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Advance Praise for Old Friend from Far Away

“If you are a new writer with a memoir in mind, then Natalie Goldberg’s Old Friend from Far Away will start your creative engine and get you going. If you are a writer who has lost your concentration and writing rhythm, Old Friend will help center and re-inspire you. In this book, Natalie shares her heart and her overflowing spirit.”

—Lee Gutkind,

editor and founder of Creative Nonfiction

and author of Forever Fat: Essays by the Godfather

“Goldberg is a passionate, direct teacher who nurtures creativity in her students as well as a wonderful writer who looks at life straight on. This extraordinary book will inspire readers to remember and write.”

—Marci Shimoff,

author of Happy for No Reason

and coauthor of Chicken Soup for

the Woman’s Soul

“This remarkable book is about life, its richness, its stains, its strangeness, failures, and fun, and how we retrieve it from the hidden part of our imagination through the craft of writing. It is a writers’ book written by an extraordinary writer, a book for all of us. Goldberg’s wit, intelligence, insight, imagination, and empathy echo through her voice, which catches you again and again in one word: Go! Read it whether you write or not.”

—Joan Halifax, PhD,

founder and guiding teacher

of Upaya Zen Center

“Once again, Natalie Goldberg writes in sentences that are so vivid so alive so sumptuous that it makes you want to pick up a pen and do everything she says. And then you do. You pick up the pen, you “go for ten minutes” and suddenly you find yourself returning to what you always knew, to what you thought was lost forever. Through her own writing and her joy-infused writing about writing, you return to yourself. That’s a good thing. And Natalie Goldberg should be declared a national treasure.”

—Geneen Roth,

author of The Craggy Hole in My Heart

and the Cat Who Fixed It
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Thank you

Sky and tree

Big and small

Green and red


The taste of chocolate

Bread and pinto bean


This land and other lands


Past and future

Human, dog and zebra


Everything you know—

And the things you don’t


Hunger, zest, repetition

Homesickness,

Welcome.


This is for all my students
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Read this Introduction



There is nothing stiff about memoir. It’s not a chronological pronouncement of the facts of your life: born in Hoboken, New Jersey; schooled at Elm Creek Elementary; moved to Big Flat, New York, where you attended Holy Mother High School. Memoir doesn’t cling to an orderly procession of time and dates, marching down the narrow aisle of your years on this earth. Rather it encompasses the moment you stopped, turned your car around, and went swimming in a deep pool by the side of the road. You threw off your gray suit, a swimming trunk in the backseat, a bridge you dived off. You knew you had an appointment in the next town, but the water was so clear. When would you be passing by this river again? The sky, the clouds, the reeds by the roadside mattered. You remembered bologna sandwiches made on white bread; you started to whistle old tunes. How did life get so confusing? Last week your seventeen-year-old told you he was gay and you suspect your wife is having an affair. You never liked selling industrial-sized belts to tractor companies anyway. Didn’t you once dream of being a librarian or a dessert cook? Maybe it was a landscaper, a firefighter?

Memoir gives you the ability to plop down like the puddle that forms and spreads from the shattering of a glass of milk on the kitchen floor. You watch how the broken glass gleams from the electric light overhead. The form of memoir has leisure enough to examine all this.

Memoir is not a declaration of the American success story, one undeviating road, the conquering of one mountaintop after another. The puddle began in downfall. The milk didn’t get to the mouth. Whatever your life, it is urging you to record it—to embrace the crumbs with the cake. It’s why so many of us want to write memoir. We know the particulars, but what really went on? We want the emotional truths under the surface that drove our life.

In the past, memoir was the country of old people, a looking back, a reminiscence. But now people are disclosing their lives in their twenties, writing their first memoir in their thirties and their second in their forties. This revolution in personal narrative that has unrolled across the American landscape in the last two and a half decades is the expression of a uniquely American energy: a desire to understand in the heat of living, while life is fresh, and not wait till old age—it may be too late. We are hungry—and impatient now.

