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All colors—yellow, teal, raspberry, and
baby blue (blue only in xxx large)

A close-up look at the detail of the
design (which, incidentally, was created by
Bennington staffer and graduate Jen
White) of the front is shown here; the back
shows a stack of suitcases. CILASS NOTES ANNIEY E RS AR

Price: $16.00 per shirt, which includes N e ATE AN
shipping and all the handling you'd want. Zobegin on page & lﬁLQﬁQQa

Send your name, address, phone >>pages g and 9
number, e.mail address along with
your desired shirt size(s), color(s), and
quantity along with a check payable to
Bennington College to Victoria Clausi,
4025 Clovercroft Road, Franklin, TN
37067.
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Donning the fabulous t-shirt is Johnathon
Christopher Clausi, grandson of Victoria Clausi.
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FROMI THE EDITOR

This issue of The Vortex is dedicated
to the pursuit of happiness — and the sae
rifice, the courage, the perseverance it
demands, the endurance through the per-
versity, the grappling and grasping (and
tugging and fits and starts and falling
apart and recovering and finding yourself
maybe at the very bottom, if only to begin
to pull yourself back together). Those
damn proverbial bootstraps.

What does this issue contain? Class
notes of epic quantity.

In this issue is a taste of what | have
seen in our fellow alumni: the brave and
feisty and generous souls who love to
teach, giving up free time or (gasp) ade
quate salaries; day jobs abandoned so that
books may be written; free time aban-
doned so that literary publications may be
suitably orchestrated; all of it in the name
of some good old-fashioned happiness.

And that very pursuit unsettles the
stasis, the stale atmosphere surrounding
us, forcing us to dodge disasters, the ri¢
ochets and reverberations, like that awful
tree branch that fell on Bill Pierce’s just-
repaired roof, like loneliness and near
poverty and doubts.

I'm reminded of Indiana Jones’
leaps and bounds through booby-
trapped caves, in his search for treasures
and love, and I'm jealous of that antique,
discolored map he carried, directing
him, that red line traveling across the
screen, marking progress, that thick
black X of destination always visible,
always promising loot of unimaginable
proportion.

So here is to keeping our eyes on the
prize, no matter how elusive, dynamic,
distant or devious the treasure may be.

—andrea graham

FRON! THE ALUNNIC

Winter greetings!

That June 2004 residency is still res-
onating, as | write this in mid-November
2004. It was fantastic to see so many of
you there celebrating the Writing
Seminars’ first 10 years. Thanks, again, to
all of you who gave so much of your time
and energy to make the bash a success.

And thanks to those of you who con
tributed to the newly-established Liam
Rector Scholarship Fund. Because of
your generous contributions, there is now
well over $11, 000 in that fund, monies
Liam has designated for scholarships in
all three genres. We are deeply grateful
for your continued support of this fund
and other Writing-Seminars’ funds and
programs, too.

We learned a lot about your interests
through our research project, as Robin
Neidorf has outlined in her article in this
issue of the Vortex. One thing we learned
is that connecting to other WS alumni is
a high priority for most of you, and this
Vortex in your hands is one opportunity
to connect that loads of you rely on.
Many, many thanks to our Vortex editor,
Andrea Graham, and layout designer,
Andy Dehnart, as well as all the other
super volunteer staff (class agents, con
tributing writers, proof readers, etc..) for
the incredible job they've done to bring
us all together around another fantastic
issue. Thanks, too, to all of you for send
ing in your news! Great to read it.

Another way for us to keep in touch
with one another is by becoming active in
the Bennington Collective, an on-line
workshop that is alumni-founded and
run. For more information about the col -
lective, contact alum William Males,
whose email is males@vidablick.pp.se

In October, | attended Bennington’s
Annual Alumni/Family Weekend. While

LILASON

| was there, Cilla and | met with Paige
Bartels, the Assistant VP of External
Relations and Gretchen Dwyer, the
Director of Development. They told us
about the External Relations Office’s plan
to expand the alumni section of
Bennington’s website.

Among services the college hopes to
make available to alumni (some perhaps
as early as March '05), is an on-line direc
tory, password-protected and available
only to alumni of Bennington College.
Alumni will be able to create and update
individual profiles of their personal infor -
mation and search the directory for infor -
mation about one another.

| encourage you all to visit the
Bennington website at www.benning-
ton.edu and often, where you'll find lots
of alumni news and lots of other news
about the college. By the way, you can
submit news of your own to be posted—
just follow the links and directions on the
alumni pages.

Please come by a residency sometime
for lectures or readings, or just to say
hello. We’'ll continue to email you resi-
dency news through of-interest mailings,
Liam’s letters, and residency schedules,
SO come see us one January or June. You
are always welcome.

I hope to see many of you at the AWP
annual conference in Vancouver, March
30-April 2, 2005. You'll find details at
http://awpwriter.org/conference/2005a
wpconf.htm

That's it this go ‘round—except to
remind you, again, to keep (paraphrasing
Eliot) disturbing that dust: read, write,
talk to one another. Talk to me! Let me
know what you're doing out there. |
promise you'll be hearing from me.

As ever,

—Victoria

The Commons in a quiet moment. Photo by Carole Merritt (January 1996).

The Vortextual Dilemma of a Class Agent

BY ALLYSON SALAZAR

pon exiting Bennington Writing Seminars we all become

one of four things: pregnant, divorced/married, teach -

ers, or writers. Some of the lucky ones get a combination
plate.

In addition to these four main divisions, there are subtle
and important subdivisions that further illustrate who we've
become as mothers/fathers, writers, teachers, or
newlyweds/divorcees. Some people quilt. Others devote themt
selves to the protection of Bard owls. There are those who study
every book ever written by Orwell and decide to cultivate
aspidistra. One or two of us spend too many hours making web
sites devoted entirely to our babies— complete with hourly
updates and information only a well-informed pediatrician
should know. A few chew through lovers like frozen Snickers
and wear underwear only when it's certain to be ripped off.

As a class agent, it's important for me to procure this infor-
mation. It's vital to the continuation of the vortextual pull that
all of us, even those of us most distant from the center, feel.
There are those of us who readThe Vortex only to see who's
publishing, so we may, depending on who we are, wish them
well or add them to the list of kibosh voodoo dolls to assemble.
Others read The Vortex because they’re genuinely interested in
what their fellow classmates are up to. They recall a classmate’s
longing for companionship and smile upon reading that this
person has adopted a dog. Others might let out a sigh of relief
when that woman who too often stumbled home from The
Cave, shoeless and puking cheap snacks, finally settles down
and adopts a baby from New Guinea. Maybe we're thrilled to
see published a few lines we've written. Maybe those few lines
are the only things we’ve written since we left the program. But
| digress.

My point is, as Class Agent for June 2002, it is always a
nimble trick to get my classmates to write anything about them -
selves. There’s always the requisite 5 or 6 who'll do anything
you ask them to, but what keeps me up at night are the lost
lambs who've disappeared into the tangled countryside. Where
are you Bill? Jenny? Abby? Mike? Filomena? Rebecca (all of
you)? Dianna? Lane? Susan? Helen? Louise? All, all, all of you
hiding out there? Is it that you’re humble? Or perhaps too busy
writing? Consumed by a rigorous schedule of therapy? Maybe

you've moved and haven't left a forwarding address.

Each time the call comes for class notes, | attempt to craft a
witty, brief, email imploring my class for their notes. This time
around, in an effort to open up those uncommunicative class-
mates who usually ignore my pleas, | sent a survey asking them
merely to click yes/no or fill in one-word answers. Here’s what
it looked like:

SURVEY (for those types not inclined to say anything
about themselves ever)

| am sleeping: well ___ not at all right now____
a minimum of 8 hours
2. | have pets. Names/Breeds (optional)

3. | just finished reading:
by

and loved/hated (circle one) it.
4. | have been: healthy sick
5. | last cut my toenails on: (date)
6. If | had to label myself as a type of tree, I'd
probably be a: (circle one)
sugar maple
oak beech

shag bark
peony bush

And still, only 6 people responded. So for the other twenty
or so of you out there living rich, lush lives or hunkering in
squalor without the luxury of a computer, tell me how | can
reach you. | long to fulfill my duties as your Class Agent. If it's
not a quippy survey or a short email, then perhaps you want
something handwritten? A phone call? A note atop a box of
chocolate chip cookies over-nighted to you by FedEx? I'll do
whatever it takes because on that warm day in June, in that st
fling barn when you all (well, not all of you but enough of you to
count) raised your hot hands into the air as a show of support
and voted me— me of all of the 33 of us who perhaps dreamed
about landing this important position— when you said to me,
“Allyson Salazar, you will be our class agent”, | vowed to honor
ably and tirelessly serve you.

And so I'll keep at it; hoping that maybe someday, some
day, the small corner of The Vortex that's devoted to June
2002’'s graduating class will be filled with love, notes, and sto-
ries from each of the 33 of us.
€1 Allyson Salazar graduated in the class of June 2002.

Readings: John May

John May and Margaret Desjardins at the Mount
Auburn Cemetery in Fall 2004. John was reading from
his novel Poe & Fanny, which was recently published
by Algonquin Press. Other Bennington Alumni spotted
at the reading include Randi Triant, Deb Chapel,
Caroline Heller and Brenda Tubby Chandler.

Photo by Bruce Mount.




Letter from the Vermont Studio Center

BY OONA PATRICK

here do Bennington MFA graduates go when they fin-

ish the Seminars? To the Vermont Studio Center

(VSC), it seems. | am in my second residency here, and
am one of three Bennington Writing Seminars graduates here—
the same number as my last visit. Bob Shacochis and Alice
Mattison are the visiting writers this month, and some days |
think we might as well just annex the place.

We are, however, more than a hundred miles north of
Bennington, in the “Northeast Kingdom,” not far from the
Canadian border. Johnson was once a struggling mill town and
now much of its downtown is owned by the VSC. The VSC'’s thif
ty buildings include a former church, a firehouse, a lecture hall,
and the main building, which is a big red mill on the banks of
the Gihon River. My room is in the attic of an old house, and
though it's small, | have a desk in here that's as big as a door.

The VSC is the largest artists’ colony in the country, with
about seventy-five residents every month. The majority is from
surrounding states, but the VSC has also won grants to bring
Asian, African, Latin American, and European artists to work in
backwoods Vermont. My next-door neighbor is a painter from
Shanghai. Her first experience of the United States was the VSC
in the throes of both Halloween and the presidential election,
and | was unable to explain either of these events to her. Other
residents are visual arts MFA students from Johnson State
College, which sits above us on a hill. It offers us a good library,
a gym, and the town’s only cell signal, which comes in across a
high ridge where parked cars cluster, their drivers calling long
distance. Other people here look like residents only because
they once were. They are the oompa-loompas of the VSC who
work staff jobs in exchange for studios, food, and a tiny stipend
(i's a minimum one-year commitment).

