. The older child explores the city on
foot and starts to work on her future as a
detective, or an epidemiologist, or a
painter. Older yet, she runs wild and
restless over the city's bridges, and finds
in Old Testament poetry and French
symbolist poetry some language sounds
she loves.
The interior life is in constant vertical
motion; consciousness runs up and down
the scales every hour like a slide trombone. It dreams down below; it notices
up above; and it notices itself, too, and
its own alertness. The vertical motion of
consciousness, from inside to outside and
back, interests me. I've written about it
once before, in an essay about a solar
eclipse, and I wanted to do more with it.
For a private interior life, I've
picked-almost at random-my own. As

an aside, this isn't as evident as it may
seem. I simply like to write books.
About 12 years ago, while I was walking in Acadia National Park in Maine, I
decided to write a narrative-a prose
narrative, because I wanted to write
prose. After a week's thought, I decided
to write mostly about nature, because I
thought I could make it do what I
wanted, and I decided to set it all on the
coast of Maine. I decided further to
write it in the third person, about a man,
a sort of metaphysician, in his fifties. A
month or so later, I decided reluctantly
to set the whole shebang in Virginia, because I knew more about Virginia. Then
I decided to write it in the first person,
as a man. Not until I had written the first
chapter and showed it around-this was
Pilgrim at Tinker Creek-did I give up
the pretext of writing in the first person
as a man. I wasn't out to deceive people;
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myself. I knew I wasn't the subject.
So in this book, for simplicity's sake,
I've got my own interior life. It was a
lively one. I put in what it was that had
me so excited all the time-the sensation of time pelting me as if I were
standing under a waterfall. I loved the
power of the life in which I found myself.
I loved to feel its many things in all their
force. I put in what it feels like to play
with the skin on your mother's knuckles.
I put in what it feels like to throw a baseball-you aim your whole body at the
target and watch the ball fly off as if it
were your own head. I put in drawing
pencil studies of my baseball mitt and
collecting insects and fooling around with
a microscope.

along mindless and eternal on the
kitchen floor, and time streams in full
flood beside you on the floor. It rages
beside you, down its swollen banks, and
when it wakes you, you're so startled
you fall in.
When you wake up, you notice that
you're here.
0

"Here," in my case, was Pittsburgh. I
put in the three rivers that meet here.
The Allegheny from the north and the
Monongahela from the south converge
to form the Ohio, the major tributary of
the Mississippi, which, in turn, drains the
whole continent east of the divide via the
Missouri River rising in the Rocky
Mountains. The great chain of the Alleghenies kept the pioneers out of PittsIn my study on Cape Cod, where I burgh until the 1760s, 150 years after
write, I've stuck above my desk a big Jamestown.
photograph of a little Amazonian boy
I put in those forested mountains and
whose face is sticking out of a waterfall hills, and the way the three rivers lie flat
or a rapids. White water is pounding all and moving among them, and the way
around his head, in a kind of wreath, but the low land lies wooded among them,
his face is absolutely still, looking up, and and the way the blunt mountains rise in
his black eyes are open dreamily on the the darkness from the rivers' banks.
distance. That little boy is completely
I put in Lake Erie, and summers along
alive; he's letting the mystery of exis- its mild shore. I put in New Orleans, the
tence beat on him. He's having his child- home of Dixieland jazz, where my father
hood, and I think he knows it. AndJI was heading when he jumped in his boat
think he will come out of the water one day to go down the river just like
strong, and ready to do some good. I see Huck Finn.
I put in the pioneers who "broke wilthis photograph whenever I look up from
my computer screen.
derness," and the romance of the
So I put in that moment of waking up French and Indian wars that centered
and noticing that you've been put down around Fort Duquesne and Fort Pitt. I
in a world that's already under way. The put in the brawling rivermen-the
rushing of time wakes you: You play flatboatmen and keelboatmen.
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Hollins College. She received a Pulitzer Prize i n 1974 for Pilgrim at Tinker Creek,
and is the author of Holy the Firm (1978), Living by Fiction (1982), Teaching a
Stone to Talk (1982), and the recently published An American Childhood. This essay
is drawn from "To Fashion a Text," copyright @ 1987 by Annie Dillard, from the
book Inventing the Truth, edited by William Zinsser, published by the Houghton
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I put in the old Scotch-Irish families
who dominate Pittsburgh and always
have. The Mellons are Scotch-Irish, and
so were Andrew Carnegie and Henry
Clay Frick. They're all Presbyterians. I
grew up in this world-at the lunatic
fringe of it-and it fascinates me. I think
it's important. I think it's peculiarly
American-that
mixture of piety and
acquisitiveness, that love of work.
They're Calvinists, of course-just
like the Massachusetts Puritans wereand I think I can make a case that their
influence on American thought was
greater than the Puritans'. There were
far more Scotch-Irish Presbyterians, after all, and they settled all over the
American colonies and carried their democracy and pragmatism with them.
In Pittsburgh, the Scotch-Irish constitute a world of many families whose
forebears knew each other, who respect
each other's discretion, and who admire
each other for occupying their slots without fuss. The men are withdrawn, the
women are ironic. They believe in their
world; they all stay in Pittsburgh, and
their children stay there. I alone escaped
to tell thee. I and [writer] David McCullough, who grew up a few houses
away. And James Laughlin, the publisher. AH of us Pittsburgh Scotch-Irish
Presbyterians.
My sisters and I grew up in this world,
and I put it in An American Childhood.
I put in our private school and quiet club
and hushed neighborhood where the
houses were stone and their roofs were
slate. I put in dancing with little boys at
dancing school, and looking at the backs
of their interesting necks at Presbyterian church.
Just to make trouble, I put in money.
My grandmother used to tell me never
to touch money with my bare hands.
I put in books, for that's where this
particular book started, with an essay I
wrote for the New York Times Maga-