But what if you are already sixty, seventy years old, eighty, ninety? Let the thunder roll. You’ve got something to say. You are alive and you don’t know for how long. (None of us really knows for how long.) No matter your age there is a sense of urgency, to make life immediate and relevant.

Think of the word: memoir. It comes from the French mémoire. It is the study of memory, structured on the meandering way we remember. Essentially it is an examination of the zigzag nature of how our mind works. The thought of Cheerios ricochets back to a broken fence in our backyard one Nebraska spring, then hops over to the first time we stood before a mountain and understood kindness. A smell, a taste—and a whole world flares up.

How close can we get? All those questions, sometimes murky and uncomfortable: who was that person that was your mother? Why did you play basketball when you longed to play football? Your head wanted to explode until you first snorted cocaine behind the chain-link fence near the gas station. Then things got quiet and peaceful, but what was that black dog still at your throat?

We are a dynamic country, fast-paced, ever onward. Can we make sense of love and ambition, pain and longing? In the center of our speed, in the core of our forward movement, we are often confused and lonely. That’s why we have turned so full-heartedly to the memoir form. We have an intuition that it can save us. Writing is the act of reaching across the abyss of isolation to share and reflect. It’s not a diet to become skinny, but a relaxation into the fat of our lives. Often without realizing it, we are on a quest, a search for meaning. What does our time on this earth add up to?

The title Old Friend from Far Away comes from the Analects by Confucius. We reach back in time to another country. Isn’t that what memory is?


To have an old friend visit

from far away—

what a delight!



So let’s pick up the pen, and kick some ass. Write down who you were, who you are, and what you remember.







Note to Reader



This book is designed not only for you to read but to drench you in the writing process and in your life of memory. Too often we take notes on writing, we think about writing but never do it. I want you to walk into the heart of the storm, written words dripping off hair, eyelids, hanging from hands.

We hope for a linear method of writing. Do A, B, C, and voilà—your memoir is before you, sprung like a cake from a pan. But look at your life: A often doesn’t lead to B or C. And that’s what makes it compelling—how things worked out in the wrong places or were a disaster where they were supposed to bring happiness. Even if you managed to narrow your life to one thin line: born, went to school, worked a job from nine to five, saved your money, ate a single lamb chop and baked potato on Saturday night, there were still dreams and nightmares, the gaping hole of death at the end, the sudden unmistakable crush on the woman with pale eyes who worked the register at the employee cafeteria.

And because life is not linear, you want to approach writing memoir sideways, using the deepest kind of thinking to sort through the layers: you want reflection to discover what the real connections are. A bit of brooding, pondering, contemplating, but not in a lost manner. I am asking you to make all this dynamic. Pen to paper gives muscle to your deliberations.

Only writing gives you this second chance. Take it. This is the journey I put people on. This is the one I give you in this book.






Old Friend from Far Away




Go



Writing is an athletic activity. It comes from the whole body, your knees and arms, kidneys, liver, fingers, teeth, lungs, spine—all organs and body parts leaning in with you, hovering in concentration over the page. And just like any other sport, it takes practice. Behind the football we see on TV, the players have put in hundreds of hours before the big game. The muscles of writing are not so visible, but they are just as powerful: determination, attention, curiosity, a passionate heart.

Begin to work those muscles. Just like you’d go to the gym every day, or at least three or four times a week, pick up the pen and do these ten-minute exercises. Choose a cheap notebook, in which you are not afraid to make mistakes. Use a fast pen. Try out different ones. Find what suits you. The mind is faster than the hand. Don’t slow the hand down more with a ballpoint or a pencil. Cover both sides of the page.

But I like a pencil, you say.

Then use it.

What about a computer?

Use that if you like. Only know that handwriting and pressing the keys with your fingers are two different physical activities and a slightly different slant of mind comes out from each one. Not better or worse, just different.

But remember: there are no excuses not to write. You can’t say, but I’m in the woods and don’t have my computer with me. Learn to be comfortable with the most simple tools. What if you can’t afford to pay your electric bill? You should still be able to write.

Often people who use a computer at work prefer handwriting for memoir to create a boundary between their professional and personal writing. Many writers I know do handwritten first drafts. Then they take it to the keyboard.

