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This book is dedicated to…

All the women

With the power

To be smart

To grow

To prosper

To dig down deep

And to do

What has to be done

I have such women in my life

My wife Nancy

My daughter Rachael

My granddaughter Lily

My agent Lori

They have what it takes

To make life what it is

And to make it right
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Author’s Notes


Time Has Come Today

 

Why a book on Amanda Gorman? A more logical question might be why not? Or how about this. Why now? Well into 2021, all questions seem relevant.

There’s no denying it: Donald Trump’s presidency and the last four years may be behind us, but the division he’s caused and the discourses his presidency has forced us to have has left the country divided and wondering, “where do we go from here?”

People are angry, choosing up sides and demanding the truth. The only problem is, they don’t know who to turn to. In a world filled with an ever-changing culture and political landscape, the people need a stern, emotional voice to propel them forward, to give them hope, and, most importantly, to give them not only the hope to envision a better tomorrow, but the hope to create a better tomorrow. But let’s be real, this is 2021, when paper-thin entertainers and prefab pop stars and their hollow words just aren’t cutting it anymore. People need substance, something that’ll last just a bit longer than the ever-shifting scroll that is social media. And still we hold out hope for something better—solid ground—if you will.

In comes Amanda Gorman, a talented only 23 year-old Black woman who is a passionately fresh voice who seems to have come out of nowhere who will take the fight to the streets and to the people and be a guiding light in the darkness. She is of the moment, the here, now and all the small in-betweens that make life worth living. 

The genesis of this book was simple. I saw, along with the rest of the world, Amanda Gorman reading “The Hill We Climb” at the presidential inauguration. I saw the potential of something socially and historically important. In my mind, it made me remember the emergence of social conscious in the 60’s, when right was might and Martin Luther King, John Lewis and The Freedom Riders were on the land. In the best possible way there were shivers down my spine.

I called my agent. She said, “Do it!” There was little to debate. It was a story that was all too perfect not to tell. It was a go.

Word Up: The Life of Amanda Gorman was a rarity for me. Positive, inspiring, hopeful, all that good stuff. I’ve been at this a long time, exploring the lives of people, the good, the bad and the ugly. I’ve never been one for cynicism but I’ve always been leery and ever-vigilant of the people I write about, no matter what kind of version of them I have in my mind. If there was a blemish to be found, a fault to be explored, a not quite so pure and angelic moment in Amanda Gorman’s life, I would have found it. But at the end of the day, there was not a moment in chronicling Amanda Gorman’s journey so far that I doubted the honesty and sincerity of Amanda’s spirit, her goals and the challenges she faced and overcame. 

In its own way, this book would be easy and it would also be hard. The facts are the facts. Names, dates and places are set in stone. Adding nuance and depth would be a whole other matter. Requests for interviews and insights into Amanda’s life and times were either never acknowledged or some variation of “sorry” or “I can’t talk to anybody without Amanda’s permission.” Fair enough, I thought. Fortunately, for the purposes of research, there was a time when not only Amanda, but the very same people who were not talking now were talking freely then, which helped fill in the blanks when it came to things like character and philosophy.

As the book evolved, Word Up: The Life of Amanda Gorman started to become something more than a young adult-oriented bio with an intended youth target audience. As I unfolded the pages of her journey, I watched as small subtle moments and calculated choices of ambition and passion changed her from a child, to a child with a dream, to finally somebody on the verge of adulthood and great success, who sprouted into a successful poet with a promising future. It was in that moment I realized Amanda Gorman’s journey and her emerging success wasn’t just another generic tale of achievement, but the latest link in the chain of proud Black women writers who have taken up the pen to battle an unjust system They too would need to be acknowledged.

One element of Amanda’s personality that would be a constant throughout her life, was the methodical nature of how she went about achieving her goals. She would see a challenge, and then sit down and figure out what she had to do to overcome it. There were never any fits of temper or depression or anguish. Amanda always seemed to, logically, have it all together. Even when there were difficulties or problems, by the time it was made public, which was not often, it was only to disclose that the problem was solved.

Watching her life unfold and the persistence and drive that marked her path was a joy to behold. In these truly cynical times, it was a pleasure to come to the conclusion that nice people can finish first with their integrity, morality and character intact.

And in the process bring the concept of words put together on the wings of passion as a mighty sword; words with the power to make the world think, feel and have hope that the drive for peace and harmony is truly not a lost art.

Word Up: The Life of Amanda Gorman is not by any means the end of the road. There are many more worlds for Amanda to conquer. This book is only the first step.

