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      What readers say about


      Leaving a Trace: On Keeping a Journal


      “Anyone thinking of starting a journal or already maintaining one will find this book quite useful…. Alexandra Johnson provides

         practical advice including changing tone, length, schedule, and case, etc., to liven up the entries and keep the writer fresh.”

      


      —Midwest Book Review


      “Elegantly written…. Johnson’s enthusiasm for diaries is infectious.”


      —Kirkus Reviews


      “For the beginner, Johnson shows how to simply stick with journaling and suggests subject matter to include. For the seasoned

         diarist, she offers creative brainstorming exercises and advice on how to shape a journal into a memoir.”

      


      —Ross McCammon, American Way


      “Leaving a Trace is beautifully written.”

      


      —Denise S. Sticha, Library Journal


      “A wonderful new book…. As Johnson began to study the art of journal-keeping, she discovered ways of getting around the problems

         inherent in the form: self-censoring; fear of having one’s diary lost, stolen, or discovered; old ideas about what constitutes

         a diary and what doesn’t; and more. Through all of this, Johnson expertly weaves diary lore.”

      


      —Karen Sandstrom, Cleveland Plain Dealer


      “Warning: if you buy this book, you might as well buy a journal at the same time. Alexandra Johnson’s lovely and practical

         prose will assist you in overcoming virtually every inhibition you’ve had about committing words to paper, and will inspire

         you to tell, in whatever form you choose, the important story of yourself.”

      


      —Elizabeth Berg, author of Open House
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     All serious daring starts within.


	    —EUDORA WELTY


	    There looms ahead of me the shadow of some kind of form which the diary might attain. I might in the course of time learn

            what it is that one can make of this loose, drifting material of life; finding another use for it.

      


	    —VIRGINIA WOOLF


   

      Introduction


	  [image: art]


	  New Year’s Day, Tuesday, Jan 1st. I think I will try to keep a diary this year.

      


      I stared at that sentence one autumn afternoon, holding a stranger’s diary in my hands. It was a soft-cover exercise book,

         chosen, I’m sure, so no one would suspect it was a diary and be tempted to read it. But I was and I did. With each page, a

         stranger’s life slowly unfolded: waiting for someone named Charlie to return from college; having her ice skates sharpened

         at a nearby frozen pond; going into Boston with her sister Mattie to buy sheet music; celebrating her twenty-first birthday,

         glad the absent young man had sent violets that survived a snowstorm.

      


      I was given the diary by the sole survivor of a family who had known the woman. The woman who kept the journal, I was told,

         had lived in the house I now own. A woman, I now saw in my imagination, who once climbed the same narrow flight of stairs

         each night and who looked out at our two pear trees still bearing fruit. A woman who wrote in her diary in 1895, plotting

         her life in sepia ink.

      


      Could she have imagined how a century later someone in her own house would be fascinated by the clues she left of a life that

         probably seemed immensely dull to her at the time? (I imagined her scribbling in the journal like homework, the task vaguely

         self-improving.) Was it her only diary? Or did she burn later ones? I needed to know: What happened late that summer of 1895?

         Did Charlie vanish? How did he finally break her heart? I hoped that heartbreak wasn’t lurking in the unexpected: those pale

         gray eyes of her close friend Kitty. Toward the diary’s end the handwriting is frantic—the loops of the l’s swell like lungs

         bursting.

      


      As I closed Elizabeth Howe’s diary, I thought about how, if we can’t keep diaries ourselves, we still love reading others’,

         eavesdropping on lives in private conversation with themselves. With each page I watched Howe try to find a narrative shape

         for her life, a way to tell its story, if only to herself. In stolen private moments, her hand recorded what I’m sure her

         brain constantly told her was of no importance: her life. From her journal I knew hers was a quiet but hungrily alive life.

         The pages chronicled a twenty-one-year-old music teacher secretly thrilled by solitude, love letters, fresh peaches wrapped

         in tissue, ice storms filigreeing the windows at night with crystal spiderwebs.