We all initially learn to handwrite. Arm connected to shoulder, chest, heart. Come back to the beginning. But maybe that’s not true any more. You might be part of the generation that used a computer as your first way to begin to write. If that’s so, then use what you know naturally.

Begin with this topic: “I am looking at” and go for a full ten minutes. Whenever you get stuck, write “I am looking at” again and keep going.

Don’t cross out.

Don’t worry about punctuation, spelling, grammar.

Be specific. Not car, but Cadillac. Not tree, but sycamore. But don’t worry, if you write “bird” instead of woodpecker, you can figure out what kind it was two weeks later when you reread it.

The important thing is to keep your hand moving.

Say what you want to say, not what you think you should say. Trust what you put down, even if the editor or critic inside you says it’s wrong or you made a mistake. You have time—give yourself at least two weeks before you evaluate. For now you are working out. Sweat. Keep moving.

Feel free to write the worst junk in America.

Every athlete is clumsy at the beginning. Don’t worry. Keep going.

When you finish your ten minutes, wind down with your last sentence.

Draw a line under it. Skip a few spaces to begin another ten minutes. Writers are responsible to trees. You don’t need to change to a fresh page. As a matter of fact, you also don’t need to stay within the margins. We are not in school. You can break the lined structure

Does your hand hurt—or cramp? Shake it out. This is not a race. You just want consistent movement. Don’t clutch the pen. Hold it loosely. Keep your writing elbow leaning on the table. If you are writing in your lap, keep your lower arm in a straight line with hand and pen. Relax. Give your wrist support. Have it on the page.

Go for a second ten minutes. Try beginning this one with: “I’m thinking of.” Every time you get stuck, come back to the topic “I’m thinking of” as a jump-off.

When you begin your timed writing, you enter your own mind. “I’m thinking of” is a way to begin, to help face the blank page. Once you start, you are on your own, but these two topics—I’m thinking of; I’m looking at—are basic, good beginnings. They seem similar, but each is a slightly different way to slice open your mind. When you begin with “I’m thinking of,” you lodge yourself more up in the brain. “Looking at” directs you more visually and outwardly. Of course, once you get going they often cross paths. You can return to each one over and over in your exploration of memoir.

A dancer doesn’t practice a kick one time in one day and consider that practice to be finished. Keep these topics in your back pocket and exercise them often.







I Remember



Now begin with “I remember” for ten minutes and see where it takes you.

“I remember” hits smack-dab into the heart of memoir. It can produce a smattering of unconnected memories; for instance, I remember long low blue Buicks, Jane’s dress, big feet, horses in a field, cucumbers, helicopters, applesauce, Vic-trolas, yellow chalk, knapsacks—or you might sink into one memory of your father that fills your full ten minutes.

Why do any other topic? you ask. This is it.

Because memory doesn’t work so directly. You need to wake up different angles. You might stub your toe one morning and your mind tumbles back to an old friend, who wrote poems, and introduced you one May to peonies. The buds secreted a sticky sweet juice that attracted ants. The ants crawled in and opened the big petals. The flowers couldn’t do it on their own, he said. With the sharp ache of your big toe, you remember everything about him. He died too young. You cry from the bottom of a dark well you didn’t know you had.

You can’t will a memory. Sure, you can doggedly recall details, but the true moment when the details merge with feeling—when the scene is alive—cannot be artificially born. It’s like combing the ocean, calling up an abyss—you don’t know what you will receive.

Let your mind first believe you are dedicated, that you sincerely want the truth, are willing to take what comes through. Keep moving the pen. Keep practicing.

Who and what you are will come to you. You cannot go after it. When you see something you want, take three steps back and wait.

This does not mean you should lie down and go to bed. “Be submissive to everything, open, listening,” author Jack Kerouac urges us. This is a wide state of alertness.

If you want it to snow, that is not a passive occurrence. You must let the sky know you want it and make room in your heart. Then hope your land gets snow, rather than a shower of pebbles or a storm of empty wind.

