peck

Jabari Asim: 

My name is Jabari Asim, I'm the children's book editor at “Washington Post Book World,” and it's my privilege to welcome you to the final presentation of the 2004 National Book Festival in the children's tent.  Always the best tent with the best audiences.  

[applause]

That was very educational for me the first year that I did the festival.  I worked in a number of different tents and then last year I worked exclusively in the children's tent, but it's given me an opportunity to compare audiences.  And I have to say even I was astonished at the degree of enthusiasm, not just the enthusiasm but the degree to which the audience was informed and familiar with the author's work was pretty amazing.  And I can say with some authority that it isn't matched in the other tents, so.

I had the honor of introducing Mr. Peck about thee years ago, and before he made his appearance a couple of young ladies came up to me, young ladies, and Mr. Peck was nearby somewhere.  He wasn't quite in the tent yet.  He was talking to somebody and they were very excited and they said, “We just have to ask you, is that Richard Peck over there?"  You know, and I looked and I said, “Yeah, that's him."  And they squealed.  

[laughter]

And it was like he was a rock star or something.  It was very, it was very illustrative to me of the appeal and popularity of Richard Peck.  And once he did his presentation I saw that it was fully justified, as you will as well if you have not seen him before.  

He's written more than 30 novels for age groups from middle graders to young adults.  He's the winner of the 1990 Margaret A. Edwards Award sponsored by the Young Adult Library Services Association of the American Library Association; the 1990 National Council of Teachers of English ALAN Award for outstanding contributions to young adult literature; and the Edgar Award.  His “A Year Down Yonder” won the 2001 Newbery Medal, and its prequel, “A Long Way from Chicago”, was a National Book Award finalist and a Newbery Honor Book.  Since last visiting the festival he also became the recipient of a National Humanities Medal.  

His recent book is “Past Perfect, Present Tense.”  Writing in February of this year, a critic in the “Washington Post” included our guest among, and I quote, "A handful of authors writing for pre and early teen readers whose books are so quirkily original, so airily intelligent that a single paragraph can make a jaded reviewer's spirits rise."  Please join me in welcoming Richard Peck.  

[applause]

Richard Peck:  

What a good quote.  Thank you.  I come to you last on the list without pictures of kitties or puppies or chimps.  

[laughter]

I come to you as all writers do with stories to tell and a new book to announce and to glory with readers and writers in a country that has a National Book Festival because we have a first lady who was a librarian first.  

[applause]

Before she ever saw Washington she knew that only readers have futures.  I'm a writer because, as it happens, most of who we are is decided in those first five fleeting years of life before we ever see school.  Schools don't build foundations; schools build upon foundations.  

[applause]

And in those first five fleeting years of life, I had a mother who read to me.  As evening proceeded apace light the lamp and turn the page and be, oh, any place.  Pirates, there were and palaces and a raft at the river's bend.  I warmed my face at the story's light hoping it wouldn't end.  I had a mother who read to me as the afternoon ebbed away and stories stirred in the darkening wood, and that's why I'm here today.  

[applause]

And I fell in love with words in my mother's lap and that was lucky because a story is written one word at a time.  Of course, that was all long ago in another century, in a world without iPods.  Where blackberries were in briars where they belong.  

[laughter]

A world still free of e-mail.  E-mail, when you don't care enough to send the very best.  

[applause]

Today in this scary world of instant messaging and those chambers of horrors, chat rooms and the torment of other people's cell phone conversations, and the violence of video games, we need stories more than ever to stitch, stitch the generations together.  Stories passed down families from one generation to the other for young people to hear who cannot be out on a school night.  

And so here comes a story.  It's from my brand new collection you just heard about.  A title -- that has a title that better expresses me than it does the book.  “Past Perfect, Present Tense.”  

[laughter]

And it's a story called “By Far the Worst Pupil at Long Point School."  