      


      Those details from her diary lingered in my mind all afternoon. But I found that one nagged in particular. To earn pocket

         money, Elizabeth Howe and her sister spent a mild May afternoon copying names from gravestones into a ledger; the cemetery

         was soon to be relocated. On that bright spring day, she noted, the air was “sharp with lilac.” It was a change from bitter

         winters whose winds had eroded so many tombstones. To trace the oldest names, she ran her fingers over the hollowed grooves,

         like Braille. I wondered as she traced those ancient New England names, copied for pennies a name, if she was haunted by how

         many had been lost to memory. Here were lives as blank as their slate markers. The next day, her diary stops its complaining.

         The entries are longer. Suddenly, the pages question if she has talent as a pianist. Or, as she wondered in her journal, was

         her destiny instructing thankless pupils forever?

      


      I’ll never know the answers. But as she copied name after name, I’m sure she couldn’t help wondering about those lives, just

         as I did about hers now. What had been their ambitions, regrets, last thoughts, deepest earthly pleasures? What illnesses

         had they survived? How many safe childbirths? Whose name was the last they called out for? (I picture her bent over the ledger

         lost in thought, her chestnut hair so shiny you could see your reflection in it.) “Seven headstones too hard to read,” she

         noted that night in the journal, disturbed by those unclaimed lives. Knowing what each had accomplished within a life was

         as hard as guessing the color of their eyes.

      


      I placed her thin exercise book on a shelf in the same room where I write this now. It sits up high, near a number of the

         same novels her journal records her reading on long summer nights—Wuthering Heights, David Copperfield, Silas Marner. I like to think she wrote secretly in her diary here. Since then, this room’s shelves have filled with other diaries and

         journals, a good many of them published, some sent to me while I wrote this book. My hand, like a dowsing rod, goes to them

         during dry seasons: to console, to inspire, to remind me how others used a diary to deepen a life, or negotiate the obstacle

         course of creativity.

      


      On the same shelf where Elizabeth Howe’s journal now sits are a half-dozen notebooks I kept at her same age. On the first

         page of the earliest notebook, I’d copied a diary entry from Virginia Woolf, whose novels and diaries claim an entire shelf

         of their own. At thirty-four, a newly inspired Woolf started keeping a diary once again.

      


      What sort of diary should I like mine to be? Something loose knit and yet not slovenly, so elastic that it will embrace any

         thing, solemn, slight or beautiful that comes into my mind. I should like it to resemble some deep old desk, or capacious

         hold-all, in which one flings a mass of odds and ends without looking. I should like to come back, after a year or two, and

         find that the collection had sorted itself… into a mould, transparent enough to reflect the light of our life.

      


      Hers would. Until four days before her death, at sixty, she wrote in more than thirty-two marble patterned notebooks, leaving

         one of the most complete records of a creative mind at work. Woolf kept diaries, in part, to give her something to read at

         fifty. At twenty-one, when I copied that passage from her diary, I hoped that whatever I wrote in my notebook would sort itself

         out without my help. It didn’t. The journals remained either stubbornly blank or feverish with introspection that seemed curiously

         unreflective. (How to tell one year from the next, the entries so moody and abstract in their complaints? “Once again I can’t

         believe that… Why it is that I always…”) Instead, I’d find myself filling journals with the sharper, polished wisdoms of writers

         like Woolf. “All strong emotion leaves its indelible mark,” I copied out, “and it is only a question of discovering how we

         can get ourselves again attached to it, so that we shall be able to live our lives through from the start.” The past, Virginia

         Woolf noted, urges us to “leave a trace.”

      


      Isn’t this secretly what we try for yet fear we’ll never achieve? This instinct to leave a trace is a story I know all too

         well. I’ve been watching it since childhood. My grandmother, an American Red Cross worker in Siberia, kept a visual journal

         of war relief in Vladivostok, pasting in photos, letters, and the now-faded telegram in which my grandfather proposed. My

         mother hid her own weepy, complaining journals in the linen closet. (Cotton sheets, freshly ironed, often trigger my memory

         of finding those scraps of paper. I recall first seeing her familiar handwriting scribbled on the back of foreign airmail

         envelopes. In between their red-and-blue-bordered edges, my mother mapped some inner geography of desire—a lust for privacy,

         secret thoughts on her marriage.) Her older sister, between teaching and raising three children, kept journals for novels

         she’d write but was too terrified to send off.

