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For my children, and my grandson, Christopher Ryan



To the Student

There was nothing very noteworthy about the fact that my Scots
grandfather was a master g&f}%nter by profession, or that he had
single-handedly built the house where I grew up. But, in our family

at least, two of his accomphshsgy\ﬁms gave him notoriety. He played
the fiddle—and he read book#:\™

Grandfather had no formal musical training. He had taught him-
self. And on sleet-gray winter afternoons when it seemed the New
York streetlights winked on an hour before either God or the Con-
solidated Edison Company had intended, my grandfather would
play the fiddle. We could hear him in the dormered attic of his
private quarters, scraping his bow, singing some old Scots song no
one else had troubled to remember, while three stories below the
dining room chandelier danced to the rhythm of his foot tapping
out the beat of the tune.

Grandfather’s reading was even more remarkable. In Scotland
his formal education had ended with the third grade. Yet his rooms
in our New York house were filled with musty books no one else
in my family had ever heard of, much less read. To me their odor,
the brownish yellow of their pages was as dangerous and tempting
as a jackknife or a book of matches. Later, I got as far as reading
the spines: Macaulay’s History, Thoreau’s Walden, Hughes’ Tom Brown’
Schooldays, Collins’ The Moonstone (which held a strange fascination
for me, though I wasn’t sure why, or even what it meant).

Grandfather aside, reading was viewed with great suspicion by
other members of my family—probably because it seemed less an
activity than a pastime. Grandfather’s appetite for books was, from
the family’s point of view, not merely unproductive—it was down-
right subversive. Sunday dinners always seemed to erupt in heated
arguments between my grandfather and my father. Usually these
disagreements involved politics or government, but any topic—
even toilet paper once—would do. Always my parents left me with
the impression that Grandfather’s ideas were “strange.” Certainly
his opinions were far different from what I heard from my friends
or their parents or what I learned at parochial school. Above all, 1
was left with the impression—the insinuation, really—that Grand-
father’s “strange” notions were the effects of his unconventional
reading. It took me years—years stretching all the way to college—
to find confirmation of what he said. Unfortunately, Grandfather
died before discovering that I too had begun to read, before finding
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viii  To the Student

that someone much younger than he had been listening attentively
to that strange music from upstairs.

The point of this reminiscence is that my grandfather did not
earn his living from reading, yet he read without pause decade after
decade until his death. Why? Each year, I'm reminded of my grand-
father when a new student asks, “Why should I read this? I'm going
to be a computer programmer (or an accountant, or a chemist).” 1
never asked my grandfather why he read, but now I think I know
the reason. I believe he would have said, “How else can a poor

_fellow from the slums, of Glasgow find out about things?” By “things,”
I think he would havé meant more than facts; he would have meant
some of those “subversive” ideas, different ways of looking at the
world, that neither his environment (Scotland of the 1880s) nor
mine (New York of the 1950s) would ever have provided had we
not been interested in reading.

So, one reason for reading a book is to free yourself from the
limitations of your surroundings, not only in the sense of escaping
(there is nothing wrong with reading for entertainment and escape),
but in the sense of finding yourself, growing through exposure to
new ideas, different ways of considering old ideas or seeing their
renewed importance. A philosopher once observed that if at the
end of your college years you hold exactly the ideas you began with,
“You've been indoctrinated; you've not been educated”

I didn't know my grandfather as a carpenter; I knew him best as
a human being who had eccentric ideas and who, when he wasn't
living at home, lived on a small farm in upstate New York. While
there he wrote long, amusing letters that sometimes overflowed
onto the margins of the paper when he was carried away with a
description of one of the trials of his self-sufficient life. Grand-
father’s letters were lively and conversational—very much like the
way he talked. And his letters too were full of interesting and con-
troversial information—just as though he were standing there trying
and testing his ideas against the prejudices and suppositions of his
readers.

Although writing is harder (and slower) than reading—after all,
carrying on an intelligent conversation is more taxing than merely
listening and being entertained by it—there is great pleasure to be
had in the play of words and in the crafting of ideas to express what
you mean. Sometimes I wonder if Grandfather got as much plea-
sure writing those letters as he did building the house that sheltered
his family for over half a century. Then I recall Grandfather during
one of those clamorous Sunday dinners, or I remember his letters,
and I'm inclined to believe he got at least as much pleasure from
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reading and writing as from his carpentry. At 75, still proud of his
carpentry, he put another dormer in the attic. Today, none of his
family lives in that house; yet, his annotated copy of Walden sur-
vives. So does the memory of his ideas and letters.

