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INntroduction

One Group’s Story: The Writers’ Bloc

It's 7:30, and the Oakland evening is balmy. As we enter the open doorway
of the cottage, the smell of French roast coffee and the sound of energized
conversation greet us. | am introduced all around as Joe’s guest and warmly
welcomed. One by one, the writers settle into sofas and chairs. Some kick
off their shoes, and others place pillows behind their backs. A marmalade
cat enters and stretches out in the middle of the living room floor. As if this
were the gavel that starts the meeting, it begins.

All attention is focused on a woman sitting on the far sofa. While shuf-
fling some papers on her lap, she gives a short synopsis of her story thus far,
enough to jog everyone’s memory. Then she sits up and proceeds to read
aloud from her manuscript. As she continues her smooth, clear recitation,
everyone vigorously scribbles notes. She pauses once to put a check mark on
something she wants to fix later. There are no interruptions as she completes
the reading of her thirty-page chapter. When she is finished, she leans back
and looks around.

A distinguished-looking man with graying hair sitting opposite me is
moderator this month. He calls on a young woman who signals that she is
prepared to comment. Using her notes, she delivers her critique. She throws
out terms like protagonist and conflict resolution and the sense of consequence.
The moderator makes sure that she is finished speaking before moving on.
I am astounded at how carefully everyone listened to what was read. I am
also impressed by the apparently effortless flow of professional, technical
terms in this informal, laid-back group. No one is showing off or one-upping
others in a display of expertise. Weak areas are pointed out, and several ways
to remedy the flaws are suggested. Exceptionally well-written segments are
also acknowledged. As the discussion progresses, everyone speaks, even if
only to agree with what has already been said; however, most group members
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submit new ideas for consideration. One suggestion is debated quickly, and
then the pace of the piece is discussed.

Throughout the entire critique, the reader does not defend or explain
what she has written. Once she asks the critiquer to be more specific, and
another time she rereads a sentence in question. Otherwise, she rapidly writes
down notes to herself in the margins of her manuscript and once in a while
on the backs of pages. After the last person has contributed, she thanks the
group. Later, she will review the comments and make whatever changes,
additions, or deletions she deems appropriate.

Another man reviews the group’s calendar. It's up to him to keep track
of who is going to read a month or two in advance, and he reminds them
that should something unavoidable arise, the person scheduled must call
around and get somebody else to substitute. Each and every meeting must
have a reader—no exceptions.

The moderator interjects that he will not be attending the next two
meetings. He has tickets to the opera. There is no problem. Informing the
group ahead of time of meetings that will be missed is an expected courtesy.

The woman sitting next to me passes out photocopies of her chapter. She
is struggling with character development in this particular scene and encour-
ages everyone to write comments in the margins. Typed critiques would be
gratefully received, too.

The treasurer, wearing one earring and a Hard Rock Cafe T-shirt, gives
his report. He takes a moment to explain to me that everyone pays $10 per
month and that the money is held in a bank account. It is used for birthday
cakes and cards and a huge annual party. At Christmas, the members pick
names out of a hat for presents and have a marvelous dinner in a San Fran-
cisco restaurant—open bar, whatever they want, all on the treasury. The money
also helps pay for guest speakers and scholarships.

Sitting in front of the window is a woman with a lovely southern drawl
who has received partial funding from the group’s treasury for a writing
class she is attending at a local university. In exchange, she has agreed to
bring back to the group what she learns in the class. Tonight she explains
that each person in her class reads five or ten pages, two or three people
make comments, and then someone says, “Next,” and on they go. The class
is still in its early stages, but she doesn't feel that the critique is as complete
as it might be.

A book review that one member wrote for another member’s recently
published historical novel is read aloud. A photocopy of another review is
passed around. An announcement is made that author Leonard Bishop (whose
novel-writing class at the University of California was the impetus for this
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group) will be in town sometime in May. Some sort of reception will be
planned, but not now, not tonight. It's now 10:00 and time to wrap it up.

Quick tidbits of conversation take place as smaller groups pause in the
doorway, on the front steps, and on the sidewalk. Literary gossip, deals with
agents, and interactions with publishers and editors are shared as members
walk to their parked cars. The evening was focused, thorough, productive,
and satisfying.