      


      These three generations within my own family show the range of what is possible in a journal: my grandmother, the chronicler,

         kept her visual diary to record a public life; my mother kept a private journal of inner life to reflect, often to vent, or

         clarify; my aunt used a journal as a springboard into creative work. My own, begun at nine, would play with each of these

         forms before finding its true shape in my late twenties.

      


      The open secret of my childhood: I had filled only twenty pages in the vinyl drugstore diary I’d coerced my mother into buying

         one hot July when I was nine. Between ten and eleven, I made no progress. Each new diary was suspended in late January, doomed

         to a limbo of New Year’s resolutions. Between pink vinyl covers, I practiced penmanship, my increasingly sturdy diagonals

         mocking me, since the pages were still often blank, as if I were illiterate. At twelve, I stared hard at what I’d managed

         to record. Was it possible that my life was really that boring? The proof was incriminatingly kept in my own hand, entries dated as regularly as a prison lockup. The litany of daily

         life reads as flat as the lines that guided my ballpoint: “school; walked dog; dinner—mashed potatoes, frozen peas, baked

         meatloaf, ketchup bled into rim of Pyrex pan.”

      


      The most shaming are days where there’s that single entry: “nothing.” Nothing? Yet in memory, I can still summon those afternoons:

         playing outside as dusk fell, turning my shorts whiter in the darkening light; the sharp sting of eucalyptus trees; sitting

         on the cool linoleum of the school library, a sticky rectangle of a Band-Aid on my knee, as I first discovered books I’d love,

         like Anne Frank’s diary. Only occasionally in the diaries is there a pulse of something true: my friend Diane Friedman and

         I hoarding candy from girls who’d refused to sit with us; the murderous envy I felt for Nancy Miller’s new biscuit-colored

         shoes; the strange wistfulness of hearing my brother alone in nearby hills shooting a BB gun.

      


      By contrast, my family’s journals, however haphazardly kept, pulsated with the exotic. To unlock their secrets, I’d pore over

         the black, cardboard-thick album pages of my grandmother’s Siberian journal, staring at photos of her in surgical garb. In

         silver pencil, she’d written “Vladivostok” or “wounded transport prisoners” beneath grainy photos of Russian soldiers, their

         feet swaddled in bandages. The album ends in Brooklyn, New York, where she lived and did prenatal medical care, too busy to

         keep journals with a baby of her own on the way.

      


      But I suspected that, like the black triangular grips holding the photos in place, there were blanks, small black holes behind

         these preserved images. If my diaries were boring from the sheer terminal me-ness of them, I suspected hers meant to record

         but also to remain invisible. It was her only journal, a visual scrap-book whose few words leave no trace of her life before

         then. That stubby silver pencil would never tell the hidden story I knew only in fragments: orphaned at two, paraded in family

         court at six, unclaimed. I wanted to probe the mystery of her background. It seemed as hidden as her medical whites under

         that heavy Red Cross cape, as if her life only began with that long sea voyage to Japan and Russia. Unknowingly, as I flipped

         through her album journal, I was taking in my first lessons in fiction.

      


      While I didn’t then want to know the confessed facts of my mother’s marriage, I admired my aunt’s instinct to transform her

         longings into imagined stories. After a full day’s work and putting children to bed, she scribbled in journals, imagining

         plots for novels: heroines trapped in nineteenth-century Alaska, shy schoolteachers turned pioneering fur traders. With each

         page she made life exotic, the way she felt her suburban world wasn’t. (This was the stuff, I thought: getting rid of your

         boredom simply by giving it to characters!)

      


      “Writing,” Kafka jotted in his journal, “is the axe that breaks the frozen sea within.” Journals hint at what’s long been

         hidden under the ice. They shimmer with patterns of longing, secrets, untold stories. The diarist plays detective to his own

         days, uncovering the extraordinary in the ordinary, the truer story beneath the stubbornly recorded fact. (For what is left

         out is often more interesting than what’s chosen, the central dramas often held offstage—love, heartbreak, betrayal.) Yet

         no matter how incomplete or fitfully kept, journals honor that most human of instincts: our need to leave a trace.