zine on reading books. Almost all of my
many passionate interests, and my many
changes of mind, came through books.
Books prompted the many vows I made
to myself. Nonfiction books lured me
away from the world-as I dreamed
about working for Scotland Yard, doing
field work in freshwater streams, rock
collecting in the desert, painting in Paris.
And novels dragged me back into the
world-because I would read whatever
was handy, and what was handy in those
years were novels about the Second
World War. I read so many books about
the Second World War that I knew how
to man a minesweeper before I knew
how to walk in high heels. You couldn't
read much about the war without figuring out that the world was a moral arena
that required your strength.
I had the notion then that everything
was interesting if you just learned
enough about it. Now, writing about it, I
have the pleasure of learning it all again
and finding that it is interesting. I get to
inform myself and any readers about
such esoterica as rock collecting, which I
hadn't thought about in almost 30 years.
When I was 12, a paperboy gave me
two grocery bags full of rock and mineral
chunks. It took me most of a year to
identify them. At a museum shop I
bought cards of what they called thumbnail specimens. And I read books about
an absurd batch of people who called
themselves rockhounds; they spent their
evenings in the basement sawing up
slabs of travertine into wavy slices suitable, they said, for wall hangings.
Now, in this memoir, I get to recall
where the romance of rock collecting
had lain: the symbolic sense that underneath the dreary highways, underneath
Pittsburgh, were canyons of crystalsthat you could find treasure by prying
open the landscape. In my reading I
learned that people have cracked knobs
of granite and laid bare clusters of red
WQ NEW YEAR'S 1988
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garnets and topaz crystals, chrysoberyl,
spudomene, and emeralds. They held in
their hands crystals that had hung in a
hole in the dark for a billion years unseen. I liked the idea of that. I would lay
about me right and left with a hammer
and bash the landscape to bits. I would
crack the earth's crust like a pinata and
spread its vivid prizes in chunks to the
light. That's what I wanted to do. So I
put that in.

der. She regarded even tiny babies as
straight men, and liked to step on the
drawstring of a crawling baby's gown, so,
that the baby crawled and crawled and
never got anywhere except into a little
ball at the top of the gown.
She was interested in language. Once
my father and I were in the kitchen listening to a ballgame-the Pirates playing the New York Giants. The Giants
had a utility infielder named Wayne
Terwilliger. Just as Mother walked
through the kitchen, the announcer said,
"Terwilliger bunts one." Mother
stopped dead and said, "What was that?
Was that English?" Father said, "The
man's name is Terwilliger. He bunted."
Mother thought that was terrific. For
the next 10 or 12 years, she made this
surprising string of syllables her own. If
she was testing a microphone, or if she
was pretending to whisper a secret in
my ear, she said, "Terwilliger bunts
one." If she had ever had an occasion to
create a motto for a coat of arms, as
Andrew Carnegie had, her motto would
have been "Terwilliger bunts one." Carnegie's was "Death to privilege."