On the drive back to San Francisco, | assess the dynamics and focus of
this group. It was formed to help writers with their novels, and everything
it asks of its members drives them from reading the initial rough draft through
the various stages of rewrite necessary to get the novel ready for publication.
It doesn’t make any difference whether the member is a successful author
honing yet another work into final form or a first-time author still struggling
with the early stages of rewrite. This is a working writers group. While adhering
to some basic practices, it changes to fill the current and immediate needs
of the group members.

Sometime in the mid-sixties, this group was conceived by Leonard Bishop.
A few of his students at the University of California at Berkeley suggested
that he do some private teaching because they were not getting what they
needed from academe. He agreed and began what became known as Bishop's
Monday Night Creative Writing Class. It met fifty-two weeks a year for al-
most twenty years in the homes of different students. Group members started,
finished, and published books. When Bishop had to leave the San Francisco
Bay Area and move to Kansas, he left some basic instructions.

One was to set a day and time and stick to it. If the meeting will be
Monday night from 7:00 p.M. to 10:00 p.M., keep it in that slot. Don’t make
exceptions because of holidays or vacations; it gets too confusing. Take no
breaks. Meet every week, or don't meet at all.

Even now, this group’s attendance is excellent. Members take leaves of
absence from time to time when they can foresee great difficulties in regular
attendance. Even though everyone is expected to be writing and sharing
their works-in-progress, some let their own writing simmer for a while as they
put their energy into helping others. Consequently, even those who aren’t
reading from their own work hold the same high level of responsibility toward
attendance. Everyone calls ahead to explain an anticipated absence. Every-
one has made the commitment, and that's what writing a novel is all about—
commitment. It's like going to an important job.

Meetings always start at 7:30 p.M. and last as long as the work is being read
and discussed. Of course, exceptionally long works are often submitted ahead
of time. The goal is to be there on the prescribed night. “You'd think it
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couldn’t be done,” says a working single mother, “but it can and we do. Every
week can be a tough grind. It's rough producing regularly and getting imme-
diate feedback.” They all agree that a writer's discipline is ultimately self-
imposed.

Bishop also insisted that the group impose a financial commitment, too.
It doesn’t have to be much, but the idea of paying dues seems to hold the
members together. It's interesting because as one member told me, when
people fall behind two or three months in their dues, you know that they
are ready to drop out of the group.

Aside from these basic logistics, the primary standard that Bishop em-
phasized was honesty. Give the most honest criticism that you can to help
the writer. When receiving criticism, remember that it is your manuscript,
not you, that is being examined and pulled apart, even though it may
seem much too personal to bear. No one’s estimation of you or your work
should ever be so important that it affects your self-esteem. Eventually, you
are going to receive rejections from agents and editors and publishers who,
in Bishop’s words, “wouldn’t know a piece of fine writing if it stepped on
their eyeballs.” The group is there to help each individual develop a sense
of selfworth.

Adhering to these basics, the group has continued through divisions and
reattachments. Once their books were published, some members dropped
out, only to return when starting another. Some took time out to attend to
their health or to family matters. Some got what they needed from the group
and left to teach workshops and classes elsewhere; now they refer their stu-
dents back to the group for ongoing support. Throughout, a steadfast core
has remained.

Joe Capello, a charter member of the group, which calls itself The Writers’
Bloc, remembers his beginnings. He had once taken a course at a college in
San Francisco where the instructor was so caustic that it stopped him from
writing anything more for almost ten years. He had just about given up on
himself as a writer when he saw a description of Leonard Bishop’s writing
class in a college catalog. He laughs as he recalls his first impression. There
was Bishop sitting at the head of a very long table in a narrow, rectangular
classroom, looking like anything but what Capello had expected of a success-
ful author. Students were sitting at the table, beyond it, and around the walls
and were standing in the hallway. Suddenly, Bishop said, “Here are my
credentials,” and he opened his briefcase and began throwing out one book
after another, all of them his. This was no ivorytower academic spouting
dreary, condescending platitudes; this was an aggressive, intense, hand-waving
writer who walked his talk.