      


      As I write this, my room is filled with others’ journals, the floor piled with the many lent me for this book, or with the

         hundreds of stories that have crossed the threshold of this small, sunlit room. Three years ago, it was the living voices I heard that thrilled me while going across country for my first book about writers’ diaries. At readings, in workshops,

         in calls to National Public Radio, they were voices whose current journal stories read like terrific novels: stolen diaries,

         found lost loves; feuding siblings’ secret journals; spouses suicidally sharing a single diary; distant mothers whose inner

         lives were revealed—and understood—only after death, journals read by family survivors.

      


      Here’s what I also heard. It was a phrase mumbled between these stories: Who could possibly care about my life? It was said wistfully as I signed books that were being given to encourage someone else—a gifted son, a sister who always

         kept journals, a recently divorced daughter who now might. But here is what I knew: for every life reduced to ten-word entries

         in a daily organizer, the pen still maps the epic—work, children, health, love. Even the kitchen calendar whose squares are

         filled in daily is silently recording the heroic of the everyday. The driest factual record often evokes a history far larger

         than the life it chronicles—memories of war, the Holocaust, transplanted cultures. And here, finally, is what I saw in face

         after face: most were lives full of stories or projects they feared would never be set down.

      


      That’s why they’d come to sit in an audience or show up at a workshop. I heard hundreds of stories across the country from

         men and women, eighteen- to eighty-year-olds, beginning and seasoned journal keepers alike. While many were long-term journal

         keepers, most were not. Their stories were an echo of my own: people who’d been given a diary early in life, going from a

         child frustrated by poor penmanship to fitful journal keeping in college to adults too busy to keep journals yet hungry to

         do so. Often they were discouraged when they did. Many found they wrote only when angry or depressed. The richest part of

         the story was left out. Or, in their eyes, so poorly written. But no matter why, how, or how often they wrote, every single

         person wanted to leave a trace of a life. For themselves or for others. The ways varied: in the form of a diary, a family

         chronicle, a memoir. Whether stymied or inspired, they always came back to the same two questions: How do I keep a journal?

         And: What do I do with all the material in the ones I’ve kept?

      


      This book is a way to honor those and the many other questions I’ve heard over the years in journal workshops, creative writing

         classes, and within my own writing group. The solutions to those questions are ones I live daily as a writer sitting at a

         desk. In writing Leaving a Trace, my goal isn’t to turn every diarist into a professional writer, but to guide others in how to keep some form of a journal

         and transform it into larger projects or writing. A diary is the missing link in creative life. In journal and creative nonfiction

         workshops, I watch journals serve as building blocks, moving from lists to sketches to memoir. Always wait for the surprise,

         I say, the way a journal opens out a life in unexpected ways. For a former student such as Julie Hilden, it was transforming

         scraps of recollections into a celebrated published memoir. For a woman I met in Chicago, it was beginning a journal at eighty,

         finding herself writing poetry at eighty-two, organizing life-story writing groups within nursing homes. For many, the question

         How do I keep a journal? quickly becomes What do I do with all the material in the ones I’ve kept?


      My own writing life spans these two questions. I still write as easily on the back of a Visa slip as in a notebook, but what’s

         changed is how I see what a journal can be, reimagining its form, purpose, even the very way I take in the immediate world.

         Showing the ways that are possible is the subject of this book. Looking back, I see that the clues for me were always there

         even in abandoned half-filled notebooks. In my early twenties, I wanted to write. Anything. On an October morning, I came

         across a journal strangely like my own. It was a mess. A scattering of odd-sized, mismatched notebooks, with pages often crosshatched

         with corrections. Weeks, often months, were skipped between entries. Grocery lists sat next to ideas for future projects,

         travel notes were jotted next to comments on marriage. Unsent letters were stuck in randomly.

      


      But I read, fascinated, because the diarist, the New Zealand short-story writer Katherine Mansfield, subtly changed her fate

         through this odd assortment of notebooks. Mansfield, who’d burned “the huge complaining diaries” of her childhood, kept journals

         for process: to practice craft as much as to clarify thoughts. She used her journals like a small savings account. Out of

         them came project after project. They are three forms in one: a writer’s notebook, a journal of inner life, a spiritual autobiography.