“When we were kids we always ate our Christmas dinner down at Grandma and Grandpa's.  They lived in that little frame house back in the fields past Long Point School.  Of course, house and school are long gone now, gone to wherever memories go.  Grandma could do some cooking once she got that old black iron stove fired up.  Come Christmas Day every chair around her table was filled.  Uncle Billy never missed.  Being a bachelor, he made the rounds of other people's tables for all his holiday meals.  ‘He can smell a turkey roasting from the other end of the county,’ Grandma said.  

“Some people welcomed Uncle Billy for the stories he told.  Other people put up with him.  Grandma put up with him.  She was his big sister, though a quarter his size.  Since Uncle Billy had never married or left the district, nothing had ever happened to him as a grownup.  All his stories were about the days of yore when he was a boy.  Trying to picture Uncle Billy and Grandma and Grandpa as young was more than I could manage.  They all looked to me as if they had been whittled out of used lumber.  

[laughter]

“Uncle Billy was full of stories but a lot of us grandkids had never heard Grandpa speak.  Certain people claimed the last words Grandpa every uttered were at his wedding to Grandma.  

[laughter]

“When he said, ‘I do.’ ‘Who wants more oyster dressing?’  Grandma said.  ‘I do,’ Uncle Billy said, which made us all look at Grandpa.  

[laughter]

“After the turkey and trimmings came the pies and the suet pudding with hard sauce and finally a bowl of fruit nobody touched.  Only then did Uncle Billy ease back from the table and we knew we were in for a story.  ‘Oh, you talk about strict,’ he said, ‘you don't know what strict is without my sister for your teacher.’  He glanced at Grandma who said, ‘It wasn't any picnic for me either.’  

[laughter]

“‘And at $8 a month.’ ‘I just put my toe over the line a very little bit and she'd come down on me like the wolf on the fold.’  ‘You couldn't help being a slow thinker, Billy,’ Grandma said.  

[laughter]

“‘But the least you could do was behave.’  ‘She liked to wear me out with that paddle.  It hung right there on the wall within her reach.  Oh, she was quick with that paddle.  I couldn't sit all the way down without pain ‘till I was right at 30 years of age.’  

[laughter]

“‘I thought it would take you that long to get through eighth grade,’ Grandma said.  

[laughter]

“‘She'd even whoop a girl if that girl got sassy with her.  She whooped Gladys Birdwell.’  Grandma never really reminisced.  But now she nodded.  ‘I have an idea there's still marks on Gladys that don't show in daylight.’  ‘She'd paddle a boy half again her size,’ Uncle Billy recalled, ‘but of course, it didn't work with Charlie.  The paddle didn't work on Charlie.  He was by far the worst pupil at Long Point School.’  

“Grandma sat with us now around the remains of Christmas dinner.  ‘No,’ she admitted, ‘the paddle didn't work on Charlie.’  ‘We had us two privies, one for the boys, one for the girls,’ Uncle Billy explained, ‘and Charlie was sweet on some girl.  Was it Gladys Birdwell?’  ‘It was Estelle Grubb,’ Grandma said.  ‘Anyway, Charlie's notion of getting a girl's attention was to steal her stocking cap and throw it down the girl's privy.’  

[laughter]

“‘Just the idea of a boy going into the girl's privy was enough to call out the National Guard at that time.  But would that faze Charlie?  No.  This was at recess and somebody run to tell teacher on him.  ‘It was you, Billy,’ Grandma said.  

[laughter]

“‘And that sister of mine bust out of Long Point Schoolhouse like she was being shot from a cannon.  Her boots never touched gravel as she rounded the building.  And in her hand the padlock and’ -- ‘No, Billy.  You got two different stories mixed up in your head,’ Grandma said, ‘as usual.’  Uncle Billy looked at her.  ‘This isn't the padlock story,’ Grandma said, ‘this is the fishing pole story.  When Charlie threw Estelle's stocking cap down the privy, I made him take a bamboo pole and a hook and a line and go fishing for that stocking cap down the privy hole.  Took him till dark before he snagged it.’  

[laughter]

“‘Did it faze Charlie?’  one of us grand kids asked.  ‘Not much,’ Grandma said.  ‘Even when I made him wear the cap.’  

