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’ABSTRACT :
An example of the inflasnce of television on the
realing interests of *teenagers may be seen in the popularity of the
book -"Eric," the true story of a boy's four-and-a-half-year battle
with 1=uk=mia, which began just two days before he =2nt=r=24 cslleje.
Although the tslevision adaptation was inaccurate in many details
conzerning Fric's life, teenagsrs were moved to learn mor= by reading
about this tzenager who struggled not only for 1lifes but for
ad>lescent fres=dom, with style, humor, and class. Thus, thcy baught
ths paperback =2dition of the book im grsat quantity, read it, ani
wrot=2 the author many letters describiag their responsss to the book.
"melavision, by stirring imaginations and emotions and by awaksning
curiosity, can pull reluctant readers sut of apathy and can bacome2 a
twmulus +to more and better reading. (J%)
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o one is more surprised than I to discover that I have
writter 2 book that is enormously popular witl taena”ezs - a
book cailed ERIC, which is 2 true story of my son's four-and-a—
half year battle with leukemia. ZEric m;ten said during those years

that hs wanted to write the true shory oX what was hapyenLng. And

I thinXk his bhook would have been better than mine. There was no

way, thougk, that I could wrlte hlS story. But as I watched him

fight for life with evw erj bit of sitrength and will-and intelligence

MV\f“N—CI
trat he had, I rea71zei uﬂau I was alreaaydgy own

story about his
ét:uggle -~ in my kead -- which, of cdurse, is where all writing
Degins, I xept no notes at the time. I have a good memory. And
‘besides, there Was no way I was ever going to forgetowhat I was

Actually I got pulied into writing.Eric's story long before I“
was'ready.. I am 2 graduate of Swarthmore College and a few weeks
after he died on February 22, 1972, I happened to be writing_a note

e ' .

to the z2lummze scretary of .ay class who writes up the_élass notes for
the collegegbulletin. She had recentiy lost a husband to cancér,_'He,
too, put up an extradrdinary fight. I sent her ny cqndolencen,vtold
her abpuﬁ Eric, and said,'”I wonder if.you_feel; as I do;'that in spite
of everything, there is somehow a great victory here? A 1rtoLy of
fspifit?” Well she passed a]onﬂ my letter to the Alumnae BuTlefzn editor

wno then asked me to write a story for the magazine about Zric. I de-

/ clined. She called me long distance, talked half an hour, and said,

N "I want you to reconsider because you. have somethlnn here that must be
/ . ; .
K e
/ .. shared." I went upstairs and began. ”he Builetln appeare d a few monuhs
A o o )
AD,.' leter with my story entitled "Walk in the World for Me." Lt was 1lmmeds-’

O  ietely bought by Good Houeakeeolng. And that story was rﬁagqgaﬁaﬁh /

. . . 4 . - : 3
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ricked up for condensatiocn by the Reader's Digest. Belore I Knew

+ 1 was sitting a2t a lunch table with my astonished agent (who'd

}.h

nrad nothing to do with anything of this,) a friend of mine who is
oy pfesent editor at Lippincott, and Lippincott's editor-in-chief,
In a matter of hours we had a contract Before this, I head written
seven books for children -- plcture books,lsome in verse, some mere-
ly short, humorous stories ——.Eut hothiné 1enger than 48 pages.
_qow~t ‘had to-produce alt . 1east 80,000 words cn a veryﬂﬁeyluus subgect
—— ore which many adults, even today, have a very hard time dealing
with. The articles about Eric had generated a lOtxOf enthusiasm,
3ut I was still quite frightened when I sfoppeé to wonder if there

ght be a real audience out thereywilling te read my book. I thought.
it mignt sell, on maybe 10,000 copies if we were lucky. The fact
tﬁat hard covef sales that first year were closer to 50,000, that the
paperback has sold aAmillion, twenty-five thousand and is now being
'repriﬁfed, thet there are 5 or 6 book club ed}tions, and 15 editiohs;w_
in_foreigh counfries —F.including Finlend and Israel -- is still very
hard for me to grasp. 1T only lmew, at the beginning, that T wanted -
to tell it true — as Bric wested to tell it true. Exactly like it
was,nnothingISpared. This would not be another "Love‘Storyﬂ with B
an easy,.pretty deafh. Much of my book would, of neeesSity,.be ugly,
'blood 7, bard to take. ‘Perhaps excrutiatingly painful. :