The “Mason Writer's House” has a small library and confer-
ence room on the first floor, where Bob and Alice each gave a
“craft talk.” There are no workshops here, just these talks and
optional conferences with the visiting writers, who will read your
work beforehand if you mail it in time. The presence of visiting
writers and artists sometimes gives this colony more of the feel
of a school than a retreat, and attracts a relatively young group
of residents, a few of them still undergrads or just out of college.

Last night | learned a secret about the food here. A resident
said that he had heard Mark, the chef, say that he has noticed
that couples start getting together about ten days to two weeks
into a residency. Around that time, he confessed, he gets a kick
out of loading our food with garlic to put a damper on the
romance. The entrée that (eleventh) night was a spicy eggplant
stew, and everyone at my table had a big plate of it. | looked down
into the stew and saw that it was lumpy with shiny white garlic
cloves by the handful. Mark is on his second marriage and maybe

Oona Ratrick, from a photography project of writers sleeping in their
studios, at the V ermont Studio Center, Nov. 2004. Photo by Daniel Johnson.

ing for them than for visual artists. Partial fellowships offer a
grant of up to half of the cost, and work exchanges mean up to
10 hours a week of menial jobs around the colony (or work
camp?), in addition to payment of the remainder. The dish-
washers seem unhappiest about the arrangement.

The formal writing residency program here is only in its sev -
enth year, while the colony has been running for twenty. There
are architect’s plans on the wall for the VSC’s new writing studios,
planned for next year, and it won’t be soon enough. The writing
studios, unlike the big, bright artists’ studios, are in a dank base-
ment. When | first opened the door of my studio | was stung by
an icy waft of mildew. Luckily | can work in my room too.

In my first residency (at the Millay Colony) | did more read -
ing and research than writing new material. | was startled by the
free time, and probably spent too much of it on stars, poets, and
frogs. In my next residency, there was so much work that I'd
been waiting to do that | wrote quite a few new pages, which | am
still revising now. My work is going slower this time, and | wish
there were fewer distractions here. From the resident lounge
beneath the red mill, where there is wireless Internet, a ping-
pong table, a piano, and cable TV, | watch the river run over the
rubble below the bridge just outside the mill. There is a photo-
graph of the interior of the mill before it was converted in 1984.
It was stacked with burlap sacks labeled “Beacon Feeds.” | sup
pose the gristmill workers worked full days, starting early in the
morning, over and over again. Why can’t | write like that?

Still, I have had times here when | have written for most of
the day. On those days the guilt of not working that hangs over
so many days of this writing life lifts like a fog. The beauty of the
routine here is that everyone else is working too, going off into
their lonely spaces with the knowledge that there will be people
to talk to over dinner and bring them back. A few people bring

he has the right idea. There have been so many other good meals you too far back to the world, but these competitive personali-

here—along with giant rounds of goat cheese, homemade bread
and daily desserts—that maybe | can forgive him that meal.

The only real negative of the VSC is cost, and its built-in
hierarchy of contributing residents, partial fellowships/work
exchange, and full fellowships. The four-week price, which only
contributing residents actually pay, is $3,500. A partial fellow -
ship is a common award for writers because there is less fund

ties tend to find each other. The other types—the frog and newt
people, the geeks, the apologetic and unapologetic moody, the
sculptor from New York whose vision of the week was to mold
a topographical map of Vermont out of solid maple syrup—find
each other, if only for a month.

€] Oona Patrick finished her MFA in nonfiction in January 2001. She has been revising
her thesis ever since.

international residencies
<http://lwww .resartis.org/guide/>

The Vermont Studio Center
links <nhttp://vermontstudiocenter .org/>

Artist in residence positions
<http://washingtonart.com/beltway/resid1.htmI>

Poets and Writers 's current listings
<http://tinyurl.com/6cvwd>

Measuring Success:The Seminars in Numbers

BY ROBIN

he Bennington Writing Seminars, in its 10th anniversary
year, can claim its work to date a success. And we have the
data to prove it.

The success of any MFA program is a difficult thing to quan-
tify. One kind of success is publication (yeah, don’t remind
me...). In fact, the impetus for the entire research project, which
culminated in a presentation of results at the June 2004 resi-
dency and alumni reunion, was to assemble a comprehensive list
of alumni publications in honor of the program’s 10th year. But
success, particularly creative success, goes much deeper than
publication credits. That was the real story that the Seminars
had to capture and tell for its 10th anniversary.

I earn my living as a consultant, doing research and com
munications work, and coaching clients to think more creative -

NELDORF

ing the decision to apply to the Seminars, nonfiction alumni
were less influenced by the Bennington name than alumni in
poetry and fiction; poetry alumni were more influenced by
associate faculty than alumni in fiction and nonfiction. At the
same time, respondents as a whole reported that the core facul
ty and the low-residency format were important factors for
them.

We asked respondents to rate, on a five-point scale, how
well certain elements of the program met their needs and
expectations. The low-residency format, cited by many as a key
reason for considering Bennington in the first place, earned the
highest average score for alumni satisfaction — 4.56 on a 5-
point scale. Respondents reported the least satisfaction (aver
age of 2.7) on the financial commitment involved in attending

ly about how to incorporate research into
their work. An instinct that helps to keep me
in business is this: Always up-sell. But | for-
got to turn off this instinct when faced with

a volunteer situation!

Liam asked for a list of alumni publica -
tions. | up-sold him to a comprehensive
research project, covering reasons for apply
ing to the program, experiences while in it,

“ALUMNI REPORT THAT
THE INVESTMENT AND
SACRIFICES INHERENT IN
COMPLETING THE _UEOO_@P_/\mmEm and faculty (82 percent) and read-
HAVE BEEN A POSITIVE
FACTOR IN MANY FACETS
OF THEIR LIVES. ”

the program and the availability of scholar -
ships.

Since graduation, respondents report
active networking with other alumni, stu -

ing/submitting to The Vortex (77 percent).
Over one-third (37 percent) have attended
an alumni retreat, and over half (60 percent)
have made a financial contribution to the

wants and needs as alumni, and willingness
to make financial gifts. For weeks in the summer and fall of
2002, Victoria and | worked on a survey design that would cap-
ture the kinds of information we wanted — nuanced, textured,
beyond-the-stats kind of information. Then we worked with a
devoted team of 10 researchers to conduct phone interviews,
which allowed for more accurate and informative results. The
volunteers completed 163 interviews by phone, and another 43
alumni completed the survey electronically, resulting in a final
data pool of 206 respondents — approximately two-thirds of
those who graduated from the program between January 1996
and January 2003.

Over the course of conducting the interviews and analyzing
the resulting data, we learned a lot of key information that will
make a difference in how Bennington approaches the increas
ingly competitive marketplace for students. In the early years of
the program (gauged by respondents who had graduated
between January 1996 and January 1998), 47 percent of the
respondents had applied only to the Seminars; later graduates,
on the other hand, were much more likely to have applied to
other programs — data which reflects the explosion of low-resi-
dency programs in the late 1990’s (58% of graduates from June
1998 through January 2001 and 70% from January 2002
through January 2003 applied to other programs).

One of the interesting points of comparison to emerge
through reviewing the data is the variations in motivation and
experience by alumni in different genres. For instance, in mak-

program or the college.

Ah, yes: financial contributions! A key area for any program
to understand, vis-a-vis the attitudes and priorities of its alum -
ni! Respondents let us know that they are willing to give to the
Seminars, particularly for scholarships (72 percent). The most
important factors that influence our choices to give are person-
al connection to an organization (68 percent) and the ongoing
quality of the organization (70 percent).

Finally, we concluded our interviews with a series of ques
tions designed to capture the softer side of success for the pre
gram. How had the Seminars made a difference in the lives and
work of its alumni? The responses we received for these ques
tions truly speak for themselves; alumni report that the invest -
ment and sacrifices inherent in completing the program have
been a positive factor in many facets of their lives [see box].

Taking the time to look back on the past and reflect on both
success and areas for improvement is the mark of a healthy
organization. It's been a real personal and professional pleasure
to have the opportunity to do this work with and for the
Bennington Writing Seminars. | invite all my fellow alumni to
find ways to share their creative and professional talents with
the program of which we are still part. And | invite any data-
wonks who want to delve more deeply into our results to e-mail
me at robin@electric-muse.com for a copy of the summary
report (PDF).
€] Robin Neidorf graduated in nonfiction from the Bennington W riting Seminars with

the first class in January 1996. She lives in Minneapolis, where she earns a living as a
research and communications consultant.

> Uom_.—.._/\m _3.: ijom Agreement with the following statements, where 1 = "you can't be serious" and 5 = "you read my mind"

My participation in
the progr am has
improved my
writing.

4.63

N_.mw The time and money
invested in my MF A
have made a positive
difference in my life.

k_. N_. My participation in the
" program has deepend -
ed my connection to
the “life of letters.”

k_. k_. My MFA has advanced
" my creative life.

...my professional
w * N_.m career.
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DISPATCHES FROM10 YEARS OF CLASSMATES

JANUARY

class agent Victoria Clausi
<victoriaclausi@comcast.net>

From the John Kerry presidential campaign trail,
€ WENDY BUTTON writes: “T wo weeks to
Election Day. What's up in my world? | have been in
NH, WI, MN and then OH for the day. Just traveling
and doing our best to ‘overthrow the government.’
Who knows what the outcome will be when this is in
print — if we know by then. I'm writing for Edwards—
looking forward to November 3rd and staying
still.” € ROBIN NEIDORF (our fearless alum-
research-project leader) is keeping at her own work,
too. Robin says: “I'm working on the manuscript of
Teach Beyond Your Reach: An instructor’s guide to
developing and running successful distance learning
classes, workshops, training sessions and more. The
publisher is Information Today books, tentatively
scheduling it for late 2005 publication. Also, I'm
making progress on my interminable creative book
project—finishing up a grant application that' s due at
the end of the week and probably applying for anoth -
er grant with a deadline of around January 1. It' s
always helpful to have those deadlines; they force
me to be productive. Talia is now in first grade and
doing extremely well. She’ s taking piano lessons and
gymnastics. I'm figuring on either a music or a sports
scholarship, because otherwise | don't know how
we're going to pay for college.” From the far NE,
€ TIM WOOTEN sends the following: “Oh, how
| wish | could report something more than my
involvement in trying to change the current regime in
Washington. All writing and literary projects have
been either halved or put on hold.  If, and this may
sound alarmist or hysterical to some folks, the cur -
rent rascals in Congress, the Senate, and the White
House are returned to power we may all have to
worry about not just the fate of art or the fate of
free speech but the fate of education and literacy . |
am not normally an alarmist (I was certainly an
alarmist in the 60’ s and 70’s) but | truly can do no art
or literature or advocacy for same until after the
elections. On the other hand, my stories and my
novel are being shopped. My love to All.”