[laughter]

“‘The padlock story took place the following year when Charlie was repeating eighth grade.’  ‘That's right,’ Uncle Billy said, ‘hoping to tell it.  We always locked both them privies every night to discourage vandals.  Well, sir, one day at recess Charlie not only went back into the girl's privy, but he was smoking in there.  You could see the smoke curling out of the half-moon cut in the privy door, and naturally no girl could use it.  Somebody run to tell teacher on’ -- ‘It was you, Billy,’ Grandma said.  ‘And that sister of mine bust out of Long Point School like she was being shot from a cannon.  Her boots never touched gravel as she rounded the building.  And in her hand, the padlock and a claw hammer and a chunk of wood, and in her mouth, two ten-penny nails.  She drew up short at the girl's privy and snapped the padlock on the latch.’  

[laughter]

“‘That hemmed in Charlie right there.  Then she put that chunk of wood up against the half-moon cut in the door and drove the nails in to keep it in place.  She meant to smoke that boy like a turkey.’  

[laughter]

“‘She was quick, so I have an idea Charlie didn't grasp what had happened and kept on smoking.’  

[laughter]

“‘Anyway, when he tried the door, he seen he was in jail.  By then teacher was ringing the bell to call us back from recess but it was hard to concentrate on our studies the rest of that morning.’  ‘Concentration never came easy for you, Billy,’ Grandma said.  

[laughter]

“‘The sounds coming from the girl's privy would have waked up the dead,’ Uncle Billy remembered.  ‘Charlie was like a bull kicking in a pen.  It was cold weather so he had on boots and he commenced kicking all four sides.  It took him to noon, but he knocked that privy down.’  

[laughter]

“‘Finally it was just Charlie standing out there on bald ground breathing hard.  The privy door was flat before him and the landscape littered with pages from the Sears catalog, fluttering like moths.’  ‘And there is but very little justice in this world,’ Grandma said.  ‘The school board took the cost of that privy out of my wages.  They said I'd overstepped my bounds.  That I was hired to educate my pupils, not to cure them like hams.’  

[laughter]

“‘Did it faze Charlie?’  One of us grand kids wondered.  ‘Not in the least,’ Grandma said.  ‘There was only one thing left to be done,’ Uncle Billy said.  ‘And I did it,’ Grandma said.  ‘What?’  We kids chorused.  ‘I married him.’  

[laughter]

[applause]

“Grandma peered down the table at Grandpa.  ‘Remember that, Charlie?’  ‘I do,’ Grandpa said.”  

[laughter]

[applause]

Was that a story handed down from my elders?  Oh, no, I wrote it very recently.  I am the elder now.  And I'm a writer because of a boy I met when I was a kid myself.  Everybody needs a role model, and I found mine just in time.  I didn't meet him at school.  I wouldn't have sat next to him in school.  I met him in the library.  He was an attention deficit disordered, behaviorally disabled, differently-abled, at risk, sociologically challenged boy.  

[laughter]

Whose single parent was a homeless substance abuser.  A boy who today would be playing a guidance counselor like a violin.  

[laughter]

A boy named Huckleberry Finn.  I needed to know you could be a writer without being from England or New England, and Hannibal, Missouri was just one state away.  And I was saved.  Early in life I wanted to be Mark Twain.  I still do.  

[laughter]

Because nobody but a reader ever became a writer.  And because it's been said that “The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn” are the first real American novel.  

[applause]

And what is it about?  It's about two boys on a raft down the great American river, running through a world made wrong.  A voyage that changes its meaning at midlife, as all of ours have.  So that they are different people at the end from the beginning.  It is about change and a journey.  All fiction is about change unless you write short stories for the “New Yorker. “ 

[laughter]

And all my stories are about a journey because my readers are just beginning theirs.  One of them is about a boy and his sister who have to journey down from Chicago to central Illinois every summer to visit Grandma.  And she's not the Grandma they -- 

[applause]

And she doesn't have a kitty.  She's trigger-happy.  

[laughter]

She's my kind of woman.  

