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Preface

Welcome to the third volume of the Biography Today Author Series. We
are publishing this series in response to the growing number of suggestions
from our readers, who want more coverage of more people in Biography
Today. Several new volumes, covering Authors, Artists, Scientists and
Inventors, Sports Figures, and World Leaders, have appeared thus far in
the Subject Series. Each of these hardcover volumes is 200 pages in length
and covers approximately 14 individuals of interest to readers aged 9 and
above. The length and format of the entries is like those found in the regular
issues of Biography Today, but there is no duplication between the regular se-
ries and the special subject volumes.

The Plan of the Work

As with the regular issues of Biography Today, this special subject volume on
Authors was especially created to appeal to young readers in a format they
can enjoy reading and readily understand. Each volume contains alphabeti-
cally arranged sketches. Each entry provides at least one picture of the indi-
vidual profiled, and bold-faced rubrics lead the reader to information on birth,
youth, early memories, education, first jobs, marriage and family, career high-
lights, memorable experiences, hobbies, and honors and awards. Each of the
entries ends with a list of easily accessible sources designed to lead the stu-
dent to further reading on the individual and a current address. Obituary en-
tries are also included, written to provide a perspective on the individual’s en-
tire career. Obituaries are clearly marked in both the table of contents and at

the beginning of the entry.

Biographies are prepared by Omnigraphics editors after extensive research,
utilizing the most current materials available. Those sources that are generally
available to students appear in the list of further reading at the end of the
sketch.

Indexes

To provide easy access to entries, each issue of the regular Biography Today se-
ries and each volume of the Special Subject Series contains a Name Index,
General Index covering occupations, organizations, and ethnic and minority
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origins, Places of Birth Index, and a Birthday Index. These indexes cumulate
with each succeeding volume or issue. Each of the Special Subject Volumes
will be indexed as part.of these cumulative indexes, so that readers can locate
information on all individuals covered in either the regular or the special vol-
umes.

Our Advisors

This member of the Biography Today family of publications was reviewed by
an Advisory Board comprised of librarians, children’s literature specialists, and
reading instructors so that we could make sure that the concept of this publi-
cation—to provide a readable and accessible biographical magazine for
young readers—was on target. They evaluated the title as it developed, and
their suggestions have proved invaluable. Any errors, however, are ours
alone. We’d like to list the Advisory Board members, and to thank them for

their efforts.
Sandra Arden Judy Liskov
Assistant Director, Retired Waterford Public Library
Troy Public Library, Troy, MI Waterford, CT
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Ann Arbor Huron High School Library
and the University of Michigan School
of Information and Library Studies
Ann Arbor, MI

Marilyn Bethel
Pompano Beach Branch Library
Pompano Beach, FL

Eileen Butterfield
Waterford Public Library
Waterford, CT

Linda Carpino
Detroit Public Library
Detroit, MI

Helen Gregory
Grosse Pointe Public Library
Grosse Pointe, MI

Jane Klasing
School Board of Broward County,
Retired, Fort Lauderdale, FL

Marlene Lee
Broward County Public Library System,
Fort Lauderdale, FL
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Sylvia Mavrogenes
Miami-Dade Public Library System
Miami, FL

Carole J. McCollough
Wayne State University School of
Library Science, Detroit, MI

Deborah Rutter
Russell Library, Middletown, CT

Barbara Sawyer
Groton Public Library and Information
Center, Groton, CT

Renee Schwartz
School Board of Broward County
Fort Lauderdale, FL.

Lee Sprince
Broward West Regional Library
Fort Lauderdale, FL.

Susan Stewart, Retired
Birney Middle School Reading
Laboratory, Southfield, MI

Ethel Stoloff
Librarian, Birney Middle School,
Retired, Southfield, MI



Our Advisory Board stressed to us that we should not shy away from contro-
versial or unconventional people in our profiles, and we have tried to follow
their advice. The Advisory Board also mentioned that the sketches might be
useful in reluctant reader and adult literacy programs, and we would value
any comments librarians might have about the suitability of our magazine for
those purposes.