JUNE

class agents Don Freas and Rachael Tecza
<donfreas@comcast.net> <rteczal028@aol.com>

€ CRISTINA DEL SESTO writes that from
June through August, she curated an exhibition, “At
the Ansonia Hotel: A Broadway Landmark Turns 100,”
at the Municipal Art Society on Madison Avenue,
which was mentioned in Vanity Fair Magazine and in
the City Section of The New York Times. The exhibi-
tion catalogue, which she produced, is for sale at the
New-York Historical Society and Urban Center Books
(at the Municipal Art Society) www.urbancenter -
books.com. The project took three years and was a
collaboration between Cristina and photojournalist
Tom Wolff. She is now a resident of Miami Beach and
has joined the Miami Design Preservation League,
which is devoted to preserving Miami Beach and its
nationally designated 20th century Architectural
District. She is also contributing to the Coral Gables

Gazette. €1 JUDY MANDT attended the Gerard
Manley Hopkins Conference at Oriel College, Oxford
in September. She writes that it was great to read
and hear others speak about poetry. It made her miss
the Bennington years even more than she normally
does. §§ CAROL MALONE writes that she is
teaching and trying to get pregnant. The father is a
wonderful poet and he will most likely apply to the
Bennington MFA program. Peace to everyone.

€ RACHEL TECZA continues to teach and
direct the Writers Center at Elgin Community
College. A recent reading and creative writing class
visit by Bob Shacochis was a great success. ks and
grandkids (6 now) are fine. The writing is slow.

JANUARY

class agent Nikki Macdonald
<ncnmac@aol.com>

€ DEB LEVY recently received a 2004-2005
Individual Artist grant from the Indiana Arts
Commission. Also, she attended the AWP Conference
in Chicago, in March, and was thrilled to run into two
of our classmates, Rebecca Boyd and Jaime Clarke.
€ MIKE LYTHGOE and his wife Louise moved
to Aiken, SC in late July from Virginia. Retirement.
He writes: “W e enjoy the area and meeting new
friends and neighbors. | will be reading Eudora W elty
and seeing her photos starting tomorrow for 4 ses -
sions. Louise and | will help build new courses start -
ing in the new year. | had two poems appear in
Yemassee published this summer at USC in Columbia
and two poems in Aries and poems in 2005 Texas
Poetry calendar. Also | have a poem in an anthology
on St. Francis and St. Clare published by St. Anthony
Messenger Pess. Did two reviews for Christianity and
Literature , including one on ‘Poems Inspired by
Religious Paintings of Rembrandt’.” € NIKKI
MACDONALD has just taken over the coveted
position of class agent. She has little else to
announce except for the birth of her second child,
Elena Caroline, on May 9, 2004. Mom and baby (and
big brother lan) are doing extremely well. Also, my
mom was diagnosed with ovarian cancer in late July .
Please send some positive thoughts this way.
€ LAURA OREM reports: The most exciting
thing that has happened recently is that my older son
took my car out in the middle of the night (without
permission) and racked it up. $1700 to fix. W e also
got a new puppy - 3/4 Skye terrier and 1/4 poodle.
Very cute. Better behaved than teenage boys.
Otherwise, life continues apace. Isabelle R ose sang
at The Hideaway Room at Helen's (169 Eighth
Avenue, New York City) in November. € CAROL
TURNER s still working on her career switch.
Having failed to produce a literary masterpiece thus
far, she’s learning how to become a freelance court
reporter. She'd like to live in the boonies somewhere
and never work a 9-5 computer job again, and she’ s
thinking this will give her that chance. Carol writes:
“I've been working slowly on a novel for the past
three years (new tactic—don't rush things). W ent to
see ‘What the BLEEPdo we know?’ (twice) and sub-
sequently made a huge (surprise to me) change to
the story—great movie, go see it. I've been fostering
racetrack greyhounds but got so upset when my last
boy got adopted, | don't think I'm going to be able to
let go of my current foster girl, even though she’ s not
quite housebroken (still).

JUNE

class agent Jill Jorgensen
<jjjorgensen04@msn.com>

Our class and myself went ANOL. To memorialize
this occasion | quote Jason Shinder “I had no idea
that in the middle of my life/l would become used to
my own absence.” My name has been changed from
Jill Hill back to my real name of Jill Jorgensen. If you
are in the class of June 97 please get in touch with
me. Thanks all.

JANUARY

class agent Carol Greenhouse
<catmilan@aol.com>

Once upon a time said the storyteller , savoring the
tale in memory, there was a handful of idiot savants
bound together by a common history . This is the lat -
est installment in their story:  After a year of luxuri -
ating in artist colonies and teaching creative writing
workshops around the country, € SARAH SIL -
BERT reports she's back on the tenure track at
Vermont Tech, teaching overloads, tottering under
administrative insanities, and not writing enough.
“My novel manuscript will be in an agent' s hands
before 2005, though, and thanks to alumna Destiny
Kinal for her invaluable edits.” The good word from
€ CHRISTINE KRAVETZ is that she contin -
ues to write poetry and was invited to read as a fea -
tured local poet at the annual Santa Barbara Book
and Author Festival, alongside a number of her stu -
dents from California P oets in the Schools, where,
she says, she now teaches kindergarten through 12th
grade on any given day “When I'm not writing,
teaching or mothering,” she adds, “I'm grand-moth -
ering with a vengeance.” She’ s a grandmother to six
children between 4 months and 8 years old. “At the
time | graduated from Bennington in non-fiction, |
could never have imagined my life or work would
have taken such turns.” Not to be outdone, her hus -
band has left his law practice and is studying to
become a clinical psychologist. €1 WILLIAM
MALES reported in on his way to a poetry reading
and release party. “My online Swedish poetry group,
a spin-off of the Bennington Collective, has been
going almost as long as the Collective and has pro-
duced its first anthology ,” he says. “I write and read
irregularly but stubbornly and publish a lot more now
after years of wandering in the desert. Other mem -
bers of the Collective are also getting into print, hav -
ing sustained each other through those desert
years.” “K eeping in touch,” writes the eternally
enigmatic € BOB RHODES . “Better or worse.
To be or not. Morning, still dark. How now , brown
cow? Witer. llliteracy . Program. Japanese.” As for
me, € CAROL GREENHOUSE , I've compiled
the Class Notes from an island in Thailand, where |
repaired for the fall with demented elderly mother
and delightful toddler daughter because caretakers
here are affordable enough to allow me to write.  The
work under construction is about how turning away
from the sacred for financial gain, safety and con -
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contemporary poets listing five to ten books that
were “essential” to them as poets and writing com -
ments about their lists. This book will be out very
soon. It may even be out now, as you read this. | hope
it is and | hope you go to Amazon or somewhere and
buy it. I think it' s a great book, over 750 books are
recommended by 81 different poets. The perfect hol -
iday gift for you or your loved one pursuing an MF Ain
poetry! €1 SARIAH DORBIN  : “One of my sto -
ries earned an honorable mention and another was a
finalist on two occasions in contests this year . But
while my fiction seems condemned to always-a-
bridesmaid status, |, myself, get to be a bride next
year. Whee!” €1 MARCIA MEAD-LEBRE : “
feel that | have been in the fast lane since gradua -
tion. Visited daughter Nathalie in Cambodia in
February. | became a grandmother of an adorable boy
in April and mother-in-law in May. Our apartment
overflowed with baby affairs for 4 months. W elcomed
Philip Lopate to the P aris Writers Workshop; needless
to say, he was a very popular teacher. My translations
of two French poets will appear in LIT magazine and
in The Threepenny Review in the coming months.
One of my own poems will be online at MIPOesias
next spring (in good company with classmates Pete
and Sami). € ANITA TAYLOR : “Still writing.
Missing the nurturing community of Bennington. In
the next 12 months you can find some of my work in
Potomac Literary Review and an anthology entitled
Under Her Skin: How Girls Experience Race In

America. Or read a conversation between Phillip
Lopate and me in Fourth Genre Literary Review .
That's it for now. Still crying over the Yankees.”

JUNE

class agent Elizabeth Gatti
<elizabeth_gatti@hotmail.com>

€ REBECCA BROCK s graduate lecture, “Y ou
Can't Even Remember What I'm Trying to Forget:
9/11 and the Literature of R eturn” is forthcoming in
The Threepenny Review. €1 KIM DRAIN :“l have
a short story appearing in Agni 60 and an essay forth-
coming in The Gettysburg Review. My daughter just
lost her first tooth. My husband recently started his
own architectural practice (a talented fellow , if any -
one needs help with a renovation). | continue to work
on a “memoir-type-thingie” | started at Bennington,
trying to heed Shonna’'s graduate lecture advice
about coming home for the holidays.
€ ELIZABETH GATTI : I'm moving to Ann
Arbor, Michigan and hope to become gainfully
employed there soon. €1 DIANA GOULD : “Just
completed a six-week writing fellowship at  The
Virginia Center for the Creative Arts, developing the
novel which formed the basis of my thesis.
€ SHONNA MILLIKEN HUMPHREY has

>> from page 12

left the rigors of university administration for the
directorship of the Maine W riters & Publishers
Alliance. It' s a very hip job, and she gets immense
satisfaction from helping to advance Maine’ s literary
community. €1 VANINA MARSOT : “Am still
living in Paris and plotting a way to stay here! If
someone will pay me to write really annoying emails
on the joys of eating all sorts of French pastry that
are not available in the US, | just might never leave.

| am writing (slogging through chapter 40 of a novel
set here) though it' s never enough, never enough.
Love to all my classmates. € TIM MAYO :“l have
just begun sending poems out to be published and
have had one accepted at Four Corners, a magazine
begun by David Harbilas, a Bennington grad. The rea-
son for such a late start was the summer long prep
work for and the actual Brattleboro Literary Festival
itself which took place October 1 through October 3.
People can get a look at what we did by going to the
web site http://www .brattleboroliteraryfestival.org.
I've been attending a lot of readings including one
given by Franz Wight that Beth W oodcome (BWS
June 2004) was instrumental in making happen. On
Tuesday (10/26/04), I'm going to have lunch with
Seamus Heaney at Smith College (me and a hundred
other people).

there are always several poems in the batch that I truly enjoy
reading. All of this from absolute beginners! And so far no one

has dropped out.