[laughter]

She has a sting in her tail.  And that's in “A Long Way From Chicago.”  And in another book the sister has to go live with that Grandma in a town where there are only 25 people in the high school and they arrive every morning by mule, and she has to live under Grandma's rule and under her roof.  And there is something in the attic that should not be there.  And in an unexpected place, she finds her role model.  It's only a tragedy if your role model is somebody your age.  But I couldn't have written those without Mark Twain's permission.  His permission for me to mine my Midwestern roots.  

When I was young I had Mark Twain to inspire me.  Now I have young readers for that because I write with my feet.  I have to.  I'm growing visibly older every minute while my readers remain the same age.  And the gap threatens to widen until I'm no nearer them than their parents.  And so I have to go among them to tell them about my books because they don't read reviews and neither do their teachers.  

[laughter]

Librarians, of course, do.  

[applause]

But librarians deal in real books, not textbooks.  And so I have a brand new novel hot off the press just this week to introduce at the National Book Festival and it was born a year ago in March because I was invited to go visit young readers and writers.  It was in Grand Rapids, Michigan.  Anybody from there?  Then we can talk.  

[laughter]

It was a place called Calvin College that invited me.  Now you know when you're invited to a place called Calvin College, you're not going to have a good time.  

[laughter]

And indeed I didn't, but I got a novel out of it.  They do what all colleges ought to do.  In their general area they invite for a day of writing, fifth graders, seventh graders and ninth graders to come on their campus.  That way they see their campus and they see the most literate of the young -- a very wise plan.  They said to me, “You'll have fifth graders and seventh graders and you have 45 minutes with each group.  Teach them how to write.”  

[laughter]

I was a teacher once.  I know that when you have 45 minutes, a class period, you present one concept.  So I decided to tell them about the most important aspect of writing, one they would never have heard from their teachers.  And that is, you are only as good as your opening line.  Because if your readers don't like line number one, they'll never see line number two.  And you are not required; required reading was abolished in the 1970s.  

And so I wanted them to know that you have to keep tinkering with the first line until it's a lot better than you thought it was going to have to be.  I pictured the fifth graders and me sitting around a table writing first lines and then improving them.  And of course, I wrote mine.  When I got there, there were 500 of them, in stadium seating, and I was heavily mic’ed.  And there were their teachers clinging to the top.  

[laughter]

Teachers who had already applied to the college asking if they had to stay for the program.  

[laughter]

But the minutes were ticking away, and so I said, “You are only as good as your opening line.”  It was a nightmare.  

[laughter]

So I said, “You are my readers but your readers are your teachers.  If you want a good grade, put something in the first line that interests a teacher.  What interests a teacher?"  

[laughter]

There were 500 silences.  

[laughter]

Nobody had thought of such a thing.  These people are paid to be here.  

[laughter]

“What interests a teacher?"  I said.  And finally one voice said, “Coffee."  

[laughter and applause]

More answers I can't use.  

[laughter]

Well, we got through this, and the next stop was seventh grade -- 500 of them.  No teachers.  

[laughter]

And we know why.  

[laughter]

And I said, “You are only as good as your opening line.  What interests your teacher?"  Well there was naked hostility now from seventh graders.  These people aren't to be entertained; they are to be brought down.  

[laughter and applause]

There was much throwing of hair among the girls.  

[laughter]

But finally a boy said, “Trouble."  I said, “Yes, trouble interests a teacher.  Put trouble in the opening line.  Don't put the weather.  Don't put how you felt when you got up.  Don't put setting.  Don't put background.  Hit her with trouble."  

[laughter]

Well I had done my own assignment; I always did as a teacher, just to see if it tracked.  And I realized that my whole career in writing 33 books has been the search for a perfect opening line.  Is there one?  Yes.  

[laughter]

And I found it.  

[laughter]

And Patty didn't.  

[laughter]

And though we share, I don't share this.  I have found the perfect opening line.  Then my job was to write a whole novel that went with it.  Are you ready for it?

Audience:

Yes.

Richard Peck:

If your teacher has to die, August isn't a bad time of year for it.  

[laughter and applause]

Which occasioned my first standing ovation from fifth graders.  