      


      “I am 33,” she wrote. “Yet I’m only just beginning to see now what it is I want to do. It will take years of work to really

         bring it off. How unbearable it would be to die—leave ‘scraps,’ ‘bits,’ nothing really finished.” Mansfield died of tuberculosis

         a year after writing that entry. But not before mining her journal, producing a quarter of her final work in “a race to get

         in as much as one can before it disappears.” Notes jotted in doctors’ waiting rooms (“My sciatica! Remember to give to someone in a story one day”), the unsent letters,

         the grocery lists next to characters’ names—all had been waiting to be used.

      


      Her journal was a small revelation. (Others also found it so. The only time The Journal of Katherine Mansfield has not been in print was when she was actually writing in it.) What makes a great diary, one worth reading over and over?

         The ways it keeps trying to cut to the ever-shifting core of life, offering clues to how to record and transform our own.

         At twenty-four, mine changed by reading others’ diaries carefully. I began experimenting, imitating, stealing. From Virginia

         Woolf, I learned how to keep a pen moving, imitating her “haphazard gallop” to avoid self-censorship. From Anne Frank, I learned

         how to look for patterns in a diary with an eye for imagining larger work. From Emerson, I learned how to index scores of

         past journals. From da Vinci, I learned how to keep the writing secret.

      


      But most of all what I learned was how to give a journal a specific purpose: a way to focus its content, giving it staying

         power. As my shelves filled with separate notebooks—travel journals, commonplace books full of quotations, writers’ notebooks—so

         they filled with the work that had come out of them. Now, I never have to worry about getting started. In dry seasons, all

         I have to do is open an old journal. Inside, something waits—a fact, a memory, a question—to spark a new project. I learned

         long ago not to care what the journals look like, or if they’re well written (they’re usually not), or how often I fill the

         pages.

      


      It’s taken time, but the journals taught me. I learned how to play detective to my own days. I learned to uncover the extraordinary

         in the ordinary in daily life. I learned that just below the surface of quickly jotted facts, there’s always a more interesting

         story waiting to be claimed. I learned that stories often need to wait years in forgotten journals before you can discover

         how—and when—to tell them.

      


      Leaving a Trace is full of others’ stories. Lives of people who, over time, have discovered the innumerable ways a journal can be a stepping-stone.

         A great many lives will crisscross the chapters. Some are people I know well, others I first met at readings or workshops

         or in conversation on National Public Radio. Among them: the mathematician who solves complex formulas thanks to ten years

         of keeping dream journals; the retired lawyer who, at seventy-two, transformed his diary into a unique World War II memoir;

         the artist being treated for rare brain cancer who used a journal to continue her work while in hospital; the athlete who

         interrupted graduate studies at Cambridge to record a single year—her final shot to compete in the Olympics; the family scattered

         over three continents who share a journal; the couple who reseeded a marriage by planning a garden, using a journal to chart

         its (and their) strange new growth.

      


      While journals often focus on success—from overcoming breast cancer to creating a bestselling memoir—many chart things diarists

         thought twice about before committing to pages. But these are among the most powerful stories: how a journal helped preserve

         a woman’s hope after falling between life’s crevices into ten months of homelessness; how a journal was the first transformative

         step in lives scarred by neglect or abuse; how discovering journal keeping while staying in a shelter offered one single mother

         a lifeline of perspective. No matter their content, journals are always recording history. Sometimes it’s literal, such as

         the journal memoir of a woman whose father attempted to assassinate Hitler. More often, though, it comes in a subtler form:

         an immigrant preserving Old World culture within a strange new one, or a mother with scientific precision keeping a journal

         of her child’s first year.

      


      In the chapters that follow, I often let passages from the actual diaries tell their stories. Others I’ve woven into my own

         reflections on how journals help in leaving a trace. Some of the voices are famous but the majority are not. Some diarists

         began journals at nine, others at eighty. Some write only for their own eyes; others tell you how they moved from private

         to public voice.

      


      A tall stack of journals sits nearby as I write. At the top is an unusual journal: a month’s worth of tiny self-portraits

         drawn and commented upon by a retired teacher, Lisa Colt. At sixty-seven, she’s experiencing a renaissance of late-life work.