Your Comments Are Welcome

Our goal is to be accurate and up-to-date, to give young readers information
they can learn from and enjoy. Now we want to know what you think. Take a
look at this issue of Biography Today, on approval. Write or call me with your
comments. We want to provide an excellent source of biographical informa-
tion for young people. Let us know how you think we're doing.

And here’s a special incentive: review our list of people to appear in upcoming
issues. Use the bind-in card to list other people you want to see in Biography
Today. If we include someone you suggest, your library wins a free issue, with
our thanks. Please see the bind-in card for details.

Laurie Harris
Executive Editor, Biography Today
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Candy Dawson Boyd 1946-

American Writer and Teacher
Author of Circle of Gold, Charlie Pippin, Fall Secrets,
and A Different Beat

[Editor’s Note: Candy Dawson Boyd participated in an interview for
this entry and generously contributed her time and much-needed infor-
mation. We at Biography Today extend our thanks and appreciation.]

BIRTH

Candy Dawson Boyd was born Marguerite Cecille Dawson on
August 8, 1946, in Chicago, Illinois. Her father, Julian Dawson,
was in charge of building inspection and permits for Baldwin
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BIOGRAPHY TODAY AUTHOR SERIES, VOL. 3

Park in California, and her mother, Mary Ruth (Ridley) Dawson, was a school
teacher. Candy is the oldest of their three children, with a sister, Stephany, and
a brother, Julian. Candy’s parents divorced when she was about 11 years old.

YOUTH

Candy Dawson Boyd grew up on the South Side of Chicago. At that time in
Chicago, in the late 1950s and 1960s, most neighborhoods were completely
segregated, and hers was no exception. Her family lived in an African-
American community that included people from all walks of life. According to
Boyd, her neighborhood “was all black, but it wasn't a ghetto even though
there was terrible segregation. I saw it as a neighborhood; my dentists and my
doctors were black and lawyers were black, and there was a woman down the
street who was nosy and watched all the children and told on them. I mean,
my world was just overwhelmingly rich. My world was full of laughter and full
of sadness and tragedy and things that were terribly scary but it was rich with
stories.”

Boyd'’s family was not poor, but not really comfortable either. In her words,
“We were not middle class or wealthy. We got by.” Despite their sometimes
tough financial circumstances, Mary Ruth Dawson was determined to provide
every opportunity for her children. “My mama was determined to give us
what she called ‘culture.” We would go to museums and art institutes and we
would go to see plays at the Goodman Theater. There wasn't a lot of money
so we would sit in Orchestra Hall in Chicago at the very top. Mama said this
culture would help us make it in the world.”

For Boyd, an awareness of racial issues came early. ”[The] reality of segrega-
tion, grounded in the knowledge that I came from a people that . . . survived
the most brutal form of slavery in history, formed the context of my life.
Despite my fair’ skin color, I was raised from an early age by both parents to
see myself as black and to be proud of it.” '

As a teenager, in fact, Boyd began workin.g for civil rights. A nearby middle-
class neighborhood was predominantly white, but some black families were
starting to move in. Real estate agents would prey on the white families’ fears,
telling them about all the terrible things that would happen when blacks
moved into their neighborhood. The realtors would encourage them to sell
their homes, and of course they made a nice profit off the white families’ fears.
Often when that happened in the past, the value of the houses would drop be-
cause so many houses were up for sale at one time. With so many families
moving in and out, the neighborhood would become unstable. Once beautiful
neighborhoods would start to degrade. Boyd hoped to prevent that. She orga-
nized three other girls to speak with the residents and convince them to stay.
“All summer we went from home to home talking to the white families.
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CANDY DAWSON BOYD

Eventually they all fled—driven out by fear-and-ignorance.” Middle-class
black families moved in, and the neighborhood maintained its lovely character.