I had faith that the beauty and strength of Erwc's courage

would come throuﬁh. He looked death right in the eye. He gave
support and love to the-many others who were dylnb around him. Above
2ll, nhis love for all of us in hlS famlly was so deep that he tried
to prepare ue_and help us surv1ve ‘what was going to happen, when he
.saw that he': lost the game. Dr. Mpnroe Dowling, Eric's doctor at |

Memerial,pwho*d lived through years of losing patients, told me,



"Zric got me ready., He ¥mew I wasn't facing the faect that I was

lozing nim for nis survival meant so much te me. But he made me

7.

talk a2bout it and look at it." MNow this is very strong stuff.

So you see I th ught the book ngh reach just a faw who were able

to look.
The biggest reward, of all the many, many rewards I've had
itin

~
Iron

ing ERIC is my discovery that teenagers can take it. They

2re sircnger than manywgrowngﬁgimigi§még@_iptﬁmgi_ﬁhggmgzg,strongexm_“ _

tran any of us could have guessed., They are responsive to real

bravery. They are able to cry -- and they accept their own tears,

}.J-

instead of suppressing them. They read on to the very last page.
Tbéy hang in there Jjust as Eric huhg in <there. {opray_for them!

I am also thrille that a good‘many of thenm have translated
thelr emotipﬁ into a'deebér appreciation of living from here on/out,

irto wanting to hélp fhdwarld-in some important way. Some of them

-write ns that they haveleven changed their llfe goals and de01ded on

s

Cdifferent Drofe031ons ~-= nursing, medicine, t?achlng, working W1th

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

‘world bdut three—quazfers cf the letters have come from teenagers.

children. They lock forward to-being able to give blood on their
eignteenth birthdays. They ask what else they can do? They remember
$0 Tun, look at the sky, love the day they bave right how..

I've had stacks and ‘stacks of mail from people all over the

ZRIC oridged the generation gap. A few years ago we were all'worried
peceuse youngfpeoole were dropping out, turning away from our society
and’its ills. I'm delighted to be able to report that my mail tells

ze thet so nany of them are looking for ways to be connected —— to get

in to rcal 111e.

.'«‘\ -

Hy debt to the TV version of uRIC is Very great 4-_and 1 4
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meant T0.
It is well-knowm thatifew_writers have any control over

wnat happens to their work once it passes into the hards of TV

or movis producers. If you get to be a very big writer, you can

sometines demand that you be included in the procéss of tramsla-

tion from one medium to another., " You go to Hollywood as a con-

sultant or mayoe you even try to wrlte the screen Vversion yoursélf..

Soon after that you make an appointment with your doctor for some

alarainz symptoms. You have ulcers, high ©vlood pressure, or not-so-

1

simple nervous tension. MNevertheless, I had such~a charming—tetter

<l

from the producer who wanted to ouy TV and movie rights to ERIC,

assurir z me that his deepfest desire was tq bring my son's story

to the screen in all its original honesty and'beauty, that I relaxed.

He zlso Dromlqed to pay my expenses o Hollywood, ‘and $100 =z day

oluo further expenses, while I oiffered my Exx serv1cés as consultant
to Dake sure that what transpired-was faluh¢u1 in intent and result,

to the original. A letter is one thing. Vhat appears in your final

contract is usually quite different. )

| Durlng that w1nterF was out of action for a month w1th some
surzgery of my own. 1 called my agent once or wwice to ask, "What'
;happeniﬁg?”- He assured me the TV scriptwriters were hard at w@rk
aﬁd excifed and doing wonderful thingé. He hadn't seen anythiné,jbut
he‘was sure we would have something fo look at shertly. As it turned
out a large package, labeled ¥INAL SCRIPT, arrived on my déorstep
in Spring. - I opened it dﬁickly, read it all -- and began to shake:
with rage and horror. The TV sﬁqw of ERIC opens wi%h the statement
"This is a true story ;.." We thén'pan in to a shot of a yoﬁng man -
running on a rocky\beach sémewhefe aiong Puge%.Sqund'and it is soon
éppa:gnt't at thls youn° ‘man -- Eric ;é{isfa soccer player for the

