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admit I would like more opportunities to read in Spanish to people whose lan-
guage and culture is also mine, to join in our common heritage and in the
feast of our sound. I would also like readers of English to understand the
beauty of the spoken word in Spanish, that constant flow of oxytonic and
paraoxytonic5 syllables (Verde que te quiero verde),6 the joy of writing-of
dancing-in another language. I believe that many exiles share the unresolv-
able torment of not being able to live in the language of their childhood.

I miss that undulating and sensual language of mine, those baroque de-
scriptions, the sense of being and feeling that Spanish gives me. It is perhaps
for this reason that I have chosen and will always choose to write in Spanish.
Nothing else from my childhood world remains. My country seems to be
frozen in gestures of silence and oblivion. My relatives have died, and I have
grown up not knowing a young generation of cousins and nieces and nephews.
Many of my friends were disappeared, others were tortured, and the most for-
tunate, like me, became guardians of memory. For us, to write in Spanish is to
always be in active pursuit of memory. I seek to recapture a world lost to me
on that sorrowful afternoon when the blue electric sky and the Andean
cordillera' bade me farewell. On that, my last Chilean day, I carried under my
arm my innocence recorded in a little blue notebook I kept even then. Gradu-
ally that diary filled with memoranda, poems written in free verse, descriptions
of dreams and of the thresholds of my house surrounded by cherry trees and
gardenias. To write in Spanish is for me a gesture of survival. And because of
translation, my memory has now become a part of the memory of many others.

Translators are not traitors, as the proverb says, but rather splendid
friends in this great human community of language.

5. Oxytonic: term for the stress falling on the last syllable of a word; paraoxytonic: term
for the stress falling on the next-to-Iast syllable of a word.

6. Spanish: "Green, how I want you green." This opening line of a poem by Frederico
Garcia Lorca illustrates oxytonic and paraoxytonic stress.

7. Spanish: a mountain range with a string of summits.

QUESTIONS

I. Agosfn obviously knows English, but she continues to write in Spanish. What is her

reason for doing so? \"'hat do you think of sueh a practice'

2. Compare Agosfn's attitude toward the Spanish of her youth to Anzaldua's (p. 523) or
Rodriguez's (p. 517). What do they have in common' What are their differences?
Which attitude attracts you more? Why?

3. Agosfn writes of a Babylon of language, a concept that has negative connotations.

What is wrong with so many languages being used? Can you see how some could find it

distasteful, while others would celebrate diversity? V\Triteabout where you stand on this
question.
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GARRISON KEILLOR How to Write a Letter

E SHYPERSONSneed to write a letter now and
then, or else we'll dry up and blow away. It's true.

And I speak as one who loves to reach for the phone,
dial the number, and talk. I say, "Big Bopper! here-

what's shakin', babes?" The telephone is to shyness
what Hawaii is to February, it's a way out of the woods,

and yet: a letter is better.
Such a sweet gift-a piece of handmade writing, in an envelope that is not

a bill, sitting in our friend's path when she trudges home from a long day spent
among wahoos and savages, a day our words will help repair. They don't need
to be immortal, just sincere. She can read them twice and again tomorrow:
You're someone I care about, Corinne, and think of often and every time I do you
make me smile.

We need to write, otherwise nobody will know who we are. They will have
only a vague impression of us as A Nice Person, because, frankly, we don't
shine at conversation, we lack the confidence to thrust our faces forward and
say, "Hi, I'm Heather Hooten; let me tell you about my week." Mostly we say
"Vh-huh" and "Oh, really." People smile and look over our shoulder, looking
for someone else to meet.

So a shy person sits down and writes a letter. To be known by another per-
son-to meet and talk freely on the page-to be close despite distance. To es-
cape from anonymity and be our own sweet selves and express the music of
our souls.

Same thing that moves a giant rock star to sing his heart out in front of
123,000 people moves us to take ballpoint in hand and write a few lines to our
dear Aunt Eleanor. We want to be known. We want her to know that we have

fallen in love, that we quit our job, that we're moving to New York, and we
want to say a few things that might not get said in casual conversation: Thank
you for what you've meant to me, I am very happy right now.

The first step in writing letters is to get over the guilt of not writing. You
don't "owe" anybody a letter. Letters are a gift. The burning shame you feel
when you see unanswered mail makes it harder to pick up a pen and makes for
a cheerless letter when you finally do. I feel bad about not writing, but I've been

so busy, etc. Skip this. Few letters are obligatory, and they are Thanks for the
wonderful gift and I am terribly sorry to hear about George's death and Yes,
you're welcome to stay with us next month, and not many more than that. Write
those promptly if you want to keep your friends. Don't worry about the others,
except love letters, of course. When your true love writes, Dear Light of My
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From We Are Still Married (1989), a collection of Keillor's stories, letters, and skits. lV1any

of Keillor's humorous pieces are aired on his popular radio program, A Prairie Home Com-
panion.