Capello had to wrench up his courage to submit a chapter of his work.
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Bishop brought it back to class with a critique attached. He then read sec-
tions aloud to the class. At the break, he told Capello, “I want to talk to you.”
Putting his arm around Capello’s shoulder, he said that it was a great piece
of work. His wife had read it and announced that this was the kind of book
she enjoyed reading. Bishop then invited Capello to join the private group.

[t wasn't all rose-scented praise, however. There was one chapter that Capello
felt particularly good about—perhaps too confident. When it came back with
a five-page critique, there was very little, if any, praise. He was devastated.
When he left the class and got into his car, he looked at it one more time.
In essence, Bishop had told him that his talent was an added tribute, but
he still needed to learn more skills. Capello threw the manuscript and cri-
tique down on the passenger seat. It remained there for a week. He didn’t
care that Bishop had said that any harshness he might encounter in the
group would be trivial compared to the viciousness possible in the industry.
He didn't care that Bishop had said that you are accountable for what you
do and say and provoke in your writing. He sympathized at an intimate level
with all those students who had appeared in Bishop’s class once or twice and
never returned. He was hurt and angry. Finally, he was able to separate his
self from his work, and sitting at his kitchen table one foggy morning, he
reread the instructor’s critique. Then he amazed himself by exclaiming aloud
to no one in particular, “That son of a gun was right!”

This kind of experience is not rare in a good writers workshop. As a
matter of fact, everyone in The Writers' Bloc feels that if you truly care about
helping another writer, you will always offer an honest opinion. It is most
unkind to watch silently as someone makes the same mistake over and over
again; it is almost cruel to let the writer think that all is well when, in fact,
improvements could and should be made. Writers who are well versed in
craft and grammar, plot and character development, should help writers who
are not as adept. Of course, for a successful experience, there must be a
willingness to learn.

Marilyn Haiches is a perfect example of someone who was willing to learn.
She had originally been in a group that she felt was more into stroking than
critical analysis. Then a friend told her about The Writers’ Bloc. She sent
a letter and submitted a sample of her manuscript. “The marvelous thing
about writing,” she says, “is that age and gender and physical appearance and
social status make no difference. The work is all that matters—and the work
that goes into the work.”

Haiches clearly understood the group’s caution toward accepting rank
beginners. She knew that editing skills come from years of expertise and
practice and that it takes a great deal of energy to get someone new up to
speed. She also appreciated that during this transition, group members might
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not get the quality and quantity of critique they require. Haiches chewed her
cuticles and waited.

Then the group welcomed her. Members told her later that they saw that
the work needed more structure but that they also saw the real writer speak-
ing in it. They were delighted to have her join them.

She walked into an atmosphere of rigorous standards, exactly what she
wanted, and it practically scared her to death. “Holy cow,” she remembers
thinking, “I'm like a complete freshman at the first day of school.” It didn’t
matter that she had a successful background in producing advertising, writ-
ing radio spots, and working in documentary film. Everyone in the group
was committed t> putting in valuable time with an eye on getting published.
They were not sweet, nor were they bullies, but they were undoubtedly fo-
cused on the craft of writing. Things she might have known intuitively, they
articulated. She felt intimidated as she realized that the groups she had known
previously were tea parties compared to this one, but she also felt very lucky
to be a member.

Eventually, Haiches conquered the steep learning curve by total and intense
listening. She gobbled up all the literary terms being tossed about regarding
omniscient points of view and first-person narrations. She incorporated what
she learned.

When it was her night to present a chapter of her first draft, she found
it daunting. Someone else read it aloud, and she kept thinking, “Oh, how
could I have written that!” She listened carefully as group members told her
how the first draft gets the whole story out. “This is where you spew more
than you’ll ever use, and it is important not to selfedit too much at this
point,” she explains. “You find out where the story really is going in the next
draft.” She listened and learned because everyone else had already done what
she was in the process of doing.

At her most recent reading, she tried something experimental at the end,
something that would either kill the piece or make it more powerful. When
she realized how the group grasped her intent and appreciated her efforts,
it was the best feeling. “The quality of the group is really, really high,” she
says, “and | think that maybe three or four books are now ready to be
published. Whether or not they are marketable, they are certainly finely crafted
and well written.”