[laughter]

That got 500 little bottoms off the chairs.  

[laughter]

Shall we read on?  

Audience:

Yes.  

Richard Peck:  

Well, that's the point, isn't it?  

“You know August, the corn's earring, the tomatoes are ripening on the vine.  There's a little less evening now and that's a warning.  You want to live every day twice over because you will be back in the jailhouse of school before the end of the month.  Then our teacher, Ms. Mert Arbuckle hauled off and died.  

[laughter]

“It was like a miracle.  

[laughter]

“Though she must have been 40.  

[laughter]

“You should have seen my kid brother's face.  It looked like Lloyd was hearing the music of the spheres.  You couldn't deny Ms. Mert Arbuckle was past her prime.  She was hard of hearing in one ear, no doubt deafened by her own screaming.  

[laughter]

“And she couldn't whomp us like she wanted to.  She was a southpaw for whomping and she had arthritis in that elbow.  

[laughter]

“So she could still whomp, it didn't make much of an impression.  So when you get right down to it, if you can't hear and you can't whomp, you're better off dead than teaching.  

[laughter]

“That's how I saw it.  There was always talk about shutting down Hominy Ridge School anyhow.  Now Lloyd and I saw its end was nigh and hope broke over us.  Surely it was too late to find anybody who would teach in a place like that.  Dad was on the school board.  Lloyd and I hoped to encourage him to close down the school and drive all formal education out of this part of the county.  

[laughter]

“For one thing, I'd been 15 for half a year and still hadn't passed the eighth grade graduation exam.  Besides, I had me a dream.  And school only stood in its way.  

[laughter]

“‘Russell, will there be funeral?’  Lloyd wondered at me.  ‘Well, of course, they'll have a funeral for her,’ I said.  ‘Did you think we'd just feed her to the hogs?’  

[laughter]

“But I knew how Lloyd thought.  Regular people had funerals, but Ms. Mert was a teacher.  

[laughter]

“As for a funeral it was hot weather and the crops were in the ground and the roads were dry and the fair was over.  ‘What else do people have to do?’  I said.  ‘They'll turn out for Ms. Mert.’  ‘They better,’ Lloyd said.  ‘She's liable to sit up in that coffin and take roll.’”  

[laughter and applause]

And that book is called “The Teacher's Funeral” and it came out this week.  

[applause]

And it is set in Park County, Indiana.  

[laughter]

And that's what I do.  I look high and low for a good opening line and then write a novel that will go with it.  You will notice that Russell has a dream and school is only standing in his way?  Without giving too much away, I'll tell you what that dream is.  He longs to leave school and head up to the Dakotas for the wheat harvest.  It was an annual migration back in those steam-driven days.  Boys and men from around the continent went up to work the machinery across those long Dakota distances.  It's Russell's dream of escape.  

It was my father's dream, too, and he pursued it, wearing his surge suit under his overalls and hopping a freight up to the Chicago yards and another freight on to Fargo.  My father left seventh grade that fall, and he never came back to school.  And so 97 years later, I'm rewriting his history because the novel -- in the novel I won't let Russell go.  I'll see that he stays home and gets an education.  

That's what stories are:  not what was but what might have been.  That's who writers are:  people who think that history can always be improved upon.  Thank you.  

[applause]

One question?  Yes, how kind of you to ask about my next book.  

[laughter]

I was presenting this one this summer, and a book salesman came up afterwards and said, “And are you working on the companion volume?”  And I said, “There'll be no companion volume.”  And he said, “Oh, I think there better be.  You finished off the teacher.  How about one called ‘Requiem for the Librarian?’”  

[laughter]

I was deeply stunned and went home and started it.  

[laughter]

Now, the word requiem is not going to work in a title for my readers, so my book in progress is going to be called, “Here Lies the Librarian.”  

[applause]

And it's all based on an epitaph, her gravestone.  Her name is Ms. Electra Dietz, and she died.  And her gravestone reads, “Shhhh.”  

[laughter]

“Here Lies the Librarian.  After years of service wise and true, heaven stamped her overdue.”  

[laughter and applause]