“Accept loss forever,” Kerouac also entreats us. Even a harder, deeper submission.

But forget all this for now. Get to work. Ten minutes. I remember. Go.







Test I



Here is a test. The good thing about it is all answers are correct. Right off the top you receive an A.

You have two or three minutes to answer each question. Make sure you are specific. Nothing vague. You might want to begin each answer with “I remember.”

 

_____The first one: give me a memory of your mother, aunt, or grandmother. If it’s an aunt say her name; for example, “I remember my aunt Gladys…” Be detailed. Here is a beginning example from my own life:

I remember my mother bit the left corner of her lip when she was nervous. She wore red Revlon lipstick and when she ate Oreos the crumbs stuck to the lipstick. I always recall her lips first. She had a wide mouth with big teeth and her smile was all I longed for as a child.


_____Give me a memory of the color red. Do not write the word “red” but use words that engender the color red when you hear them. For example: a ruby, a tomato, fire, blood.

 

Writing has the elegance of mathematics. Try to write economically. A red cherry is redundant. Cherry is enough, unless it’s one of the yellow ones from Washington State. Then it’s a yellow cherry. But, otherwise, cherry immediately wakes up the color red in the mind.

Here’s an example:

I remember I dug radishes out of the garden in late fall and then lay by the side of the creek watching the rose sunset spread out through the clouds. At the last minute, just before the sun dropped behind the horizon, it flamed up, a perfect crimson ball.


Besides referring to “rose sunset,” “crimson,” and “flamed” for red, I also threw in radishes, another red item, for fun.

 

_____Give me a memory of sound. Again try not to use the word “sound” in your writing. Here’s an example:

I remember hearing the lawn mower as I lay in bed when I was twelve, reading Gone with the Wind and listening to Joan Baez on the hi-fi. I liked music and reading at the same time, but the noise outside bugged me.


Note the verbs “hearing” and “listening” connote sound. Of course, also the nouns “noise” and “music.” What other words can be used?

Go: you have two to three minutes.

 

_____Give me a picture of a teacher you had in elementary school.

 

You don’t remember any one of them? Try to recall their names. How tall was Mrs. Schneider? Slowly creep inside your memory bank. You are not sure if she wore an orange or blue dress—pick one color and keep going. The more we exercise the act of remembering, even if we are not one hundred percent certain, the more will come clear. Ask with a big shout. A big answer will come back.

Oh, yes, I remember my second grade teacher better. Miss McCall. Short hair, straight bangs and a space between her front teeth. She wore gray every day. I am almost certain of this. And there was a glass of water on her desk. I never saw her drink from it but sometimes it was suddenly empty.


_____Another one: Tell me about a meal you loved. Where were you when you ate it? What was the weather like out the window? Who were you with? How old were you?

 

Eating is a good study. No matter how asleep we might be in our lives, we manage to wake up and remember a good meal. Did you leave anything on the plate? Were there flowers on the table? Paper napkins? Did you have seconds?

Are you stumped? Begin with: I don’t remember anything about that meal except…

 

_____One more: Tell me about a time you remember rain. Rain might not be the main focus of a memory but write about a time when it was there with you as you said good-bye to your grandmother one cold day in November or kissed your first girlfriend on the lips before school at eight a.m.

 

Okay, what am I teaching you here—besides detail, besides getting your mind to roam over different territory? Can you guess?

I’m teaching you to use your senses when you write. Sound, taste, touch, sight. I didn’t specifically mention a smell.

Right now list ten smells you remember. Be specific.


bacon

wisteria

smoke

piñon

sap

the

ocean

Bazooka bubblegum

a new book

toothpaste

vomit

grass fertilizer



Naturally, you are not going to cover every sense every time you write a scene:

“I liked her. She smelled like roses. She tasted like alfalfa. She sounded like a saxophone and she felt like a horse’s mane and looked like the devil.”

See how ridiculous that is? can we take this out?

But doing this “I Remember” test is like acupuncture pricks, alerting your mind when you write. You go along describing something and then—ah, yes, Snow was falling wet as my heart when I asked her to marry me. The world becomes bigger. Your love includes weather now—and feeling.