I. American disc-jockey turned rock star (1930-1959), popular in the late 1950s.
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Some of the best letters are tossed off in a burst of inspiration, so keep
your writing stuff in one place where you can sit down for a few minutes and
(Dear Roy, I am in the middle of a book entitled We Are Still Married but
thought I'd drop you a line. Hi to your sweetie, too) dash off a note to a pal. En-
velopes, stamps, address book, everything in a drawer so you can write fastwhen the pen is hot.

A blank white eight-by-eleven sheet can look as big as Montana if the
pen's not so hot-try a smaller page and write boldly. Or use a note card with
a piece of fine art on the front; if your letter ain't good, at least they get the
Matisse.2 Get a pen that makes a sensuous line, get a comfortable typewriter,
a friendly word processor-which feels easy to the hand.

Sit for a few minutes with the blank sheet in front of you, and meditate on
the person you will write to, let your friend come to mind until you can almost
see her or him in the room with you. Remember the last time you saw each
other and how your friend looked and what you said and what perhaps was un-
said between you, and when your friend becomes real to you, start to write.

Write the salutation-Dear You-and take a deep breath and plunge in. A
simple declarative sentence will do, followed by another and another and an-
other. Tell us what you're doing and tell it like you were talking to us. Don't
think about grammar, don't think about lit'ry style, don't try to write dramati-

cally, just give us your news. Where did you go, who did you see, what did theysay, what do you think?

If you don't know where to begin, start with the present moment: I'm sit-

ting at the kitchen table on a rainy Saturday morning. Everyone is gone and the
house is quiet. Let your simple description of the present moment lead to
something else, let the letter drift gently along.

The toughest letter to crank out is one that is meant to impress, as we all
know from writing job applications; if it's hard work to slip off a letter to a friend,
maybe you're trying too hard to be terrific. A letter is only a report to someone
who already likes you for reasons other than your brilliance. Take it easy.

Don't worry about form. It's not a term paper. When you come to the end
of one episode, just start a new paragraph. You can go from a few lines about
the sad state of pro football to the fight with your mother to your fond memo-

ries of Mexico to your cat's urinary-tract infection to a few thoughts on per-
sonal indebtedness and on to the kitchen sink and what's in it. The more you
write, the easier it gets, and when you have a True True Friend to write to, a
compadre, a soul sibling, then it's like driving a car down a country road, you
just get behind the keyboard and press on the gas.

Don't tear up the page and start over when you write a bad line-try to
write your way out of it. Make mistakes and plunge on. Let the letter cook

along and let yourself be bold. Outrage, confusion, love-whatever is in your
mind, let it find a way to the page. Writing is a means of discovery, always, and

2. French painter (1869-1954).
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when you come to the end and write Yours ever or Hugs and kisses, you'll know
something you didn't when you wrote Dear Pal.

Probably your friend will put your letter away, and it'll be read again a few

years from now-and it will improve with age. And forty years from now, your
friend's grandkids will dig it out of the attic and read it, a sweet and precious
relic of the ancient eighties that gives them a sudden clear glimpse of you and
her and the world we old-timers knew. You will then have created an object of
art. Your simple lines about where you went, who you saw, what they said, will
speak to those children and they will feel in their hearts the humanity of our
times.

You can't pick up a phone and call the future and tell them about our
times. You have to pick up a piece of paper.

Postcards

10
A postcard takes about fifty words gracefully, which is how to write one. A

few sweet strokes in a flowing hand-pink roses, black-face sheep in a wet
meadow, the sea, the Swedish coast-your friend in Washington gets the idea.
She doesn't need your itinerary to know that you remember her.

Fifty words is a strict form but if you write tiny and sneak over into the address
side to squeeze in a hundred, the grace is gone and the result is not a poem
but notes for a letter you don't have time to write, which will make her feel
cheated.

So many persons traveling to a strange land are inclined to see its life so
clearly, its essential national character, they could write a book about it as
other foreign correspondents have done ("highly humorous . . . definitely a
must"), but fifty words is a better length for what you really know.

Fifty words and a picture. Say you are in Scotland, the picture is of your hotel,
a stone pile looking across the woods of Druimindarroch to Loch Nan Uamh
near the village of Arisaig. You've never seen this country. For the past year
you've worked like a prisoner in the mines. Write.

Scotland is the most beautiful country in the world and I am drinking coffee
in the library of what once was the manor of people who inherited everything
and eventually lost it. Thus it became a hotel. I'm with English people whose
correctness is overpowering. What wild good luck to be here. And to be an
American! I'm so happy, bubba.