So despite the internship-esque pay and the toll on my
social life (I'm still working full-time), | consider myself lucky.
Not only did | find a teaching job, but | teach what | love to do
myself. But, if you’re looking to teach as well, before you chalk
all this up to dumb luck and the old “who
other
Benningtonians who have found their way
to teaching in a variety of ways, some
through old college professors or poetry
organizations in the area, and others
in the schools or
libraries—often volunteer. It's all about get-
ting a foot in the door, getting someone to
meet you, to see you in action and know that
you are more than your resume. Some even through cold call
letters for university adjunct positions close to the beginning of
the semester, when departments may find themselves short on
instructors. One of my friends found work at the writing center
(almost all institutions have them) of a major research univer -
sity and, given her success in helping students with their writ-
ing, has been given a comp class to teach next semester. All |
can recommend is to pursue every avenue out there.

Would it have been great to be able to say | spent two years
forcing packs of freshman to wax poetic about their favorite
hobbies or why the Picasso projected on the wall moves them?

you know,” | can think of

through programs
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Yes, I'm sure it would have. But | got other things from

Bennington that help me every week in my class. | know how to

critique the work of others and to do it with both honesty and
kindness (hopefully, I didn’'t make anyone reading this run out

of workshop in tears!). | had great workshop advisers to learn

repeat the word...

“l CONSIDER

MYSELF LUCKY.
NOT ONLY DID |
FIND A TEACHING
JOB, BUT | TEACH

WHAT | LOVE
TO DO MYSELF.”

writer, either.

from. | wrote essay after essay for those damn.... dare | even
PACKETS! | survived the final residency.
Preparing craft lectures for a room of enthusias-tic beginners
will never compare to the terror of lecturing and answering
questions in an auditorium filled with my
peers and instructors! And | had to read and
read and read until | couldn’t possibly read
anymore and, when teaching writing, there is
nothing like having a whole of arsenal of
work that you know and love. Call it cliché,
but enthusiasm is infectious.

So I'm going to stop resenting

Bennington, stop belly-aching, stop feeling
like an impostor. I'm a teacher now, for
whatever it's worth. I'll try not to bore you with my stories about
the student who writes me every week looking for esoteric
books on the aesthetics of poetry (yeah, | know... not really my
thing). Or how happily hyper | feel after each class. You've
probably been doing this for years. I'll shut up and get to all
those other projects | have lying around. I'm sure there’s some
thing else | can turn my impostor fears on. There’s a screenplay
I've been meaning to write. I'm probably not really a screen-

<] Mary Donnelly (June’03) is Co-executive Director of the “R eading Between Aand B”
series in New York City and teaches poetry through Gotham W riters’ Workshop.
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nated). Hugs to Woolites. | miss you one and all.
Congratulations to everyone who is rocketing to
fame. That was always a given. €1 VALERIE
ELLIS : “I'm an editor at the Chicago Quarterly
Review (have been for a year or so0), a bi-annual jour -
nal of fiction and poetry . Hope all' s well with every -
one!” &I MARTHA KINNEY : “Miracles happen!
Thomas and | are thrilled to announce we adopted
the cutest twin boys, Alexander and Lucas, on the
day of their birth in June. My first book, The Fall of
Heartless Horse, is out and available at
www.akashicbooks.com, and on Amazon. | was inter-
viewed on NPRs Bookworm and completed a West
Coast book tour. | have poetry forthcoming in
American Poetry Review, AGN| and some online
journals, and two poems, finalists in  The Emily
Dickinson contest, are forthcoming in an anthology
by Universities West Press. | miss everybody and hope
you all are well. € BILL PIERCE : “Let’ s see.
Other than doing Sven’s laundry and taking out the
trash? I'll be reading a new story of mine at the
Southern Humanities Council conference in Richmond
this winter . Burying myself in cold ashes if Bush wins
reelection. Celebrating for a month if K erry wins
(though he’s begun distorting things of late too,
maybe on the theory that, if the polls are right, half

of all Americans must WANT to be lied to). And now
that the fall issue of AGNIis in the mail, trying to find
time in the basement—my desk is next to the work -
bench—to add a few chapters to the novel.
€ DAVID STEINHARDT : “I'm thirty-some
weeks into writing a weekly political column at  New
Partisan (newpartisan.com), which has brought me a
monthly audience of about 40,000. This summer |
started a new job as the copy chief for Lifestyle
Media, which publishes many arts and youth maga-
zines. € MEG KELLY VORM : “Ah, another
issue of the \ortex finds me barefoot and pregnant!
Celebrated Diana Demers’ wedding on St. Thomas
where we were the grateful and spoiled guests of her
and her new husband—Iluxury! Although having
achieved breeder status has me writing nothing,
reading next to nothing, | have hope for the winter
Congratulations to all the famous
Benningtonianites!”

JUNE

class agent Barbara Brooks
<brooks@schoolstreetpartners.com>

From € SALLY ASHTON : “I've worked harder
this year for no money than ever before. Adding
insult to injury:  Zyzzyva a west-coast-only rag, not
only sent Howard Junker’'s usual form rejection
signed “Onward!” but included another form sug -
gesting if | really want to publish in his journal |
should consider subscribing or sending him $5!!! And
there is no last word with the man; he loves to pub -
lish snippets from correspondence on the back cover.
The east coast may have attitude, but at least they
have manners. Best news, I'll have a chapbook out
early next year. Onward! € BARBARA
BROOKS writes: “Contributor copies containing
my grad lecture arrived fortuitously from  The
Writer 's Chronicle the day Grace Paley (my very sub-
ject) was to read in NYC. Be still my heart! | managed
to press one of said copies into her hands while stam -

mering foolishly over the din. Oy . I have author inter -
views accepted for Spring '05 in Writer 's Digest and
Inkwell —and most of my ‘best’ stories have been
accepted by eensy-weensy (or is it isty-bitsy) jour -
nals, leaving me no choice but to write some more.

What?? How? Oh, and get this: my Leo (now 4) was
named ‘Best Storyteller’ at camp.” €& MARY

CARROLL-HACKETT Happily teaching in

Virginia. CW program is growing; MA in Fall 06—per
haps a “B'ton-South” low-res in the future? Dos
Passos Reviewout December 2004; reading opens

Feb. CNF writers—SUBMIT! Starting a small press:

Briery Creek Press; watch for ms calls! Co-chair of
the Southern Humanities Council Conference
February in Richmond—y’all come down! Several sto-
ries in print this year; book still seeks a home; cur -
rently with two presses—we’'ll see. Back in the writ -
ing groove—yes—rearranged my furniture every possi
ble way until Virginia felt like home. My writer 's
heart, though, is always caught in the vortex. From
€ WHIT COPPEDGE : “My head's been all
about the paying job since August and probably will
be until after the New Year, so | haven't been in
much of a writing place although I've managed to
stuff a few envelopes. Sewanee with John R owell and
Jill was fun and a needed vacation and it seemed ini -
tially to bear social and belletristic fruit, but said
fruit turned out to be bananas that blackened quick -
ly after. Don't mind me—T'll be all right. € BOB
GRAY writes: “During the past year, I've managed
to regain and sustain that elusive, vortexian concept
of time expansion (one hour of total, deadline-driv -
en, panic-stricken focus = eight hours of normal
human consciousness). Still working at the Northshire
Bookstore, but also teaching English Comp. (isn't
everyone these days?) at a local community college
and writing at high intensity . Sometimes | sleep.
Hope to have a novel-like substance ready for public
view soonish. Alfred Hitchcock’ s Mystery Magazine
has been generously buying my thesis collection one
story at a time and I've been writing a bit for
Publishers Weekly. Gettin’ it done. From
€ NATALIE HARRIS  :*“Anyone who chooses to
find me can now do so in Florence, Massachusetts,
home of The Miss Florence Diner | might meet you
for a cup of coffee, but breakfast there has nothing
in common with Blue Benn, I'm afraid. | moved down
the hill from Goshen, closer to civilization (otherwise
known as Northampton), where the windows rattle
less and the snow isn't quite so deep in February.
Love to all who know who they might be. You know |
miss you. From €1 CHRIS HOLLAND :“I moved
October 1. Here’s my new address: 3845 Carlson Ct.,
Palo Alto, CA 94306, chollad5@pacbell.” And from
€ LISBETH KIRK : “Northern California happi -
ly snuck up on me with its eucalyptus trees and
bougainvilleas. Favorite snapshot: me staring at
Internet ads for March Madness askingif something
isn't screwy—aren't the NCAA playoffs in WINTER?
Freelance science & medical writing continues to
finance that other writing habit, and the South
Dakota manuscript must—shall—WILLbe finished by
May ‘05. It even has a possible name, but | shall not
utter it yet. Oh, and in between? I'm planning awed -
ding: that boy | followed out here asked me to marry
him. And | said yes. € MARJORIE
MANWARING  writes: “I'm the poet in residence
this fall at an elementary school in Seattle, teaching
poetry to the K-5 set. I've been writing, sending out,
and collecting rejections, though on the good news
front, one of my poems won Periphery’s magical

realism prose poem contest. This summer | inter-
viewed James Nolan, translator of Neruda, for
Copper Canyon Ress’s “Poems Aloud” project; the
interview can be found on their website.
€ DINAH MILLS says: “Love you, miss you,
wish you were here..” € SUE RODGERS
writes: “I'm teaching creative writing full-time at
Kansas State University and serving as director of the
creative writing program for one year , while the
‘real’ director is on sabbatical. My children are in
first, third, and fifth grades. I'm busier than a cat
covering shit. From € JOHN ROWELL : “I've
moved to Baltimore, where | am the W riter-in-
Residence/Tickner Fellow at The Gilman School for
the 2004-05 academic year. Having a wonderful time
so far, and love teaching. (Guess whose creative writ -
ing students are writing four annotations a month?!)
Mary Carroll-Hackett hosted me as Visiting Writer at
Longwood University in October, and we had a blast.
| have a story in the Summer/Fall issue of the new lit -
erary journal Bloom, and an essay in the Fall issue of
Tin House. Also writing my novel. (Some days.) Miss
my classmates—come visit me in Baltimore! We'll get
crabs! (Wait, that didn’t sound right.) Ohhhh...Love
to all...” From € GAIL LOUISE SIEGEL  : My
autumn 2004 highlight was a magical ‘Salamander
Midwest’ event with Ciaran Cooper, where we read
our stories from Volume 10, Number 1 (fiction editor
extraordinaire, Cat P arnell) in his torch-lit garden,
and ended the evening with a concert from his band,
Deep Cricket Night. Rock on magic-meister Ciaran!
Recent acceptances include Post Road
StoryQuarterly , Night Train, Pindeldyboz and edifice
WRECKEDA story that Susan Cheever and Sheila
Kohler may remember from workshop, “Double
Cutaway,” will appear in Lost on Purpose an anthol -
ogy from Seal Press (February 2005) that will also
include work from Amy Hempel and Tara Ison.
€1 REBECCA TAYLOR writes: “I began a
writer-in-residence position on September 1st at the
Richard Hugo House in Seattle, a nonprofit literary
center named after the poet. I'm living in Belltown,
an ultra-urban downtown neighborhood on Puget
Sound, and teaching creative nonfiction at Hugo
House and the new Seattle Public Library. It was a
crazy summer with moving from Maine and driving
cross-country, but | managed to hang out for a week
with Meg (fiction, January 2003) in K etchum on my
way out. € WILLIAM VADEGRIFT writes: “I
went to Charleston, Hilton Head, and Savannah for
my vacation this summer and had close encounters
with Charley, Gaston, Frances, and Ivan (the hurri -
canes, of course.) Ivan stalked me all the way back
to NJ. With friends like these, you don't need ene -
mies. I'm working for U.S 1 newspaper and my
restaurant reviews appears regularly in OUT in Jersey
magazine. My work has recently been published in
Quarterly West, The Kelsey Review, and AGNI
(online). In January 2005, | will begin a seven-week
residency at the Ragdale Foundation in Lake Forest,
lllinois.