It's also a great pleasure to write
about my parents, because they're both
great storytellers-comedians,
actually-which gives me a chance to tell
their wonderful stories. We were all
young, at our house, and we enjoyed ourselves.
My father was a dreamer; he lived differently from other men around him.
One day he abruptly quit the family
firm-when I was 10-and took off
down the Ohio River in a boat by himself
to search out the roots of jazz in New
Orleans. He came back after several
months and withdrew from corporate life
forever.
0
He knew the world well-all sorts of
These fine parents taught my sisters
things, which he taught us to take an interest in: how people build bridge pilings and me moral courage, insofar as we
in the middle of a river, how jazz came have it, and tolerance, and how to dance
up the river to be educated in Chicago, all night without dragging your arms on
how the pioneers made their way west- your partner, and how to time the telling
ward from Pittsburgh, down the Ohio of a joke.
I've learned a lot by writing this book,
River, sitting on the tops of their barges
not only about writing but about Arneriand singing "Bang Away, My Lulu."
My mother was both a thinker and can history. Eastern woodland Indians
what one might call a card. If she lay on killed many more settlers than Plains Inthe beach with friends and found the dians did. By the time the settlers made
conversation dull, she would give a little it to Sioux and Apache country, those Inpush with her heel and roll away. People dians had been so weakened by disease
were stunned. She rolled deadpan and and by battles with the Army that they
apparently effortlessly, her arms and didn't have much fight left in them. It
legs extended tidily, down the beach to was the settlers in the Pennsylvania forthe water's edge, where she lay at ease ests and in Maryland and Virginia who
just as she had been, but half in the surf, kept getting massacred and burned out
and well out of earshot. She was not only and taken captive and tortured. During
a card but a wild card, a force for disor- the four years the French held PittsWQ NEW YEAR'S 1988
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THINKING ABOUT THE BOYS
The boys. There were, essentially, a dozen or so of them and a dozen or so of
us, so it was theoretically possible, as it were, to run through all of them by the
time you finished school. We saw our dancing-school boys everywhere we
went. Yet they were by no means less extraordinary for being familiar. They
were familiar only visually: their eyebrows we could study in quick glimpses as
we danced, eyebrows that met like spliced ropes over their noses; the winsome
whorls of their hair we could stare at openly in church, hair that radiated
spirally from the backs of their quite individual skulls; the smooth skin on their
pliant torsos at the country-club pool, all so fascinating, each so different; and
their weird little graceful bathing suits: the boys. Richard, Rich, Richie, Ricky,
Ronny, Donny, Dan.
They called each other witty names, like Jag-Off. They could dribble. They
walked clumsily but assuredly through the world, kicking things for the hell of
it. By way of conversation, they slugged each other on their interesting
shoulders.
They moved in violent jerks from which we hung back, impressed and
appalled, as if from horses slamming the slats of their stalls. This and, as we
would have put it, their messy eyelashes. In our heartless, condescending,
ignorant way, we loved their eyelashes, the fascinating and dreadful way the
black hairs curled and tangled. That's the kind of vitality they had, the boys,
that's the kind of novelty and attraction: Their very eyelashes came out amok,
and unthinkably original. That we loved, that and their cloddishness, their
broad, vaudevillian reactions. They were always doing slow takes. Their
breathtaking lack of subtlety in every particular, we thought-and then sometimes a gleam of consciousness in their eyes, as surprising as if you'd caught a
complicit wink from a brick.
From An American Childhood, by Annie Diiard. Copyright @ 1987 by Annie Dilard. Reprinted by
permission of Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc.

burgh at Fort Duquesne, they armed the
Indians and sent them out from there,
raiding and killing English-speaking settlers. These were mostly Scotch-Irish,
because the Perm family let them settle
in Pennsylvania only if they would serve
as a "buffer sect" between Quakers and
Indians. When the English held Pittsburgh at Fort Pitt, they gave the Indians
unwashed blankets from the smallpox
hospital.
I put in early industry, because it was
unexpectedly interesting. Before there
was steel, everything was made out of
wrought iron-which I find just amazing.