To the Instructor

The organization of The Harvest Reader resembles the order in which
writing is actually done. The book begins with diaries and journals
that illustrate the search for ideas in an associative context—a free
flow of thoughts, uninhibited by rules of usage or problems of
organization. Professional writers record their experiences for later
use in diaries and journals. Because beginning writers, too, may
use diaries and journals as a continuing source of ideas, I urge
students to keep a journal as a source-book for writing assignments.
Selections from diaries, journals, and autobiographies reveal, fur-
thermore, that personal experience is the starting point for most
writing; unless the topic flows from the actual experience of the
writer, the result is likely to be a dismal forced effort—rewarding
neither to writer nor to reader.

Narrative and descriptive writing are presented next, because
they, too, often grow out of personal experience, and because the
problems of organization and concreteness are easier to solve here
than in other types of writing. Writing description and narration is
generally easier than writing exposition or persuasion because the
subjects fall within the range of the writer’s direct experience.
Somewhat more sophisticated are the abstractions of exposition and
the complex problems of organization inherent in the need to explain
something or to explore an idea. Finally, and most sophisticated of
all, is the ability to persuade, to discover the means of convincing
an audience.

In many other texts, the framework of the text exercises primary
sway over the selections; in this book, pieces were chosen first
because of their intrinsic excellence, and second because of their
appropriateness to the pattern of the text. Although a few selections
appear in other anthologies, I have avoided pieces that are routinely
reprinted in freshman anthologies. All selections are contemporary,
since the book aims to provide recent models of style and thought.
A number of selections deal with themes or issues raised by other
selections. These echoes and reverberations are intended to stim-
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ulate critical thought on important issues that will, in turn, generate
thoughtful student writing. Another significant feature of the book
is that several authors are represented more than once. Several
selections by the same author allow the beginning writer to examine
how technique is purposely altered from one essay to another. The
assumption underlying this reader is that students learn much about
writing from reading and through imitation. Successful imitation
requires a sufficient sampling of works by an author for observation
and analysis.

In the exposition section of this book, the selections are organized
according to the traditional patterns of expository prose (definition,
example, cause-effect, and so on), not because writers begin with
an empty pattern of organization and then fill in the form, but
because these patterns are useful descendants of Aristotelian top-
ics, mental categories that help the writer think about the subject.
It is an artificial exercise to ask someone to write a definition essay
(a pure example seldom exists), but the exercise does help illustrate
the organic nature of writing. A single sentence explaining the cause
of something can grow into a whole paragraph of development.
For writers who struggle to find words and sentences to say what
they know, sometimes it is a blessing to be given a ready-made
form, even an artificial one. The antidote to this over-simplification
is a closer scrutiny of the essays classified under a single rubric, or
the deliberate inclusion of essays which amply demonstrate mixed
modes. Both antidotes are here.

The questions and writing assignments that follow each selection
are closely tied to the text of the essays. The questions expose
underlying techniques of development, style, and organization. The
sole focus of inquiry and commentary is writing, not intellectual
discussion, however significant some of the issues might be. A
composition course that focuses on issues without helping students
to become better writers fails in an important way, but so does one
that presents technique without showing students how to express
ideas about issues that affect them and their fellow citizens.

Every book is a collaborative effort. While I accept responsibility
for any shortcomings of this book, I would like to acknowledge the
valuable contributions made by friends and colleagues whose names
do not appear on the cover. I especially thank the members of the
thetoric and composition seminar at the University of Nebraska,
Lincoln—particularly Dudley Bailey, its director—and the National
Endowment for the Humanities, which sponsored the seminar. For
their research assistance, I am grateful to E. Ann Hagerty, Tom
Weisrock, and the librarians at the University of Nebraska and Sad-
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dleback College. I also appreciate the editorial teamwork of the
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich staff: Jack W. Thomas, my manuscript
editor, without whose good taste and assistance much of what is
valuable would not be here, and Paul H. Nockleby, my acquisitions
editor, who guided the book through a maze of changes, and whose
encouragement, good advice, and suggestions rescued me from
several cul de sacs. Finally, I thank my wife, Debbie, who listened
and read through bitter Nebraska blizzards and hot California
simooms: “Pacience is an heigh virtu, certeyn.”