         All of it stems from journals she only began keeping in her late thirties. The habit was sparked by finding a journal kept

         by one of her ancestors. Hers is a New England family name as old as the ones Elizabeth Howe copied into her ledger that May

         afternoon. In 1866 a family member glued an iris inside a commonplace book. Nearly 140 years later it’s still there, glued

         above the inscription a wife wrote to honor her husband: “This iris stood in the room where rested the remains of him who

         planted it.”

      


      Journals are a kind of deep planting. Some blossom into a whole garden; others, a single bloom. Since I began writing Leaving a Trace, dozens of babies have been born to the book’s diarists; several journal keepers have become ill; others have gone into full

         recovery. Sons and daughters have gone off to college; others finished law or graduate school. Couples have retired. Others

         grapple in diaries over honoring a parent’s wish not to enter a nursing home. Scores of grandchildren and grandparents at

         this very moment are interviewing each other for family chronicles. Lives quickly change. They are as fragile as those birthday

         violets Elizabeth Howe’s journal recorded as surviving a snowstorm.

      


      The world’s most famous diaries, those passed from hand to hand, generation to generation, are often ones sparked by extremity

         or terrible urgency. Anne Frank in hiding; Katherine Mansfield in illness. Fragments of a diary for a fragment of a life.

      


      But even writing a single journal is a triumph. It, too, leaves an indelible trace.


      I keep one such journal next to my bedside: Etty Hillesum’s An Interrupted Life. Two miles from where Anne Frank was in hiding in Amsterdam, twenty-seven-year-old Etty Hillesum also kept a diary. Between

         1941 and 1943, its pages chronicled her deepest desires—a wish to write, to be loved, to know God. At its heart, it celebrates

         a timeless search for meaning while carefully recording all that would extinguish it. Hillesum perished at Auschwitz when

         she was twenty-nine. But not before leaving behind one of the twentieth century’s great diaries, an original voice whose courage

         burns steady as a wick.

      


      “All that words should do,” she wrote for a private audience of one, “is to lend silence form.”


   

			

      PART ONE


      THE 
SUCCESSFUL 
JOURNAL: 
Practical Inspiration
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      It’s very strange, but the mere act of writing anything is a help. It seems to speed one on one’s way.


		   —KATHERINE MANSFIELD


      


   

      CHAPTER I


      Starting Out: Getting 
Lost on Purpose
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      Once I begin the act of writing, it all falls away—the view from the window, the tools, the talismans, and I am unconscious

               of myself… one’s carping inner critics are silenced for a time… there is always a surprise, a revelation. During the act of

               writing, I have told myself something that I didn’t know I knew.

         


		 —GAIL GODWIN


     JOURNALS. THEY BECKON everywhere. Stacked in neat rows in drugstores, fanned in pale rainbow hues in display windows, pyramided in bins at Wal-Mart,

         stocked near cash registers in bookstores. On corners of almost every major city, specialty journal shops have popped up overnight,

         as quickly and inevitably as Starbucks. And at midnight in a speck of a prairie town, someone can order dozens from catalogs.

         A single click on the Internet connects another country—France for handmade diaries, Italy for paper the color of fresh cream.

         Staring at the electronic images, a browser tries imagining a journal’s weight in their hand.

      


      But consider the most familiar, those from the local stationery store. Yesterday I went into mine and was instantly struck

         by the clean, dry smell of paper, the comforting sight of pens arrayed by colors. Stationery stores are the kingdom of childhood

         enjoyed in adulthood. The aisles brim with all that possibility, as if a 79¢ pen or a different type of notebook will do the

         trick this time. New pen, new paper, new self. Journals, once contained on a single shelf, now take over whole sections of

         stationery stores. I’m fascinated by the sheer range of them: blank or lined hardcover journals, their covers decorated with

         pale half-moons or tulips or ancient maps. Stacks of spiral notebooks marbleized like brain synapses. Others, so satisfying

         to the touch, are covered in canvas or burlap; a few are leather bound, discreet as expensive new shoes. From the practical

         to the private, they divide up a life—monthly, yearly, five-year diaries. Travel diaries. Nature journals. Children’s first

         journals with covers the color of tangerines. Nearby, stacks of legal pads wait to be inserted into black vinyl covers.
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