JANUARY

class agent Jeannie Kim and Katherine Turner
<beangreen@earthlink.net> <catherineturner@hot -
mail.com>

€ PETER DAVIS : I've edited a book called
Poet's Bookshelf, which is a collection of leading
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behind myself. Whether

career-wise, financially, or
even fashion-wise (still can’t part
with those worn-out neo-bellbot -
toms from 1998), | inevitably get
to everything | plan at least three
years later than predicted.
Laziness? Fear? Who knows.
After decades of mild “life-pro -
crastination,” | have come to just
accept it as part of who | am. My
home office is filled with books I
mean to read and outlines of
future, possibly even lucrative,

Mary Donnelly in New York.

writing projects. And someday
Photo by Peter Rostovsky

some of these so-called brilliant
plans will be executed. Just not now. But when | do finally get
to them, you can be sure you'll hear about it. Yes, sir.

For instance, I'm reading Dracula , a book that most people
my age probably read about 20 years ago in school. Why | never
did, | don't know. Though | can assure you, I'm plowing
through it like Paris Hilton at a Versace trunk show. And | can’t
stop talking about it, either—in lunchrooms and at parties—
How much scarier and more psychologically complex it is than
any of the movie versions! What an elitist rat bastard Dracula is,
lacking any of the hypnotic suavity of on-screen portrayals!—all
of this as though I'm the first person who ever picked the book
up.

I've recently experienced this same “procrastination-cum-
epiphany” with my first teaching job. | had wanted to teach
poetry for years but put off any attempt while pursuing a grad -
uate degree and working full time. | figured that without an
advanced degree, past experience, or published manuscript
(and preferably all three) my chances of instructing others were
slim. Unlike some of my Bennington peers, who came to the
Seminars as either full-fledged pedagogues or at least with
some past experience, | had no idea what it took to actually find
a job, let alone what | would do once | was up in front of the
blackboard. Upon graduation, I hit the highest wall of the three
anticipated requirements — experience. Despite Bennington’s
many positive qualities, including instilling the independence
and self-discipline necessary to the life of the writer, the low-
residency MFA experience has one drawback. It does not afford
its students the opportunity to teach.

Now | know that this is not what Bennington sets out to
accomplish. Its point, in addition to the above-mentioned
things, is to help you become the best writer you can be, to force
you to sit by your lonesome reading and writing and lobbing it
all back and forth with your adviser until the beginning of next
term, when you are pulled back into the proverbial “vortex” of
the Bennington community hopefully wiser to the ways of liter -
ature and critique. In short, the program gives the knowledge
needed to teach writing but not the experience. Or does it?

It was with this concentrated combination of reading, writ -
ing and workshop that | went out into the world, MFA in hand,
in search of my first teaching job. And | do stress the singular
word “teaching’—as | was willing to instruct in any subject at

always seem to be a few years any place that would have me: literature for engineers, business

writing for unemployed single moms, and, of course, that old

freshman thorn-in-the-side known as English Comp 101. But no

one would have me. After months of postal silence from both
cold inquiries and want ads, several unanswered emails from
friends of friends at every level of institution, and a rather unre -

alistic interview for a 5th grade homeroom position at a fancy

girls parochial school on the Upper East Side (I choked on the
guestion about handling difficult parents—a common occur -

rence | was assured) , | began to wonder if | would ever get
beyond the lack of experience on my resume. After all, | live in
a city with one of the highest concentrations of MFA-er’s in the

country. Saint Mary Agnes’ School of Embroidery and Auto
Repair could have their pick of experienced, qualified instruc-

tors. Why would anyone take a chance on a newbie?

My confidence began to waver. | worried that | would be a
terrible teacher or that | would lecture too much or lack the
ability to be both kind and honest. In short, | felt like an impos -
tor aspiring to the throne of pedagogy. But just as | was about
to lower my head and wonder only what full-time day job would
allow for the least amount of boredom and the most free time to
write, | got a phone call. Someone who knew me and my work—
a friend of a friend who had published a few of my poems on his
online journal and who taught fiction writing through an adult
education writing school in the city. He gave me the low-down
on the school—long classes consisting of lectures, workshops
and exercises; students from a wide range of age and talent who
don’t need to submit work to get in; pages of homework to cri-
tigue each week; and, of course, the poor pay. Unwaveringly
enthusiastic, | quickly dashed off an email of intent and my
resume for him to pass on to the dean, who phoned immediate-
ly to set up an interview—on a fluke: someone had dropped out
from teaching a class starting next month.

Buoyed by a new sense of hope, | called a poet that | periph
erally knew from the reading series | ran for years for a simple
information session. Having coincidentally taught in this same
adult ed program, he was able to give me a poet’s perspective on
the curriculum, as well as advice on a syllabus and potential
exercises. But this was no “give-my-son-an-oil-field-to-play
with"—I didn’t have the job yet. Fending off the old impostor
fears, | just prepared myself into the ground. Sample syllabus.
Sample lectures. After a grueling interview with a surprise sam-
ple critique, | was offered a class. Maybe they were simply des
perate—but they took a chance on me.

And it's difficult work. Lots of papers to mark. A lecture to
prepare every week. I'm re-teaching myself everything | learned
about writing poetry years ago—specifics of meter and form,
syntax, figurative language. Though some of the basic elements
may have settled comfortably into the back of my head, when
you're teaching beginners, you can't take these things for grant
ed. My students—everything from recent college grads to a
retired music composer, with a doctor, two teachers, and sever
al finance types in between—show up prepared and participate.
No one is difficult or disruptive. In fact, they are so polite that |
wondered for a while if they even liked the class. But their work
seems to be evolving, getting more interesting and complex
with each class. And though it's a lot of work to critique it all,

>> continues on page 13



NOTES

DISPATCHES FROM10 YEARS OF CLASSMATES

>> from page 4

venience has endowed Americans with a superficial
way of life, and how we might begin to turn back.

JUNE

class agent Sloane Miller
<sloanel3@yahoo.com>

€ LINDA FREEMAN writes: “I kicked off the
new year with a broken foot and thus began a year of
health challenges that afforded me lots of reading
time. | am almost at my Bennington level reading
rate! | am also now a three-time winner of the
Poughkeepsie Journals annual short story contest.
One of the judges, Da Chen said of my story, ‘A beau-
tifully crafted tale of life, death and all the things in
between. A very gifted writer .’ | just completed my
MBA, courtesy of my company. As of November | am
being liberated, also courtesy of my company , from
the cushy corporate weenie job as a communication
director that I've held on to through 11 years and
five CEOs (until this last one!). Chester (class of ‘99)
and | are teaching swing dance lessons. I'm fantasiz -
ing about cobbling a living writing and teaching
dance.” € ANNE MCCARTY writes: “l am
teaching composition and literature courses full-time
at Xavier University in Cincinnati. Took the family on
vacation to Thailand to visit some friends this sum -
mer; we're starting the college search with our old -
est daughter who is a junior now.” € SLOANE
MILLER writes: “On the job side: | work in a pub -
lishing house, in editorial, which | love. Acquiring and
reading proposals, as opposed to sending queries, is
still a bit bizarre but very interesting. On the writing
side: I'm editing a collection of essays and working
hard on the proposal. Having seen hundreds of pro-
posals, buy-able and not, one would think it would be
easier to write my own; sadly , it isn't. | still am for -
tunate enough to see/hear lots of Benners, which is
great.”

JANUARY

class agent Elaine Walters McFerron
<EWMCF@aol.com>

€ PAUL BECKMAN : “My novella, Lovers and
Other Mean People, was published as an entire issue
of Sugar Mule, which can be found at
sugarmule.com.” € RYAN BOUDINOT : ‘I
recently read with Dave Eggers and Dr. Doris and Ben
Haggis-on-Whey in Seattle and Portland. | have a
story in McSweeny’s #14 and am putting the final
touches on the issue of Hobart | guest edited.”

€ ANNE DOOLITTLE : “I'm fine. Not much

news just chugging along.” €1 ALAN ELYSHE -
VITZ : “I'm still working as an adjunct lackey at

Philadelphia University and Community College of
Philadelphia. Stories and poems of mine have
appeared in recent issues of Rockhurst Review,
Visions-International , Stray Dog and Freshwater.”
€ LAURA OLIVER : “I'm working on a new

novel and teaching writing at St. Johns College and
UMBC.The UMBC class is ‘Intro. to Fiction’ for juniors
and seniors. Having just read their first stories, I've

issued an edict: no one may die a violent death in a

ten page story. They were disappointed. Moved two

months ago: 100 Lafayette Ave. Annapolis, MD 21401.

Wish | could have come to the reunion but life got in
theway.” €1 ELLEN SANTASIERO :“Myinter -
view with Floyd Skloot appeared in the Fall issue of
Marlboro Review. | just found out | was awarded a
two-week writing residency in February 2005 at
Soapstone. Still working on the memoir, essays, and
my collection of interviews with Northwest nonfic -
tion writers. I'm currently preparing to interview
Jarold Ramsey a poet and nonfiction writer whose
work draws heavily on Oregon Indian myth and folk -
lore. I've agreed to serve as president of the board
of a new literary and visual art magazine based in my
town, Bend, Oregon. The first issue of High Desert
Journal is due out in March 2005. I'm so excited.
Please submit work. Contact me at esantasi@uci.net
for submission guidelines. I'm still loving being part
of the Bennington Collective.” € LISSA WAR -
REN: “I'm still working at Da Capo P ress in
Cambridge and teaching in the graduate Writing &
Publishing program at Emerson College. Carroll and
Graf published my book, The SavvyAuthor’s Guide To
Book Publicity, in February. It is now in its second
printing, and has led to a lot of fun speaking oppor -
tunities for me (Concord Festival of Books, NY is Book
Country, Virginia Festival of the Book, etc). I'm cur -
rently working on a short story collection and trying
to convince my agent that it really doesn’t want to
be a novel, even though they're easier to sell.”
€1 ELAINE WALTERS MCFERRON :“This is
an exciting time: W yn Cooper and Shawna Rrker of
Green River Ress are publishing a letterpress chap-
book of my poems, Double Solitude. It should be fin -
ished before Christmas time. | can't express my grat -
itude for the care they have taken with this little vol -
ume of poems. | have two poems coming out soon
with 5AM and Salamander, oddly enough both about
my mother’s death. Out of pure desolation in late
June, | started a new venture: The Writer 's Studio.
And to my surprise people signed up for workshops
and | have several others who wanted tutorials.
Unbelievable. P.S. My son, Joshua McFerron, married
Deb Wilder in San Francisco in May It was a beauti -
ful occasion. Such happiness.”