No One Has Ever Died



Now give me ten minutes of “I don’t remember.” Another approach is: “I forget,” but “I don’t remember” is right on target. The direct opposite.

How can you remember what you don’t remember? You are calling out to empty space for help, to the underbelly, to the things you don’t want to remember. To remember we have to look back. This assignment is asking you to look back at the back—if that makes sense. If it doesn’t, don’t worry about it. To write you have to let go of common sense. Levelheadedness only leads to a chastising of yourself—this whole idea of writing a memoir is a dumb idea. You should be earning a living, buying new clothes for that interview. Make an eye exam appointment. Get your head examined.

Digging up the dark world, the things you don’t remember, releases a lot of energy. Bring to light things that have been covered up for a long time and they snap and crackle. Usually we try to control what we remember. Control leads to dull writing.

Another rule for writing practice: lose control. Let the mute, the silent speak. Your memoir should be a large field, capable of embracing whatever comes up. If you avoid a corner or crag, the reader will feel it.

No one has ever died of writing in her notebook what is hidden or dangerous. You might cry—or laugh—but not die.

After I said this once in a class, a student came right up into my face: I want to be the first to die of writing practice.

You go, girl.

But for the meek rest of us, worry later about your fears—what your mother, brother, partner, co-workers, father, priest, even your angel will think. For now get it out on the page. Discover what you are so fiercely hiding or not remembering or blanking out on.

 

First masturbation, who you had a crush on, thoughts of leaving, of travel, of another person’s lover, of revenge. All kinds of experiences that are yours and no one else’s. What you saw your sister do, a time you saw your mother sneak off with another man, how your father behaved in a bar. These are your thoughts and memories. Yet there are consequences if the wrong person reads them.

I have heard many stories of a parent, a teacher, a friend reading something and the shame, the crisis, the confusion that ensued.

First, let’s say, you have a right to write what you want. You will never get any further in writing if you censor your life.

Can you imagine a memoir based on protection?


I had a good life.

It was pretty.

It was very interesting.

It was nice.

I played cards.

I swam.

I worked at my job.

I got married and had three children.

I’m going to die.



And the next line would be: Yipeee! Then I can stop writing this. But you probably wouldn’t even mention death. It’s not polite.

We have to go to the next step. If what you write is frightening to you, tear it up, burn it, after you are done.

Then write it again. Destroy it.

Then write it again. And chew it up and swallow.

Build a tolerance for what you cannot bear. This is good practice. It makes your capacity larger. You grow and are willing to embrace more. Your memoir becomes richer.

But also find a good hiding place for your notebook. It’s no one’s business.

This is the beginning: to let out what you have held hidden.

Here’s another rule of writing practice: Go for the jugular, for what makes you nervous. Otherwise, you will always be writing around your secrets, like the elephant no one notices in the living room. It’s that large animal that makes your living room unique and interesting. Write about it. There is such relief in acknowledging what you mistrust, how you have been hurt, the way you see the world differently from your teachers or parents. Let’s not even worry for now whether what you write will be in your memoir. Get it out and down on the page. If you don’t, you’ll keep tripping over it.

Make a list of all the things you should not write about. Yes, then, of course, systematically go down the list and let it rip. Ten minutes on each one.

You will want your memoir to have tension and drive, to let people know you were alive on this earth. This willingness to write with fear and danger at your side is the beginning of how you give your writing a friction that draws in your reader. They will trust you.

Because there is so much dread about what someone else thinks, I want to repeat this:


You have a right to write it.

Throw it out, rip it up, swallow it down.

Build up a capacity to bear up—don’t let fear run your writing life.

Hide your notebook in a good place.



In real life get out of the way when a person with a gun is running down the street. In your writing life step in front of his path, let him shoot you in the heart.

What you fear, if you turn toward it, will give your writing teeth.







Die


Tell me what you will miss when you die.






Three



Name three times when it came to you clearly that you wanted to write a memoir. Go. Ten minutes.