. \ s
TIniveraityr nf‘-‘.’s]'a,qhw'no'tnn- “We are less than two minutes into the




/
. o .. . . e
acript -- arc ve've already told a major lie. Eric waz, in actual
fact, the soccer capvain of the University of Conunecticut. He

was named ao A1l Few England All-Stars, given the MHost Improved

§
i . . L, . . . e
Player Awaﬂd, and would surely have made All-Ameriean, in the opinion,

'

of sporiwriters, if ne had lived to do so. He contracted leukemia

—cF

two days before he entered college. He never played a game without
being full of anti-leukemic drugs. 4nd zs he once told an audience
of 600 nurses who'd come to attend a Symposium on Patient Care at
Memoxial Epspital, "It isn't alvays gasﬁ to do business with ny
soccer coach and the doctors here but we wvork it out. If %they want
to hit me with a hard drug Tuesday, I say can-you hold off +ill Thurs-
day_——_IJve 50t a gene Vednesday." Sometimes the doctors had to say,
"It can't wait," and thes he Dlayed anyway as best he could.

24 was hospitaltized, :

‘Wihen he became very -1ill, busloads of blood donors came from the
: . A ) ‘

University -- a seven hour round trip —- to give for Eric. VWhen he
: : ' college's ‘ _
- dieé,‘hé vias @varded the Haxysrsiyts highest Honor, the medal given
T . : oF Connecticuf.
for Distinguished Service to the UniversityA All of these honors,

truly won, were casually wiped out with one stroke of a wrifer'é pan

putting Erié over 3,000 miles awaj frbm the scene of his real action.

: e L. : ' L pretewd . '

7hy? I beese lie they had tv, then why nOubéEa:m Puget Sound was

. i A

Long Island Soﬁnd? Fictitious geography is easier to swallow.—-’and

ocften a practiéal necessity -- than fictitious story. |
There were.other indignities snd falsehoods. The hosvpital

looked like a Holiday Inn. .One person died,.but everybody else looked

robust and in tﬁe piniz of heaith. My husband was turned from-writer

into truck driver for a lumber yard -- a fact which anused him very
_ _ Soccer M The f\\w,
much, 'Eric played his grcatesﬁmgaqiﬂabou two days before he died --

absolute bunk. Hollywood hpkum. Eric was hospitalized for 6 weeks
O  before he died, lost 50 pounds, and had trouble getbting out of bed.
ERIC - : ‘ 6 ot of bed

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
0
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vwinen I Finishes reacing'the seript I calleg oy agent and saigd
I'd lixe =g sive the money back and stop the oV show., FEe to0ld me
they'd eglready started shodting in Sea ttle. "Take the money and do
something good with it," ne said.,
When Fallmark Cardés, the s?onsors who'd bought the script for
.a Hall 0L Fame 2-~hour TV special Tound out how I felt about'the
Tsttory, the" were naturale verv concerned. They arranged for a
private sereen;hg for my husbang and myself. Ve went to New York.
. Remember)that we've only reao the scrlpt before Now Qe verc looking
at tre ecfual -1l~ed ver510p on 2 TV screen., \

It was a very strange experiencee——¥here~was STI

N
— e
undercurrent Zt of resentment at the inaccuracies. But Ilalso began
ro‘realize tdat this was a different story., I Ieel c.bsolu.’celv sure
that it would nave been nuch better, stronger, if the scrlptwriters
had‘been Zore true to the facts, But there still was enough there so
that by the end of the film +he boy s struggle to live, and his final
defeeﬁ, were both aeeoly felt. I thlnf this was most important, My
husoand ard I both weDt at the end\-— ‘but no% for Drlc. really. It
vas more as if we'd seen something s€1cn moved us somewnat and which
'remlpded us faintly of our son's story. - y |

\

I ¢id make a very’strong'complaint about several thinge. I

>

'wanued Lrlh's unlverelty to br mentioned by name. T wapted credlt

given to the nore tnan 300 blood donors who made . that\long trlp into

N

New Yori< %o support a fellow student There waé’not.one single sack

> /
of blood snown in the film! Yet Eric was glve#/an extra year of 1life

.