JUNE

class agent Susan McHenry
<susanmchenry@earthlink.net>

“After nearly 5 years, I've left my position as fea-
tures editor for Essencemagazine, and accepted the
Revson Fellowship at Columbia University,” reports
€ ASHA BANDELE . “I will continue to write
for Essenceand other outlets, but now have more
time to spend with my 4 and half year old.” “I've
just started learning Biblical Hebrew ,” €1 RACHEL
BARENBLAT says, “and this fall | wrote my first
sermon, which | delivered on the second day of R osh
Hashanah. Meanwhile, I'm blogging regularly at
Velveteen Rabbi <velveteenrabbi.blogs.com> and an
article of mine about women in the godblogosphere,
“Blog is My Copilot,” was published in the fall 2004
issue of Bitch magazine. Recent poems have
appeared in Poetica magazine and on the Tel
Shemesh website.” € KAY HARKINS  shares,
“I'm finding a great deal of contentment working the
soil of my life—so much to tend to, so much to root
out in an encompassing cycle of planting and har -
vesting. I'm enjoying finding ways to both simplify

and enrich my teaching while cultivating the corners
of leftover time in poetry and prose. My family and
my writing friends sustain me and keep me honest.”
As for & MARSHA RECKNAGEL , “In the
spring | will be at AWP on a panel—along with Fhillip
Lopate—devoted to exploring the repercussions of
publishing a revealing memoir. Also, Hallmark Hall of
Family Specials plans to air the movie made from my
book, If Nights Could Talk, on CBS in the spring. It
will be titled: ‘In From the Night.” My name is Micki.”
€ DON SILVER shares, “Two of my kids are
wending their way through college, and two are still
trying to escape from high school. | got married last
September to Anne Wainer, veteran of several long
bus rides to Bennington residencies. I'm out of the
consulting business entirely and am writing full time.
With the help of agent Binky Urban, | sold my first
novel to Ecco Press, an imprint of Harper Collins. It' s
scheduled to be released next fall.” As for myself,
€ SUSAN MCHENRY , I sold my first official
piece of pottery at Bennington’s alumni reunion
fund-raiser this past June! I'm making steady
progress and am loving every moment, even my mis-
takes. I'll be selling more of my work at a local art
fair this December. I'm still continuing on with my
freelance writing, but that' s not nearly as interesting
to talk about as the pottery . | also became an aunt
for the first time this September to my beautiful
niece Isabella.

JANUARY

class agent Erica Letourneau
<eletourn@comcast.net>

€ CHRISTINA RUSSO writes: “l am the
same, except my hair is longer and | have a mort -
gage. | am still working at WBUR/NPR The
Connection.” € JOEANN HART reports: “I've
been industriously working on the second draft of my
novel, a goofy social satire, and having a grand time
with it. Still doing odds and ends for the Boston
Globe Magazine Recently placed pieces in
Phantasmagoria and The MacGuffin, and when my
family isn’t barking for attention, | spend time on the
Kerry campaign, and pray for the world.” Our former
class agent, Leah, tells us: “In the ‘you can teach an
old dog new tricks’ department, I, € LEAH
SILVERMAN GALES  recently discovered salsa
dancing. | now spend evenings and weekends at les-
sons, workshops and clubs and days at my neighbor
hood SLUTS-R-US, where my parting words to the
salesgirl are always ‘Are you sure you wouldn't be
embarrassed if your mother went out in this?’
Between shopping and naps, | open and catalogue
rejection slips.” As for € DANA KINSTLER
(STANDEFER) : “l am still writing, still submit -
ting, still mothering. Next year , an essay on my step-
mother will be published in  Mirror, Mirror (Norton),
an anthology on stepparents. | will be attending the
Vermont Studio Center next month for a two-week
residency, along with Leah Gales and Oona Patrick.
Alice Mattison is the visiting writer . In July, | attend -
ed New York State Writers' Conference, where |
worked with Amy Hempel. Next summer, we'll be up
rooting to the Hudson Valley, back to my New York
roots, after nine years in New England. I'm returning
to my maiden name for professional reasons: Dana
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Side Effects will be published in Fall, 2005. | was
short-listed for two contests, one story was lauded by
Fish Publishing in Ireland. Pretty cool, having an
American story enjoyed by an Irish audience. | con-
tinue to write almost daily , which really pays off.
Physical setbacks have affected my writing.  Last
year | dislocated my right shoulder three times,
which led to surgery. To complicate everything, |
was assaulted at the beginning of this year, literally
almost beaten to death. Certainly this has raised my
consciousness regarding the battering of women, the
scars, both physical and psychological, that I've had
to deal with long after the event itself. Like a friend

of mine once told me, yet another opportunity to
turn tragedy into art.  So | write about it, a cathartic
and necessary work in progress. Next year I'm
returning to school to acquire a P hD in communica-
tions. | guess I'm a lifelong student at heart.
€ JENN DEAN : “Part of my memoir was pub -
lished in the journal Salamander; | recently complet -
ed an interview with the writer Jane Brox that | hope
will be placed soon. There are 40,000 New World
Carniolan honeybees living in my backyard. And next
spring, | begin a part-time job as a naturalist for
Audobon. Low lights: musculoskeletal problems,
and not enough lint in my bellybutton!”
€ GARRY WALLACE : “I'm keeping my head
above water, teaching biology, working with my
Labradors, reading and writing.  This year, four of
my essays made it to the finals of the
Faulkner/Wisdom Wtiting Competition, and | earned
Honorable Mention in the Wyoming Arts Literature
Fellowship Awards. | read my “honorable” essay,
“The Scent of Russian Olive,” at Art Council’s annual
conference in Casper. €1 SHERRIL JAFFE : ‘I
am up for tenure and promotion this year at Sonoma
State—the job | secured with my Bennington MFA. I'm
working on The Emotional Detective & Other Stories
in my real life. The title story appeared in Zyzzyva |
am also putting together a book proposal for The
Kabbalah of Writing:  Spiritual Principles for
Creative Writers —an outgrowth of my graduating lec -
ture, “W riting as a Spiritual Practice.” This is a col-
laboration with Rami Shapiro. His emphasis is on
using writing to serve our spiritual needs, mine is on
using spiritual principles in the service of writing.
€ ANNE RAUSTOL “My daughter, Isabel,
keeps me inspired but not always at the computer! |
continue to work on a novel and some other shorter
projects—slowly but surely. | am involved in a local
writer 's critique group, so from January to May | have
deadlines. Every March our group is invited to hold a
discussion panel at Virginia Festival of Books, so | feel
ke a writer even when toddler hugs, board books
and diapers win out sometimes. Speaking of winning,
| won second place in Glimmertrain 's \ery Short
Fiction Contest in the Fall 2004 issue with a story
called, “The Bees, Their Rising.” I'd love to see you
all!

JANUARY

class agent Tom Schabarum
<toms@mindopera.com>

€ REBECCA EVARTS :“Wenttothe Tin House
Workshop in Portland, OR, in July to study with
Charles D’Ambrosio, a great writer and an excellent
teacher, though the workshop format doesn't feel
very useful any more. Had a wonderful lunch with

Tom Schabarum, great to catch up. I'm working on a
new novel, am more deeply involved than ever
before and finally writihng more consistently . Still
writing for Down Eastmagazine—had two articles in
the July issue, one of which was the cover story , and
have several forthcoming. Still participating in the
Bennington Collective, as much as anything for the
monthly letters from all these writers I've never met
but whom form an important part of my writing com -
munity. €1 JOANNA MEYER  says, "l place book
reviews wherever | can, and currently preparing a
course, scheduled for January: “Reading Lolita in
Tehran: Continuing the Conversation in New York” at
Marymount Manhattan's Center for Learning and
Living. | saw Natalie Handel in September at the
Anthology Film Archives on 2nd Avenue; she’s teach-
ing at Columbia these days. I'm in regular touch with
Sheridan Hay and Judy Rwley, and in more sporadic
e-mail touch with Geeta, and a few other B people.
€ JUDY ROWLEY says: It was a pleasure to
read from my manuscript for the Alumni at our Tenth
Reunion. I'm well into a group of essays about sound
and poetry. Going downunder (Australia) to write for
three months early next year . This past year has been
a busy one for € MICHAEL SCHIAVO . His
poetry has appeared in or is forthcoming from The
Breakfast District , Castagraf, the anthology Don't
Abuse the Muse: The Middlefinger Press’s Mixed Tape
of Fiction and Reality , Four Corners, Good Foot,
GutCult, The Hat, Konundrum Engine Literary
Review, La Petite Zine, LIT, McSweeney's, MiPoesias,
Painted Bride Quarterly, Pip Lit, Small Spiral
Notebook, Sugar Mule, and Unpleasant Event
Schedule In August, he was a waiter at the Bread
Loaf Writers’ Conference and his poetry manuscript is
under consideration at both K nopf and Graywolf.
There's a character named after him in  Tom Bissell's
short story collection God Lives in St. Petersburg,
though he assures all of you that it' s only the sur-
name that Tom used, not the deeds. He recently
moved to Northampton, Massachusetts. Visit his blog
at <http://michaelschiavo.blogspot.com>. € TOM
SCHABARUM s writing video scripts and speech -
es. He had a great Northwest summer doing a lot of
camping and entertaining. Unfortunately , it cut into
his fiction time, but still was able to forge ahead
with the novel. P oetry appeared briefly in The
Breakfast District .