Railroad ties were made out of wrought
iron, as if they were candle sconces.
Men had to carry wrought iron railroad
t i e s all up and down t h e country.
Wrought iron is made by iron puddlers,
who belong to the iron puddlers' union,
the Sons of Vulcan. It's a very difficult
process: You stir slag back into iron, and
it requires skilled labor because carbon
monoxide bubbles up. The language is
also nice. To sinter, for instance, is to
convert flu dust to clinker. And I finally
learned what coke is. When I was a child,
I thought that Coca-Cola was a by-product of steelmaking.
WQ NEW YEAR'S 1988
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I learned about the heyday of the big
industrialists and the endless paradox of
Andrew Carnegie, the only one of the
great American moguls who not only
read books but actually wrote them, including one with a very American title,
The Gospel of Wealth. He sold U.S.
Steel to J. I? Morgan for $492 million,
and he said, "A man who dies rich dies
disgraced." He gave away 90 percent of
his fortune in the few years he had left.
While he was giving away money, many
people were moved, understandably, to
write him letters. He got one such letter
from his friend Mark Twain. It said:
You seem to be in prosperity. Could you lend
an admirer a dollar & a half to buy a hymnbook with? God will bless you. I feel it. I know
it.
P.S. Don't send the hymn-book, send the
money.

0

Carnegie was only five feet three
inches tall. He weighed 133 pounds. He
built the workers free libraries and museums and an art gallery at the same
time that he had them working 16 hours
a day, six days a week, at subhuman
wages, and drinking water full of typhus
and cholera because he and the other
business owners opposed municipal
works like water filtration plants. By
1906 Pittsburgh had the highest death
rate in the nation because of wretched
living conditions, and yet it was the seat
of "wealth beyond computation, wealth
beyond imagination." People built stables for their horses with gold mirrors in
the stalls. The old Scotch-Irish families
were horrified at the new millionaires
who popped up around this time because
they liked things pretty quiet. One new
millionaire went to a barber on Perm Avenue for his first shampoo and the barber reported that the washing brought
out "two ounces of fine Mesabi ore and a
scattering of slag and cinders."
And what to leave out?
Well, I'm not writing social history.
This is not one of those books in which
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you may read the lyrics or even the titles
of popular songs on the radio. Or the
names of radio and TV programs, or advertising slogans or product names or
clothing fashions. I don't like all that. I
want to direct the reader's attention in
equal parts to the text-as a formal object-and to the world, as an interesting
place in which we find ourselves.
So another thing I left out, as far as I
could, was myself. The personal pronoun
can be the subject of the verb: "I see
this, I did that." But not the object of the
verb: "I analyze me, I discuss me, I describe me, I quote me."
In the course of writing this memoir,
I've learned all sorts of things, quite inadvertently, about myself and various
relationships. But these things are not
important to the book and I easily leave
them out. Since the subject of the book
is not me, other omissions naturally follow. I leave out many things that were
important to my life but of no concern
for the present book, like the summer I
spent in Wyoming when I was 15.1 keep
the action in Pittsburgh; I see no reason
to drag everybody off to Wyoming just
because I want to tell them about my
summer 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." I
don't write for that reason.
On the other hand, I dig deeply into
the exuberant heart of a child and the
restless, violent heart of an adolescentand I was that child and I was that adolescent.
I leave out my private involvement
with various young men. I didn't want to
kiss and tell. I did put in several sections,
however, about boys in general and the
fascination they exerted. I ran around
with one crowd of older boys so decadent, so accustomed to the most glittering of social lives, that one of them carried with him at all times, in his jacket
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pocket, a canister of dance wax so that
he could be ready for anything. Other
boys carry Swiss Army knives for those
occasions which occur unexpectedly; this
boy carried dance wax for the same reason. He could just sprinkle it on the dining room floor and take you in his arms
and whirl you away. These were the sort
of boys I knew; they had worn ties from
the moment their mothers could locate
their necks.
I tried to leave out anything that
might trouble my family. My parents are
quite young. My sisters are watching
this book carefully. Everybody I'm writing about is alive and well, in full possession of his faculties, and possibly willing
to sue. Things were simpler when I
wrote about muskrats.
Writing in the first person can trap the
writer into airing grievances. When I
taught writing I spent a lot of time trying
to convince young writers that, while literature is an art, it's not a martial artthat the pages of a short story or a novel
are no place to defend yourself from an
attack, real or imagined, and no place
from which to launch an attack, particularly an attack against the very people
who painstakingly reared you to your
present omniscience.
I have no temptation to air grievances;
in fact, I have no grievances left. Unfortunately, I seem to have written the
story of my impassioned adolescence so
convincingly that my parents (after reading that section of my book) think I still
feel that way. It's a problem that I have
to solve-one of many in this delicate
area. My parents and my youngster sister still live in Pittsburgh; I have to handle it with tongs.
As a result of all of this, I've promised
my family that each may pass on the
book. I've promised to take out anything
that anyone objects to-anything at all.
When I was growing up, I didn't really
take to Pittsburgh society, and I was