Nancy Cossitt won the Alabama Writers’ Conclave Award and came to
the San Francisco Bay Area from Alabama to study novel writing under
Wallace Stegner. Even with this writing background, Cossitt appreciates The
Writers' Bloc. “I am receiving superlative editorial help in the final polish-
ing,” she says. “Without this writing group, my novels would not have been
written.
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Another writer who credits the group as the impetus behind the work is
Lee Serrels. “I've completed one book and am three-quarters through an-
other. The group sharpened my wit and kept me on a forward track,” Serrels
explains. “No one is unkind, but they are all honest, and if you can’t handle
the honesty, everyone is sorry that you have to leave, but goodbye. Believe
me, without these special friends [ might have had that novel in my head,
but never would have actually written it.”

Another writer who would never have tackled a novel without group
support is Gloria Suffin. She lives very comfortably with the fact that the
book is taking a long time. “I live a very vital life!” she says, and looks to
the group to point out where she has blind spots. “In the process of writing,
a writer has what is in the head, but it doesn’t always come out directly on
the page, and in a sense, that is the purpose of the group,” she explains.
Whenever the group finds little things in each scene that she had not made
clear, Suffin is grateful. It prevents her from swimming around in murky
writing and losing time.

Now on the fourth rewrite of her 600-page novel, Suffin claims, “Revision
is what it is all about.” Recently retired as an English teacher, she explains
that most teachers don't assign rewrites in the classroom. “You get a grade
and a paper marked with mistakes, but teachers don’t teach creative writing,
and they don’t help you with alterations. Groups do. There’s nothing like
a group for working through revisions and rewrites, especially on long works.”

“If I hadn't joined the group, I would have only written short stories,”
says Donna Gillespie, author of The Light Bearer, which is climbing the best-
seller list in Germany and England. It was a major transition for her, going
from the story to the novellength conflict. The group insisted that her short
stories were not long enough for what she was trying to do.

“There is something wonderful about knowing that there will be meet-
ings and they are waiting for the next chapter,” she says. “It helps you through
those trying, fainthearted periods. At the beginning of a book it can easily
disintegrate. You can disconnect and reconnect a lot. It's a very fragile pro-
cess. The group gives you an outside discipline and keeps you from being
swallowed up by your own demons.”

She continues, “Writing a novel is so complex. Scenes grow out of scenes
and characters put pressure on other characters. You really need the group
as a sounding board when you read aloud your chapters. You want to get
down what is real and most true, and you call on your fellow group members
to keep you honest. You watch how differently or similarly each person
responds, and it's very compelling when you hear the same critique from
everyone.

“The biggest enemy when you write is yourself. This is why there's no
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reason for competition in a good writers group. There’s always room for one
more good work. The group serves as a kind of family, each wanting the best
for each other. You can’t get this experience from a correspondence class. |
remember how proud I was when Donna Levin published; it was amazing,
I was in such awe at her book signing.”

Donna Levin is another of the group’s successfully published authors.
Four and a half years after joining Bishop's original group, she sold her first
novel. Since then, she has published two more novels and has just finished
another. She says that the group lifted her out of that limbo of wanting to
write but not knowing how and being afraid to try.

The group helped Donal Brown in the same way. A high school English
and journalism teacher for more than thirty-two years, Brown says that group
participation has helped to reinvigorate him. Not only has he learned a lot,
hands-on, about writing processes and techniques that he can carry over
when teaching writing and literature to younger students, but he has become
better able to “understand my attitudes towards writing, the mind-sets that
I need to actually finish the confounded thing.”

The group helped adjust the attitude of Karen Caronna, who has written
three novels within the context of her group experience. “There were times
when the group dynamics absolutely saved me. When I thought my writing,
which of course is an extension of my self, was absolutely worthless, the
group was present to buoy me up and encourage me.”

And so it goes. Those who speak here echo many other writers who thrive
and grow in the company of others like themselves.

I've discovered that all over the country there is a vast variety of groups
for writers. Some are similar to the one described here, and some are very
different. Nevertheless, in numbers impossible to count, they remain stead-
fast in the spirited services they provide. When you find the right group, the
results will be an extraordinarily more effective writer. I celebrate the diver-
sity and uniqueness of all gatherings of writers.
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