JUNE

class agent Allyson Salazar
<allyson@30bender.org>

€1 JOHN GREEN writes, “I spent two summer
weeks on retreat and finally finished a first draft of

a novel. On Stuart, a very small island in the San
Juans. Just me in a somewhat leaky geodesic dome
overlooking the water towards Canada. No phone, no
TV, Just writing, eating, sleeping, and taking walks.
Orcas swimming by eagles calling and cavorting,
wasps dive bombing. Fabulous! The novel features a
late sixties band called The Rotten Hottentots, the
era’s foremost proponent of “jug rock.” Got a story
coming out in the inaugural issue of High Desert
Journal, of Bend, Oregon.” € MATT ADAMS
adds, “Not much going on here. Teaching/tutoring at
Penn State. Reading a good bit, doing the fall thing
with the kids. Things are quiet, and consequently
there is nothing to really say . | am lame. Can | get
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an amen? Hope you are all well.” € ALLYSON
SALAZAR shouts out from the back of the build -
ing, “Amen!” She writes, “I'm currently pursuing
another Masters in pottery, having grown weary of
the weight of sucking English papers written by tired,
lint-picking, Twinkie-swilling students. | am in collab -
oration with Molly Arden (translator, poet, and con -
tributing editor of www .notellmotel.com) on an
exciting new collection of poems. € KATHY
DOUGLAS has been trying to follow the some -
what macabre but strangely  motivating
advice/admonition of W alker Evans: “Stare. Educate
your eye. Die knowing something. You are not here
long.” She says, “ | contributed to the recent anthol -
ogy Cyber Collaboration (hope I'm not repeating)
and am teaching (and loving) an on-line creative non-
fiction course with a few other B alums through alum
and new morfar Wm Males via University of Géavle,
Sweden. Yup, that’ s with, through and via. Love all
around. € ANDREA GRAHAM : Moving from
one dingy apartment to another , trying to figure out
how to write this pesky novel. € BETSY
JOHNSON MILLER  writes, “I got a chapbook
published by Mayapple Pess this summer—“What a
mouth will do.” Boy, short news. Maybe | should
share that two weeks ago Thursday was the last time
| cut my toenails.” € REBECCA WARNER
wrote, “My book of poems, Northwest Passage is out
in December ‘ 04 on Orchises Press. Contains many of
the F.U. poems | wrote at Bennington—read it and see
if any are about you. I'm still teaching at Bucknell
and working at the Stadler Center for P oetry, but my
fellowship is fast running out. Soon I'll be indigent
and infertile.” € ANDY DEHNART adds,
“After spending another summer teaching for Johns
Hopkins in Rhode Island, | returned to Florida only to
be pummelled by three consecutive hurricanes. | was
hired as writer and columnist for MSNBC.com in
October, and had a chapter accepted to Celebrity
Culture (Routledge, 2006).”

JANUARY

class agent Meg Kelly Vorm
<sisyphyswins@juno.com>

€ PEGGY BARNES : “l am still alive and living
in the witness protection program. W ell, almost. For
the last three months, we've hidden on our boat
cruising the Ohio River. You might imagine I've
(over)written passages describing the centuries-old
river towns, or the trek we made along the
Underground Railroad, or at least penned a ubiqui -
tous fall-foliage poem. Nope. This river rat had no
computer, no reliable phone, no yen to jot down any -
thing but the date of the last oil change. Just delight -
fully chilled days of blankets and books. In short, |
had a true vacation. Glad now to be permanently on
land and will get back to work on the novel cum
memoir cum essay collection with the same title by
the same confused writer. My Bennington Review
story, “Teacher,” published in Liguorian, was nomi-
nated and placed first in the Best Short Story cate -
gory of the 2004 Press Awards presented by the
Catholic Press Association of The United States and
Canada. (My guess is:Alice Monroe didn’t get nomi -

>> continues on next page
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Kinstler.” € TAMI HAALAND writes: “ 5AM
published two of my poems this spring, one of which,
“Intertextuality ,” appeared on \Verse Daily
(www.versedaily.org) on June 21. For the second year
in a row, | coordinated poetry events for the High
Plains BookFest, and my review of Lee Ann
Roripaugh’s book, Year of the Snake, is online in The
Billings Outpost. Otherwise, | teach year-round and
am mom to Philip, 15, and Nathan, 9. € JULIA
MICHAELS says: “You might say I'm languishing
in submission-land, numbly awaiting the rejections
that my agent passes on to me—for my first novel.
But the truth is I'm going great guns on #2, which is
about the politics of left and right, set in Rio de
Janeiro and Beijing. I'm having a lot of fun research -
ing China, writing about it without setting a foot
there. More time for all this now , with two kids in
college!” € SUSAN MAGEE reports: “My new
book, which | co-authored with a business communi -
cations trainer, has just been published by Avalon
Publishing: The Jerk With the Cell Phone: A Survival
Guide for the Rest of Us. Roz Chast of The New
Yorker did our cover and | say that because you peo-
ple actually know who she is! My next book—about
pregnancy—will be out next spring by Quirk Books
(Yes, you have heard of them, they do the W orst Case
Scenario Books). I'm thrilled—though still unsure how
| got in—to be teaching this year at the P enn Witer 's
Conference at the U of Pennsylvania in November”
As for me, € ERICA LETOURNEAU | contin -
ue to work as a technical writer . Between work and
parenting my 2 year old, | care for my 7 pets (yes,
I'm insane) and read voraciously. | have two short
stories in the works and I'm gearing up for
NaNoWiMo.

JUNE

class agent Catherine P arnell
<catparnell@rcn.com>

€ LUCY ARRINGTON “No writing news
except that I'm still plugging away one micro-step at

a time. So far this whole year has been one gigantic
family trauma/melodrama after another . | keep
thinking things will settle down & they don't.
Someone should come up with a workshop on how to
keep your head in your writing when Life (with a cap -
ital L) keeps interfering. Good stuff is happening—
eighth and ninth grandchildren are on their way! I'm
not complaining. They're all the best!”
€ ANDREA DIEHL : “Still churning out death -
less copy for The Vermont Country Store. Anyone
need some Tangee lipstick or Dippity-do? We moved
into our new house—a beautiful post-and-beam with
tons of acres, a view down to the Monument—in May
and seem to be working on it constantly . Life is rich,
even if | no longeram! €1 MARSHA DUBROW

No matter how discouraging everything may seem at
the moment, improvement is possible. | was accept-
ed for a competitive entry fiction-writing workshop
at George Washington University in Washington, DC.
This was my second acceptance, the maximum
allowed. | won three more speaking contests in
Toastmasters International. |  recommend
Toastmasters to gain another dimension in writing, to
have another opportunity for positive feedback, and

to ease the isolation of writing. ~ After eight years in
my job, | finally received a promotion. My article
“Tango School Drop-Out” will run soon in Washington
Woman, which ran my Botswana safari story in
September. € AMY WEINTRAUB : “Geez, |
don't know what to say re: news. There have been
lots of articles about me and my work in the last few
months. I've been on the road, teaching a lot of
workshops and trainings in the US and Canada. (“Yoga
to Beat the Blues,” “Life Force Yoga Therapy for
Mood Disorders,” etc.) I'll be on the East Coast in
January, March and again in July, teaching at Kripalu,
Omega, the Psychotherapy Networker Symposium
and other places. Friends can visit me on the road by
checking out my schedule at www .yogafordepres-
sion.com.

JANUARY

class agents Brenda Chandler & Debbie Chapel
<btubbyc@aol.com> <ddchapel@post.harvard.edu>

€ JULIE BLOEMEKE finds that she agrees with
Margaret, that the brain does come out with the pla -
centa, as she keeps forgetting everything. Still,
despite this drawback to birthing, she decided that
one pass at duende simply wasn't enough. “Mark and
| (and 3-year-old Gareth!) are expecting our brand
new Bloemeke in late April or early May 2005. | find
being pregnant evokes last-semester-at-Bennington
nostalgia, when you all were so encouraging during
my Gareth pregnancy. One quirky success to report: |
am the proud owner of two brand new garage door
openers, my take from a local radio contest that
called for writing a blues piece about—what else—
shoddy garage doors. Go figure!” €1 CHARISSE
COLEMAN writes: “Best New Toy: Red and white
MINI Cooper Like driving a cartoon. Most Fun at
Work: Creating new classes for Duke Cont. Ed., one
using great songwriters’ music to jumpstart stories
and essays, another reading great American plays out
loud together. Writing News: Contributor to  Wounds
that Do Not Bind : the effect of the death penalty on
victims’ families, an anthology due out next year
from Carolina Academic Press; gave a reading for
Friends of the Lexington (NC) Library, with a kick-ass
hour of Q & A. Those library folks read and think and
speak up! Did my heart good. Ted and | miss you all
and love hearing your news. We're off to Taos now
for some hiking and hot tubbing and all the chiles we
can eat!”” € REB LIVINGSTON writes: “My
big news to share is that Molly Arden and | founded
an online poetry journal called No Tell Motel
(www.notellmotel.org). Each week we feature a new
poet. Every weekday we publish a new poem. Also, |
have poems forthcoming in DUCKY Pip Lit and
Unpleasant Event Schedule later this fall ‘04/winter
‘05." €1 KRIS OHLSON reports all sorts of good
news. Her memoir, Stalking the Divine, won the
American Society of Journalists and Authors’ 2004
book award for best nonfiction, and the book will be
out in a Plume paperback in December. Recently, she
drove from Cleveland to California spend some iso -
lated weeks working on a new novel—extra bonus was
getting to know Alice DeBerry Kane, who lived near
the house where she was staying. “My drive back was
transcendentally fabulous—nothing like seeing
America whiz by at 85 mph.” €& OONA
PATRICK 's timeline essay coming out in Gulf
Coastwon honorable mention in their nonfiction con -

test, which was judged by Mark Doty. “And it was
then edited by The Fabulous James Hall.” After quit -
ting her job of eight years and leaving Boston, she is
spending November at the Vermont Studio Center on
a full fellowship. “I am not really sure what | am
doing after that” <& P.F. POTVIN recently
moved to Burlington, VT, where he’ s teaching poetry
at Champlain College and backpacking most week-
ends. “l gigged readings over past few moons at
Myopic Books (Chicago) and the University of
Michigan (Dearborn). Otherwise, have fifteen pieces
out or forthcoming in Rio, Memorious, Redivider, and
Caketrain. €1 ANDY PRATT writes: “Another
year has passed, and nothing published. What else is
new? | just started working on my book again, rewrit -
ing. It helps me remember who | am, who | was, and
maybe it will be published, maybe not. I've had that
experience in the music business, and it’ s not all it’ s
cracked up to be. It does beat the altenative though.
This year | got married again, for the fourth time, to

a wonderful Irish woman named Mary, who makes life
fun, most of the time. She has two almost-grown
sons, so | am a stepfather. They like me. Sometimes
they say the same things to me | used to say to my
own father. We live in Amesbury Mass., with one of
them and three cats. | have my musical instruments
at home, and | play them a lot, and sometimes |
rehearse with a band, or record music with different
people, basically living in the past, in order to stay
sane in an increasingly insane world. Mary under-
stands. I'm waiting for death, or war , or revolution,
or none of the above. It' s all the same to me at this
point.” € RICCO SIASOCO writes that he’ s
still writing, still teaching. “Sometimes | speak at
conferences or write book reviews. Lately , I've taken
to thinking of life as one big hangover.”
€ MARCIA TRAHAN is happy to report that
her homegrown writing workshops are humming right
along. “I'm quite proud of my students’ work—and
watch out, a couple of them just might be
Bennington-bound!” Her own work appeared in the
Spring 2004 issue of Full Circle; and at any given
moment she’s busy gnashing her teeth over one of
four different projects. “I am also tutoring hapless
teenagers in SAT prep and editing a book proposal.
Andy, me, and bunny make three.” This from
€ JIM WOESSNER : “Nothing new . Still work -
ing my ass off as a wannabe painter cum artist. Have
a new studio that is (at last) separate from my house.
The art seems to be getting weirder , and | seem to be
getting poorer. Who's writing this script anyway? Still
looking for a rich woman to support my indulgences.”
As for me, & BRENDA TUBBY CHANDLER
I've just come off a stint as freelance conference
organizer for the Muskie School of Public Service—
lots of details to keep track of, leaving me virtually
no free time for the last few months. Before that, |
worked at Intercultural P ress and loved the crosscul-
tural dialogue. I'm now in the thick of my second
year of an interfaith chaplaincy program (but call me
Reverend and I'll laugh). Mostly , though, | am now
returning to my writing, and am eager for it.