If it’s a true desire: go out and get a few cheap spiral notebooks, some fast-writing pens—and a few writing friends. Meet with them and write. Make a rule, no conversation till you’ve done two twenty-minute writes. Read what you wrote to each other.

Do you play tennis alone, football, soccer? This writing sport, too, needs pals. You can’t do it alone. You write with your own lonely mind—don’t make it harder on yourself. Get some friends. Remember when the desire was real to write this memoir? Don’t backpedal. Up and down the hills you go.

But how do you meet these people?

You don’t find running partners in the movies or lacrosse friends in the grocery. Go to where writers are—lectures, bookstores, libraries, classes, conferences, weekend workshops. Look on bulletin boards for writing groups.

You’ve never been to a reading before? There is always a first time.

During a question-and-answer session after a reading, a woman declared: “I am eighty-seven and never thought to come to one of these before.” She threw up her hands. “I love it. I love it. Whoever thought to hear a writer read aloud in her own words.”

Don’t wait till you are almost ninety. Go now.







Coffee



Tell me about how you drink coffee. When? Where?

If you don’t drink it, tell me how you stopped. Tell me about its smell and the half-drunk cups you notice on tables next to yours in a café. The cream or milk, the spoon, the sugar, the cup itself. I bet you know more about coffee than the person drinking it. Write about it now. Ten minutes. Go.

When I lived in the Midwest, people invited: “Come for coffee,” which usually meant a weak brew backed up by homemade bars, walnut bread, cookies, often on a tablecloth, even with silver laid out.

A whole world exists in coffee. Glean those details. Everything you know about coffee. Go. Ten minutes.







Tell Me


Tell me everything you know about Jell-O. Go. Ten minutes. Let it rip.






Dishes


Tell me about a time you washed the dishes. Go. Ten minutes.






Jean Rhys



When was the first time you were afraid? Write for ten minutes.

When was the last time you were happy, really happy? Write for ten minutes.

 

In her novel After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie, Jean Rhys, an English author, has her character Julia musing about these very questions of fear and happiness.

You are writing a memoir, not a novel, but don’t limit where you can find inspiration. A shoe, a knock on the door, the middle line of a sonnet, the ripple of a horse’s shank, your very own steering wheel can set your mind spinning. This is not the beginning of dementia. It’s the beginning of love. A connection that sets you reeling.


And you could remember the first time you were afraid.

You were walking along a long path, shadowed for some distance by trees. But at the end of the path was an open space and the glare of white sunlight. You were catching butterflies. You caught them by waiting until they settled, and then creeping up silently on tiptoe and squatting near them. Then, when they closed their wings, looking like a one-petalled flower, you grabbed them quickly, taking hold low down or the wings would break in your hand.

When you had caught the butterfly you put it away in an empty tobacco tin, which you had ready. And then you walked along, holding the tin to your ear and listening to the sound of the beating of wings against it. It was a very fascinating sound. You wouldn’t have thought a butterfly could make such a row.

Besides, it was a fine thing to get your hand on something that a minute before had been flying around in the sun. Of course, what always happened was that it broke its wings; or else it would fray them so badly that by the time you had got it home and opened the box and hauled it out as carefully as you could it was so battered that you lost all interest in it. Sometimes it was too badly hurt to be able to fly properly.

“You’re a cruel, horrid child, and I’m surprised at you.”

And, of course, you simply did not answer this. Because you knew that what you had hoped had been to keep the butterfly in a comfortable cardboard box and to give it the things it liked to eat. And if the idiot broke its own wings, that wasn’t your fault, and the only thing to do was to chuck it away and try again. If people didn’t understand that, you couldn’t help it.

That was the first time you were afraid of nothing—that day when you were catching butterflies—when you had reached the patch of sunlight. You were not afraid in the shadow, but you were afraid in the sun.

The sunlight was still, desolate, and arid. And you knew that something huge was just behind you. You ran. You fell and cut your knee. You got up and ran again, panting, your heart thumping, much too frightened to cry.

But when you got home you cried. You cried for a long time; and you never told anybody why.

The last time you were happy about nothing; the first time you were afraid about nothing. Which came first?
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