In the Highlands, many one-lane roads which widen at curves and hills-a
driving thrill, especially when following a native who drives like hell-you stick
close to him, like the second car of the roller-coaster, but lose your nerve. Sixty
mph down a one-lane winding road. I prefer a career.
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The arrogance of Americans who, without so much as a "mi scusi" or "bitte" or
"s'il vous plait," words that a child could learn easily, walk up to a stranger and
say, "Say, where's the museum?" as if English and rudeness rule the world,
never ceases to amaze. You hear the accent and sink under the table.

~

Sunbathing yesterday. A fine woman took off her shirt, jeans, pants, nearby,
and lay on her belly, then turned over. Often she sat up to apply oil. Today my
back is burned bright red (as St. Paul warns) from my lying and looking at her
so long but who could ignore such beauty and so generous.

Woke up at six, dark. Switzerland. Alps. Raining. Lights of villages high in the
sky. Too dark to see much so snoozed awhile. Woke up in sunny Italy. Field af-
ter field of corn, like Iowa in August. Mamas, papas, grammas, grampas, little
babies. Skinny trees above the whitewashed houses.

QUESTION

I. In "How to Write a Letter," Keillor offers several suggestions. Make a list of the sug-

gestions that seem most helpful. Why might Keillor have included the other, less prac-
tical suggestions?

2. Keillor addresses "How to Write a Letter" to shy people (a group in which he in-
cludes himself-"We shy persons. . ."). Does his advice also apply to those who are not

shy? Why or why not?

3. Analyze the progression of "Postcards." I loll' is the piece organized? Why do you
think Keillor chose this organization?

4. Keillor wrote these pieces in the 1980s beFore people communicated byemail. Does

any 01'his advice fit email correspondence? Write a how-to piece entitled "How to Write
an Email." Email it to the class.

5. Pick up several postcards From your college bookstore. Write fifty-word messages on
each and send them to family and friends-or, if assigned-to your classmates and

teacher.

Arrived in Venice. A pipe had burst at the hotel and we were sent to another
not as good. Should you spend time arguing for a refund? Went to San
Marco, I on which the doges overspent. A cash register in the sanctuary: five
hundred lire to see the gold altar. Now we understand the Reformation.

10 On the train to Vienna, she, having composed the sentences carefully from old
memory of intermediate German, asked the old couple if the train went to Vi-
enna. 'la, ja!" Did we need to change trains? "Nein." Later she successfully or-
dered dinner and registered at the hotel. Mein wundercompanion.

People take me for an American tourist and stare at me, maybe because I walk
slow and stare at them, so today I walked like a bat out of hell along the
Ringstrasse, past the Hofburg Palace to Stephans Platz and back, and if any-
one stared, I didn't notice. Didn't see much of Vienna but felt much better.

One week in a steady drizzle of German and now I am starting to lose my grip
on English, I think. Don't know what to write. How are you? Are the Twins go-
ing to be in the World Series?

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN Learning to Write

BOUTTHISTIMEI met with an odd Volume of the Specta-
tor.1 I had never before seen any of them, I bought it,

read it over and over, and was much delighted with it.

I thought the Writing excellent, and wish'd if possible
to imitate it. With that View, I took some of the Pa-

pers, and making short Hints of the Sentiment in
each Sentence, laid them by a few Days, and then without looking at the
Book, tried to complete the Papers again, by expressing each hinted Sentiment
at length and as fully as it had been express'd before in any suitable Words that
should come to hand.

Then I compar'd my Spectator with the Original, discover'd some of my
Faults and corrected them, But I found I wanted a Stock of Words or a Readi-

You get to Mozart's apartment2 through the back door of a restaurant. Kitchen
smells, yelling, like at Burger King. The room where he wrote Figaro is bare, as
if he moved out this morning. It's a nice apartment. His grave at the cemetery
is now marked, its whereabouts being unknown. Mozart our brother,

Copenhagen is raining and all the Danes seem unperturbed. A calm humorous
people. Kids are the same as anywhere, wild, and nobody hits them. Men wear
pastels, especially turquoise. Narrow streets, no cars, little shops, and in the
old square a fruit stand and an old woman with flowers yelling, "waSA FOR
TEW-VA!"

I. The Basilica di San Marco of Venice, a magnificent hodgepodge of Byzantine domes,
mosaics, and plundered treasure from the Near East and Asia, is one of the largest and
most famous cathedrals in the world.

2. Mozart's "Figarohaus," where he lived from October 1784 to April 1787, is behind
St. Stephen's Cathedral in Vienna.

Drawn from Franklin'sAutobiography, his classic accowlt of his life, first publislled in
1791.

I. Daily English periodical noted for its excellence in prose.
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