JUNE

class agent Kristi Gedeon
<kgedeon@austin.rr.com>

€ KRISTI GEDEON : “At long last, | have an
agent, who sold my first novel to St. Martin’ s Ress.

How Bennington Forced Me Out of Hibernation

AND OTHER TALES FROM A FORMER RED-STATE DENIZEN

BY MELLITANI PEERCE

I was living the good life. Working a day job not as a tech
nical writer or comp instructor, but as a father. Writing.
Drinking tea.

Everyone at Bennington craved time, but even with two
small children | had plenty. My wife had eight hours to teach, |
had eight hours to write, and we each, separately, spent many
hours a day with the children. On Saturdays, we would pedal
twenty miles, the four of us on two bikes, then return to write

itude. How about: they write with whatever time they have.
They scribble on napkins, write through lunch, make notes over
coffee, get dinner stains on their notebooks, and make no
excuses. Arrogant to say, isn't it, when I've neither lived my life
in perpetual need of time nor managed now to find enough of it
to complete even one short story since moving east? But after
years of giving my writing primarily two kinds of food — slow
reading and time — | see with the clarity of a spiritual vision
that I've left my fingernails cracking and hair dulled for want of
essential nutrients.

and work some more.

So why, if what writers need most of all is
leisure, did | give it up?

We’re nothing without (quick, another
word for vortex!) the seethe of community.
Liam talked so much about closing that |
became a rejection-gathering machine, an efft
cient addresser of envelopes, franker of SASEs,
photocopier of stories (though never an effi-
cient author of cover letters; the beastly things
should have gotten two minutes apiece, but
instead occupied a corner of my soul like a
dozen Bartlebys, refusing to do their work and
leave). But Liam rarely talked about opening.
Yet it is opening that Bennington forces on us,
and after closing with the too-simple act of
graduation, | became increasingly terrified
that | would now always be failing, post-Benn,

to open.

I've never lived through a period as diffi-
cult as this last year. Time has left us. Gone not
just quickly, but somewhere else. And ever since my family
moved from Ohio to Boston, strange things have befallen us at
a rate that gives nasty blows the feel of slapstick. Last week, a
massive branch fell onto our house and car. The car had just
returned from major repairs, and the roof we’'d just had
replaced after a sudden outpouring in the living room.

But over these nine months—while moving AGNI from an
out-of-the-way, dusty theater room to the former offices of The
Partisan Review and at the same time upgrading its computers
and bringing it into the Ethernet era — I've felt a greater con-
nection to the word, a stronger tie to life, and a more organic
belief in the inseparability of the two than ever before. Despite
being overwhelmed with details — and literary magazines ride
a surf of the least glamorous details imaginable: bar-code
labels, renewal letters, intern schedules, NEA cost-matching
forms — the very immersion I've felt, the lack of time itself,
occasioned by a crush of people and a crush of words, seems to
have taught me the natural tone of my mind. Big questions
seem to answer themselves. What is worth writing? What's best
in our literature? What tone is naturally mine and what’s mere
imitation?

There’s no doubt | need to begin stringing loose minutes
into a bracelet, or sewing them into a shirt which will never fit
as comfortably as before. But time isn’t everything. In Boston, it
becomes immediately apparent that successful novelists and
writers with time on their hands are not always — not often —
the same group. Successful writers make time. No, that’s a plat

Bill Pierce with his daughter Catharine (age 6), his son Liam (3), and yellow lab Cassie (8). It was
taken on Liam’s birthday, April 25th, 2004. Photo by Gillian Pierce.

I am surrounded by people here. Crushed against them, in
fact, on the T ride home. They, being versions of myself — as |
am a version of each of them — are why | write (why we write,
and what we write). Yet | was cut off from them in my former
life. | was cut off from other writers, too. | was cut off from
busyness and traffic, from swerving, gridlock, mail merge, Do
Not Walk signs, “doing lunch,” and interruptions. And don't let
me simplify what I'm saying by blaming Ohio, the red-state
rural hinterland. I'd closed myself off years before moving
there, to devote myself to the god of Writing Time. | was cut off
in Montclair, New Jersey. | was cut off in Ann Arbor, Michigan.
For more than a decade | structured my life around The Hours
at the Desk, replacing engagement with enscribement.

These days, slow reading is a luxury. | copyedit on the T. |
walk across the St. Mary’s bridge in the morning with a manu-
script folded around my finger, or with my cell phone pressed to
my ear. And somehow — maybe I'm fooling myself — I think my
own writing will benefit, too. Because it's not the clock that
determines the value of words on a page. It's the passion that
engenders them, and the condition of the soul that puts them
there.

Always Be Closing, Liam says. But what | thank Bennington
for is the opposite mantra, forced on us just as insistently:
Always Be Opening. Aren’t they the same thing?

€I William Pierce , a fiction graduate from the class of January 2003, is senior editor of
AGNI. His fiction has appeared in The Cream City Review and American Literary Review .
His essay “Fabulously Feal,” reprinted in AGNI Online (www.agnimagazine.org), was
recently nominated for a Pushcart P rize.
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The Class of
June 2004 and
the Core Faculty
(left to right) front row: Laurie
Zimmerman, Sara Litwiller, Sarah
Kanning, Gail Hamburg, Alexis
Perlmutter, Beth Woodcome, Vanina
Marsot, Virgil Suarez. second row: L to
R: Shonna Humphrey, Elizabeth Gatti,
Tim Howard, Kimberly Drain, Betsy Cox,
Christine Anderes, Rebecca Brock third
row: Sheila Kohler, Trinie Dalton, Victoria
Clausi, April Bernard, Ethelbert Miller, Diana
Gould, Jill McCorkle, Jeff Rennicke, Joyce
Maynard. fourth row: Henri Cole, Amy
Gerstler, Elaine McFerron, Susan Cheever,
Amy Hempel, Phillip Lopate, Molly Jong-
Fast, Laurel Saville, Martha Cooley,
Priscilla Hodgkins, Patrick Heller,
Stephanie Farber, Ed Ochester fifth
row: Tom Gavin, Bob Shacochis, Liam
Rector, Timothy Mayo, Sven
Birkerts, Askold Melnyczuk, Kurt
Caswell, Jason Shinder.

€1 Photos by Carole Merritt,
class of January 1996.

Judy Mandt, Carole Merritt, and
Laura Orem pose between literary
moments

Sven Birkerts, Liam Rector, Tree Swenson and Cilla Hodgkins listening and oberserving from the catwalk of Tishman

as Robin Neidorf presents a statistical analysis of alumnis’

responses to survey about their Bennington esperiences.

How to Say Goodbye

JUNE 2004 GRADUATION SPEECH

BY KURT CASMWELL

Somewhere in the Chinese past, people began breaking off
willow branches and giving them to parting friends. In Chinese, a
homophone of the word “willow” means “stay.” Over the past two
years, as a student at Bennington, | have learned something about
how to say goodbye.

| said goodbye to my friends and to the rivers of northern
California. | said goodbye to my dog, and left her ashes on a hill in
southeastern Wyoming. | said goodbye to my wife, and to our
marriage of 5 years. | don't tell you this to say that I'm available.
However, my phone number is 307-778-2002.

| tell you this because tonight | wish to say goodbye. | wish for
all of us to honor each other in saying goodbye, not to linger in
untruths, the way on nights such as this, we may make pledges we
cannot keep.

In our time at Bennington, we have made lasting friendships,
and become part of a community that will endure beyond us,
though in parting we cannot know if we shall ever see each other
again. Itis not in returning to Bennington that we most honor our
teachers and peers, but in taking what we have learned here to our
home communities, in encouraging and creating an educated, lit-
erate public that will keep the word alive, and in living a writing
life. So tonight must be goodbye, enacted completely, as if each of
our lives were ending. What we all know at Bennington is that a
poem, a story, an essay can be a way to say goodbye to a place, a
person, even to some part of the Self.

In the early pages of Nikos Kazantzakis’ novel Zorba the
Greek, the narrator laments the departure of a friend: “How bit -
ter it is to be slowly separated from great friends! Far better make
a clean break and remain in solitude—the natural climate of man.
And yet in that rainy dawn, | could not leave my friend” (5). The
narrator follows his friend onto the ship, helps him settle into his
cabin, and then lingers, and lingers, and the parting becomes
overly painful, if not numbing.

At the end of the novel, the narrator learns something about
how to say goodbye. He describes his parting with Zorba as “clean
as a sword cut” (303). He is able to “make a clean break” because
he learns that saying goodbye is not the job of the mind, but of the
body, the way Robert Bly has said that poems are not written with
the mind, but with the body. The narrator learns this through
dance. He asks Zorba to teach him to dance, and Zorba replies:
“To hell with paper and ink! To hell with goods and profits! To
hell with mines and workmen and monasteries! And now that you
can dance as well and have learnt my language, what shan't we be
able to tell each other!” (290).

Hope springs from Zorba's words as honesty—the two men
know they may never meet again—and this honesty brings depth
and meaning to their friendship. In a universe where meaning is
elusive, at the very least, and the very most, we can create this
kind of honesty, this kind of meaning between us. Tonight, after
we dance, what | have left to say is goodbye, and God-speed-you-
on-your-way.
€] Kurt Caswell teaches literature and writing at Laramie County Community College in
Cheyenne, Wyoming. He holds a MR in nonfiction from Bennington College, and a MA in

English from Middlebury College. His work has appeared in Isotope, Left Bank, Northern
Lights, Potomac Review, and West Wind Review, among other publications.