 

Marc Shapiro 

Summer, 2021




Preface


March 5: Amanda as a Threat

 

Amanda Gorman knew the things she wrote about were out there. 

She had found out about reality from the newspapers, television, talking about people who had been there and done that and she had heard all the tales told around the urban campfire of a big city. Amanda’s source material had been everyday life, a reality that being Black made it almost impossible to avoid.

She had written about the fear and dread almost constantly in her poems, but angst and defiance was always there, holding up a literary mirror to her worldview and the idea of what was right and wrong. Amanda’s words spoke the language of what it was like to be Black, or any other marginalized person living in a world where simply walking down the street could result in looks that were often ringed with derision and suspicion.

But truth be known, Amanda had never really experienced the rough, raw racist backhand of society up close and in person as a child. She had been brought up in a polite, sedate and academically isolated world in multicultural California. 

Years later, she was making her life in the public eye, surrounded by celebrities, politicians and international figures of stature and prominence. She had been effectively insulated from the everyday pressures of being other than white.

But all that was about to change.

On March 5, 2021, Amanda Gorman was coming home after a long day of being in the spotlight at a youth-focused poetry event. She was in good spirits, a feeling of accomplishment surrounded her like a halo. But as she approached her apartment complex, a different kind of reality confronted her.

Amanda had realized that a security guard had been following her for some time. She was suddenly unsure of the situation. What could she have possibly done to draw this attention? As she neared the entrance to the apartment, the security guard approached her. “He demanded to know if I lived there because I looked suspicious,” Amanda later related her experience in a tweet chronicling the incident.

There were some tense moments. Amanda was not used to abrupt interrogation in her world. 

After Amanda showed him her keys and buzzed herself into the building, Amanda recalled that “he left. No Apology.” 

After the incident, Amanda was angry and defiant. “This is the reality of Black girls,” She wrote later on in her tweet. “One day you’re called an icon, the next day a threat. In a sense, he was right. I am a threat to injustice, to inequality, to ignorance. Anyone who speaks the truth and walks with hope is an obvious and fatal danger to the powers that be. A threat and proud.”

Amanda Gorman now had her own tales to tell.




Introduction


Amanda Meets World

 

Amanda Gorman turned 19 on March 7, 2017.

It would be a very good year, a year in which a lot had happened to someone who was admittedly amazed by it all.

“Oh, I am 19,” she told Vice Magazine. “Sometimes I feel like Cicely Tyson in a 19 year-old body because I forget that I’m 19.”

Amanda had been a well-kept secret for some years in the world of literature, poetry and academia. A poetry protégé with a definite social and activist bent, she was well on the way to notoriety by the time she turned 14. 

And light years away from those days when she was trying hard to discover just who and what Amanda was all about.

In 2014, Amanda was chosen the first Youth Poet Laureate of Los Angeles on the strength of poetry that Urban Word writing nonprofit organization executive director Michael Cirelli once described in a KCET story as “timely, earnest and sincere.” Her drive to literally spread the word for young poets resulted in her starting her own nonprofit writing organization called One Pen One Page. At an extremely young age, Amanda was a regular on the Los Angeles poetry circuit, giving regular readings at schools, museums and bookstores. And later, while carrying a full freshman class load at Harvard, she also became a published author with the Urban World release of her first collection of poetry, The One For Whom Food is Not Enough. All of which she accomplished at the ripe old age of 16.

But for Amanda, 2017 would be the watershed year, a year when her talent and persistence would burst upon the mainstream. In 2017 Amanda was named the first National Poet Youth Laureate and would subsequently read at the opening of the literary season for the prestigious Library of Congress. A July 4th celebration saw Amanda reading her work backed by the legendary Boston Pops Orchestra. It would be a busy time for Amanda as she juggled formal education with the responsibilities of being the National Poet Youth Laureate.

“I went on this tour around the US,” she told Rolling Stone. “It was just me in a lot of meetings in rooms and museums, trying to learn as much as possible.”

And what Amanda discovered was that she had grown quite easily into a role model on a national stage. “I’ve been doing a lot of traveling and speaking to young people,” she explained in a Vice conversation. “I’ve been having meetings with a lot of educators and administrators. I enjoy doing interviews because it’s an opportunity for me to speak about issues that I’m passionate about—education, equality and environment.”

September 2017 would mark a coming out of sorts for Amanda. Tracy K. King, a poet of much emotion and power, was being honored for her selection as Poet Laureate of The United States. It was a triumphant moment for the arts set against the backdrop of the Library of Congress. It would be a personal acknowledgement for Amanda when she was asked to read as part of the inauguration ceremony for Tracy K. King. In an excerpt from a conversation with the Library of Congress.com, Amanda recalled that she was a bundle of nerves as she made her way from a day in class from Harvard to Washington D.C. for the event.