happy to throw myself into any other
world I could find. But I guess I can't say
so, because my family may think that I
confuse them with conventional Pittsburgh society people during the '50s.
I know a writer who cruelly sticks his
parents into all his short stories and still
pleases them both, because his mother is
pleased to see his father look bad, and
his father is pleased to see his mother
look bad. I had, I thought, nothing but
good to say about all named people, but
I'll make all that better yet. I don't believe in a writer's kicking around people
who don't have access to a printing
press. They can't defend themselves.
My advice to memoir writers is to embark upon a memoir for the same reason
that you would embark on any other
book: to fashion a text. Don't hope in a
memoir to preserve your memories. If
you prize your memories as they are, by
all means avoid-eschew-writing
a
memoir. Because it is a certain way to
lose them. You can't put together a
memoir without cannibalizing your own
life for parts. The work battens on your
memories. And it replaces them.
It's a matter of writing's vividness for
the writer. If you spend a couple of days
writing a tricky paragraph, and if you
spend a week or two laying out a scene
or describing an event, you've spent
more time writing about it than you did
living it. The writing time is also much
more intense.
After you've written, you can no
longer remember anything but the writing. However true you make that writing, you've created a monster. This has
happened to me many, many times, because I'm willing to turn events into
pieces of paper. After I've written about
any experience, my memories-those
elusive, fragmentary patches of color
and feeling-are gone; they've been replaced by the work. The work is a sort of
changeling on the doorstep-not your
WQ NEW YEAR'S 1988
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baby but someone else's baby rather like
it, different in some way that you can't
pinpoint, and yours has vanished.
Memory is insubstantial. Things keep
replacing it. Your batch of snapshots will
both fix and ruin your memory of your
travels, or your childhood, or your children's childhood. You can't remember
anything from your trip except this
wretched collection of snapshots. The
painting you did of the light on the water
will forever alter the way you see the
light on the water; so will looking at
Flemish paintings. If you describe a
dream you'll notice that at the end of the
verbal description you've lost the dream
but gained a verbal description. . . .
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Writing a book is like rearing children-willpower has very little to do
with it. If you have a little baby crying in
the middle of the night, and if you depend only on willpower to get you out of
bed to feed the baby, that baby will
starve. You do it out of love. Willpower
is a weak idea; love is strong. You don't
have to scourge yourself with a cat-0'nine-tails to go to the baby. You go to
the baby out of love for that particular
baby. That's the same way you go to
your desk. There's nothing freakish
about it. Caring passionately about something isn't against nature, and it isn't
against human nature. It's what we're
here to do.