William A. Heffernan
Saddleback College



Introduction

Whether you plan to become an accountant or a chemist, a
machinist or a zoologist, you need to know how to write. Writing
skills—not just the pragmatic variety necessary for letter or memo
writing, but the finer kinds that involve organizing complex ideas
or convincing an audience outside your chosen specialty—are
demanded in virtually every profession. A college course in writing
can help you master both kinds.

This book, The Harvest Reader, can help you become a better writer
in several ways. First, the book can be used as a collection of model
essays to analyze and imitate. Second, The Harvest Reader can be
used as a rhetoric, a book of advice—with illustrations—about the
composing process from the blank sheet to the finished paper: how
writers get ideas (invention), how they organize their materials (dis-
position), and the sort of expression they choose (elocution or style).

Imitation is one of the oldest ways to learn a skill (which is, after
all, what you are learning in a composition class—the skill of writ-
ing); there is no specific body of knowledge, as in history or science,
on which you will be tested. Like other kinds of skills—hitting a
tennis ball accurately, performing effective surgery—you will be
judged on how well you perform. One way of learning how to
perform well is to watch a master of the skill in the act, and try to
imitate what is successful about the performance. This book offers
you a collection of successful performances, with commentary on
why they are successful so you can more easily see what is worth
imitating. In order to give you a second, or even a third look at a
successful performance—a kind of replay—there are occasionally
two selections by the same author so you can see what techniques
are carried over from situation to situation, and what techniques
are adapted to new conditions. For example, George Orwell, engaged
in a controversy about the kind of science education that should
take place in the public schools, writes one way for a daily paper,
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but quite another way when he narrates witnessing a public exe-
cution in a piece against capital punishment intended for book pub-
lication. You can also examine how different writers perform when
handling the same subject. For example, how do E. B. White and
Gay Talese view the crowding and excitement of New York? What
do Margaret Mead and Joan Didion think of women’s struggles to
achieve parity in employment? What do Marie Winn and Sally Hel-
gesen think of the way mass media influences our attitudes? In
other words, the way a writer handles a subject is as personal and
unique as the performance of a skilled athlete.

Along with imitating the models, you can benefit from advice
concerning the procedures used by skillful writers. Each section of
the book begins with a brief introductory discussion concerning the
particular techniques required to produce a paper of the sort exem-
plified by the selections. The characteristics of the form—narration,
description, exposition, persuasion—are explained and illustrated,
first within the introduction, then with a short example, and finally
with several selections. Following each selection are questions
intended to help you analyze the organization, content, and tech-
nique. (Successful imitation and analysis of what makes a successful
performance are inseparable.) After you have mastered several types
of writing, you will find it advantageous to combine the techniques
of one form with those of another. Several sections of this book
lead you toward that goal.

Finally, the book is organized to lead you logically from easier to
more difficult types of writing. You will undoubtedly find writing
about personal experiences and concrete tangible things easier to
follow and interpret than writing about abstractions or social, polit-
ical, and ethical issues. In general, personal interest is the starting
point for most successful writing. The book, like successful writing,
begins with the concrete and personal—diaries and journals, auto-
biographies, narrations, descriptions—and ends with the abstract
and intellectual—exposition and persuasion.

Skillful writing is a cumulative process. The beginner naturally
feels self-conscious and awkward in taking the first faltering steps
toward mastering the skill. It'’s easy to be awed, perhaps even fright-
ened, by someone else’s mastery of a skill. Everyone is afraid of
looking foolish in comparison with demonstrated mastery. But, like
learning other skills, learning one part of the skill of writing makes



Introduction  xxiii

mastery of the next part of the skill a bit easier; one success leads
to other successes, which in turn lead to the loss of self conscious-
ness that comes with the fear of looking foolish. The models in this
book, and the advice that accompanies them, are intended to increase
your cumulative skill in writing so that you can not only admire the
mastery of others without self-conscious fear of comparison, but
you may also, at times, demonstrate some of that mastery yourself.
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