“I tore out of my sociology research class and took the stairs two at a time. I had a few minutes to get back to my dorm, grab my suitcase and head to the airport for D.C. My hands shook with excitement and nausea. I still couldn’t believe it. I was ready to board my flight.”

Once at the event, minutes flew by. Meeting with notables in the academic and literary world and with Tracy King were magic moments for the young Amanda, the equivalent of meeting a favorite pop star. Before she knew it, Amanda was ready to take center stage.

“My heart is always dancing in my throat before I perform,” she said in her Library of Congress.com conversation. “This time it felt like a grenade waiting to explode.”

Amanda took the opportunity to unveil “In This Place: An American Lyric,” a powerful homage to this life and these times that began this way:

 

There’s a poem in this place

In the foothills, in the halls

In the quiet beat of the seats

It is here, at the curtain of the day

Where America writes a lyric

 

She would recall in the Harvard Crimson how she was a literal bundle of nerves as she finished her reading. “My knees were shaking. I was so stressed and done by the end of it I just went backstage and took my shoes off. Then I was called back on stage and I came out barefooted.”

“In This Place: An American Lyric” was a powerfully big step into the public eye and a strong statement of life and times changing and coming of age. As Amanda would acknowledge in an interview with the Harvard Independent, it was a creation with far-reaching intent. “I wanted it to feel like an American poem, meaning that it was something that could be understood from a wide array of cultures and also a wide array of geopolitical moments.”

The response to “In This Place: An American Lyric” was both unexpected and universally and critically applauded. The emotionally moving ode to tragedy, bravery and hope, set against the backdrop of an American landscape stark and not always bright, was picked up and critically praised in all manner of media. 

Eventually, the reading and Amanda’s poem caught the attention of Dr. Jill Biden, a teacher and, given the moment, more importantly the wife of the recently elected President of the United States Joe Biden. The previous four years had been tumultuous, with social and political factions and views colliding in a downward cycle of corruption, lies and dishonesty. Biden had used the theme of unity rather than division to capture the presidency and was looking to his inaugural ceremony to play on that theme. But it had not been quite that simple.

After four disheartening and dispiriting years of Donald Trump and the Republican Party’s draconian leadership, the campaign and the election had been a politically bloody one, full of lies and gutter politics from the far right that only served to further divide the country. The Democrats won. The Republican’s lost and there were more than enough truly visible scars to go around. The specters of racism, police brutality, blatant corruption and dishonesty had driven a seemingly irreparable wedge through the country. It was an unsteady time on the land to say the least and a true civil war seemed a strong possibility. 

And it was in the midst of this political and spiritual quagmire that Amanda received an unexpected phone call.

Dr. Biden had seen a video of Amanda’s performance of “In This Place: An American Lyric” and felt she would be the perfect element of the inauguration to play up her husband’s positive hopes for the country. It would be mid-December 2020 when Amanda received a phone call from the Democratic Inauguration Committee, inviting her to read as part of this pivotal moment in American history.

“There was a lot of screaming and dancing around my apartment when I got that call,” she recalled in a PBS News Hour interview. And then there was a lot of questioning and no small amount of doubt as she related on the Late Night with James Cordon talk show. “I’m 22 and I’ve overcome a speech impediment. Who would want me onstage? Then they called and offered me the opportunity and I danced around in my socks like a crazy person.”

Once her excitement passed, Amanda set about writing, in early January 2021, the original piece of work that would be “The Hill We Climb.” The Democratic Inauguration Committee would give Amanda relatively free reign in writing the poem but, as she would recall in an Associated Press interview, there were a few buts. “I was encouraged to highlight the ideas of unity and hope and it was recommended that I stay away from anything that might sound like I was celebrating the end of Donald Trump’s presidency.”

But those “suggestions” were be minor in contrast to the joy and freedom that being a part of history this opportunity was offering “They did not want to put guardrails on me at all,” she told The New York Times. “The theme for the inauguration was ‘America United.’ When I heard that was their vision, that made it easy for me to say ‘great!’ That’s also what I wanted to write about.” 

But even with all the excitement and joy of this opportunity, there was also doubt and a hint of fear. “I had not been expecting that at 22,” she offered ABC News, “that they would trust me with such an honor. At that moment, I was honestly scared of writing such a poem. I wasn’t sure that I could even do it justice.”