from all those iransfusions., ﬂhere“are'still/geople in great need of

(=3

" blood and I was prevared to fight for some tfuth in presenting this

part of'the'stcry. Pallmark was very grac1ous and cooperative, They

/

persuaded Dr, JOScph Burchenal one of E;&c's doctors and one of: the

/
[MC (B
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worli's leading authori ties on leuvikemia, to do a filmed posterirpt

To the saow. FHe set the record and thes-facts Straight. I was very
clad.about that. .
s followfng.week, right after the TV show@ngkpf =RIC, the

A
N

- . s s ~ Vo .
Dell »zperback edition oif the book appeared on the WNew York Times
4 M

best sellsr list. Soon it was on many other best selle iéts aroﬁnd

the country. There was no doubt that tle TV drama had been ernormously

=N

ny

helpful in selling the papérback -— and selling it, fqr the First

+

0

time in great guantities, to teenazgers. There are not many kids,

after allA wno can shell qut $T7.95 for a hard cover —-— but now the

story O of“un|C was within tqelr“ﬁrzte Tange.——And they'd been definitely.
turned on to want to know more about Eric from watching the'shcw.

I stould stop here to point out that TV, by itself, can not.sell
a book, Yy publisher, Dell, did a murvelous Jjob of blanketing <he
courtry with ERIC. The coveL was beautlful Then, once the kids

-

started reading it, ZRIC caugqt on, Lhey began passing it arourd.'

we

o But it's this "wantiaig to know more",wnlch TV triggered,which
is im 1portant for all of us -- writers and edueators -~ to remember,

A further interesting question is why did the kidS‘respond in suct
great numbers to ERIC?. Many of the lettérs I've gotten fron teenagers
reveal great emotion -- and very little knowledge of speliing or <
S 0D ious that a lot of them don't read much, and a lot
of %nem don't like their Engllsh courses. Some of then comé'right out
and say, "I never resad é.whole book beforc --" or "I don't like to
read btut This time I équldn't stop;"A 4 féw_of the more perceptive and
petier written Jletters told me t}'%'thev thouﬁht the book was a lot

/

better than the TV snow. But many of tne ki S\dldﬂ’t see rmuch dif-

-

ference. They laved them both. , They even lumped them together, saying,

"I cried,all the way through thé}show and the book —-- Iric was the

.

greatest!" 41l of this brings us back tc¢ what was it that .reached

\thg;? . R ' S 3
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In Zric, the teenagers can identify with & hero-athlete
fignting a terrzific fight against dreadful odds. He is also

nis family, especially ilom. ZFreedon to live his own life, even

[

-1 ne is dying. Ve all Xmow that kids watch a loi o iolent shows

-- they haven't much choice, Here was a chance to vatch a young
guy like themselw®s, a seventeen-year-old boy, fight the good Fight
against the baddest zuy of all -- Death, It was for real. He didn't

vin, But ne went down with style and humor and class. They 1 1ke&

-l

that. 7The world is short of True heroos. Teena ers need them, we all

—-——nesi then eleVWSlonwOVQ*SWLDTl 1ed aAd somewhat dlstorued -~ by

E

O

RIC - . | ' 9

cleaning un--- the terridle agony of Eric's baittle. AStill, the
message ‘somehow came through and reatched the kids. /
I got a new message, too. Thié‘is a very powerful medium.

op TV~

ight for more honesty in what is nresentqu And of

9]
[y
O
o
'_l
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=
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ck
O
=y

ourse I did succeed in getting the Ir. Burchenal postscript added tp=
the shoy. But I don't want to fight against the. whole medium itself.
I want to learn how to use it. For the first time, I'm éonsia;ring
trjing to write an original story for saleAto TV -~ if possible. And

so the TV adapiation of ERIC has been a Very educational experienceé for

mne =~-— as well as the tecnacers. : ’ 3

We will always have non-readers in our homes end class-~

rooms, se=—<mesmess, And many of us have been alarmed that TV might
‘greatly increase their numbérs. But my new thought is just the
O - T b

orvosite. with TV!'s help)we may pull more of our reluctant

readers out of apathy. At its best, TV stirs imaginations and
emotions, wakens-curiousity. Jhen the tube xnhL turnu UeOple on
*hls way, thon it bﬂcomes the Sulmvlus and the sprlngboard to

oore and oetuer readlng. Thank you.

A
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