But, thinking very much like a poet of the times, Amanda saw the challenge as equal parts creative and philosophical, to be both personal and political. A true poet of witness. “You’re speaking for everyone but you also don’t want to speak for everyone,” she told PBS News Hour. “I knew I wanted the poem to be both robust and accessible. It was really a difficult dance to do.”

Not surprisingly, Amanda went to work right after receiving the inaugural invitation. Like a true scholar of the arts, she began reading the works of previous inaugural poets as well as such historically important orators as Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass and Winston Churchill to get a feeling for the way they went about delivering the emotion and the message of their work. Amanda knew she was the new kid on the poetry scene and was not taking any chances. All eyes would be on her, so she knew she had to get it right.

And those early doubts were balanced out by her adulation of another inauguration poet, Maya Angelou. Amanda had not only found inspiration in Maya Angelou and her accomplishments but also her challenges as well. Like Amanda Gorman, the legendary poet had dealt with speech issues through much of her life. Angelou’s biography I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings and her inauguration poem were works Amanda often turned to for inspiration in many of her earlier poems. And so, in Amanda’s challenge to craft her own inauguration poem, Amanda once again turned to Angelou for support and inspiration.

“I grounded myself with her inauguration poem ‘On the Pulse of Morning,’ she acknowledged in a recent interview with Oprah Winfrey. “It was an amazing discovery when I was reading I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. In trying to write a poem worthy of inauguration, I would constantly listen to Angelou’s poem ‘On the Pulse of Morning’ for inspiration,” a poem that Angelou wrote for President Clinton’s inauguration in 1993.

Amanda would struggle during the writing of “The Hill We Climb,” often spending agonizing days that only resulted in a few lines. “I had this huge thing, probably one of the most important things I’ll ever do in my career,” she told The New York Times. “It was like if I tried to climb this mountain all at once, I was just going to pass out.”

Amanda worked on the poem nonstop for a week and was about halfway through when, on January 6, 2021, fate, in the form of a violent insurrection and assault by insurrectionists, stepped in to guide Amanda and “The Hill We Climb.” Amanda said to PBS News Hour, “I was about halfway through writing the poem when we had the insurrection at the Capitol. I don’t want to say that my poem took a drastic left turn at that point but those events just solidified for me how important it was to have a poem about unity and a new chapter in America.”

Amanda had found the emotional crossroads of hope, fear, struggle and the good fight, as she told The Los Angeles Times. “When I saw the insurrection at the Capitol, that was the day the poem really came to life and I really put the pedal to the metal.” She would be adamant in telling The New York Post, “That day gave me a second wave of energy to finish the poem.”

And in finding the missing emotional link to “The Hill We Climb,” she knew she would have to face some uncomfortable truths. “America is messy,” she told The Los Angeles Times. “It’s still in its early development of all it has become and I couldn’t ignore that. The poem had to recognize these scars and these wounds.”

As she put her words on the page of “The Hill We Climb,” she felt she had found the poem’s importance and meaning for these days and times she was living through post-insurrection. “My hope is that my poem will represent a moment of unity for our country and, with my words, I’ll be able to speak to a new chapter and a new era for our nation,” she explained to The Washington Post.

In the days leading up to the inauguration, Amanda garnered an increase in media and public interest that went beyond the accepted norms of poets and poetry at such a young age and so early in a writing career. Her notoriety had grown at such a pace the previous year that she signed an unheard of two-book deal with the mainstream publisher Viking. With the announcement of her participation in the inauguration, pre-sales for all her books (which at that moment had not yet been scheduled for publication) were quickly slotted for April and September of 2021 and immediately went through the roof. Her already loaded interview schedule had increased ten-fold.

That was the good stuff. But with the good stuff came the pressure.

“When I first wrote the poem, I was thinking that in the week leading up to the inauguration I would be rehearsing every day,” she told Time Magazine. “But everything was moving so quickly I actually did not sit down with the text until the night before. There was a lot of nights before performing in the mirror.”

Amanda was about to make history as the youngest poet to read at a presidential inauguration in the history of the United States. The challenge of reading her poetry in front of literally millions in person and through countless media outlets brought up the question of how her long-standing childhood speech impediment, which, like President Biden, she had dealt with and overcome, would stand up to the rigors of the moment.

Amanda was very human and very young and so there would be those last-minute moments of very normal anxiety as the day arrived. When she saw the White House grounds done up in larger-than-life decorum and the crowds began to gather, she would recall those final moments of nervousness and doubt as she stepped to the podium. In her televised conversation with James Corden, host of the Late Night with James Corden talk show, she shared her thoughts from that day, “I’m cold. I know Biden is right behind me. How does my hair look? My nose is sniffling. Don’t trip.”
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