EARLY MEMORIES

During her childhood, Boyd writes, “[There] weren’t books about black
children or their lives. At least I didn’t find any. . . . On Saturdays I walked
down 61st Street and under the El (elevated) train to the little public library. It
was small, with two elderly black librarians and discarded books from the
white libraries. But that precious library card was my ticket to the past and
future. I ran to meet Heathcliff on the moors in [Emily Bronte’s] Wuthering
Heights although I had never seen a moor. I raised boys as Jo did in [Louisa
May Alcott’s] Little Men and Jo's Boys. I rode horses and lived in [Laura Ingalls
Wilder’s] The Little House on the Prairie. However, that was not enough.

“I never saw myself or my mama or my daddy in books. But as children, we
blew bubbles on sunny summer mornings on the back porch, played school,
worried about doing well on the long division test, and avoided broccoli and
spinach and liver. We dreamed. We celebrated accomplishments. We lived
rich, vibrant lives despite all of the adversities. I never saw any of that in
books. Did I notice? Yes. Did it make me feel bad? Yes.”

These experiences growing up, Boyd has said, later influenced her decision to
become a writer.

EDUCATION

While attending the public schools in Chicago, which were still segregated at
that time, Boyd had no idea that she would become a writer for children and a
teacher. In fact, she says, "I didn’t particularly like kids, and the thought of
spending all day with them! . . . I remember thinking that I wouldn’t be able
to wear my make up or play my music or have fun or do anything! It seemed
terrible to me.” Instead, Boyd wanted to be a jazz singer or an actress. She
joined the choir in high school, but discovered that she was tone deaf. She
had more success with her acting, though, and won leading roles in several
school plays.

But Boyd’s mother was not enthusiastic about her plans to become an actress.
Mary Ruth Dawson wanted Candy to become a teacher, a more stable profes-
sion, especially for a black woman. After graduating from Hirsch High School
in 1962, Boyd enrolled at Northeastern Illinois State University, a predomi-
nantly white teachers’ college in northwest Chicago. She had to ride the ele-
vated train and the bus two hours each way, through all-white neighborhoods.

Partway through college, she dropped out to work in the civil rights move-
ment. She became a field organizer with the Southern Christian Leadership

O
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BIOGRAPHY TODAY AUTHOR SERIES, VOL. 3

Conference (SCLC), the group founded by Dr. Martin Luther King. She
worked in Chicago and Mississippi for the SCLC. As she recalls, I faced
mobs. I was hurt. I marched through the Klan’s cattle prods and the fires of
Gage Park in Chicago. And a part of me died when Malcolm X, Medgar Evers,
Dr. King, Fred Hampton, and hundreds of others were murdered.” Boyd
decided to return to school, but she wanted to continue her work in the civil
rights movement. She joined up with the teachers’ division of Operation
PUSH (People United to Save Humanity), a group started by Jessie Jackson.
Boyd graduated from Northeastern Illinois State with a bachelor’s degree
(B.A.) in English in 1967.

Later, Boyd returned to school. She earned her master’s degree (M.A.) from
the University of California at Berkeley in 1978, and her doctoral degree
(Ph.D.) in 1982.

FIRST JOBS

After earning her bachelor’s degree, Boyd took her first job as an elementary
school teacher in her own neighborhood in Chicago in 1968. She says she was
a “militant teacher,” bringing her civil rights activism into the classroom. She
was determined to give her poor, black students the same opportunities that
her mother had given her as a child. “Some of my [students] had never seen
Lake Michigan. So we would meet by the liquor store on Saturdays and we
would go downtown to the Goodman Theater and we took a Greyhound bus
tour of Chicago. They became my children, and I wanted them.”

In 1971 Boyd moved to Berkeley, California. After doing some extra course
work, she began teaching there. Instead of just holding one teaching position,
though, she worked in several positions simultaneously. From 1971 to 1973
she taught at Longfellow School, an elementary- school in Berkeley. From
1973 to 1976 she was a teacher trainer in reading in the Berkeley school dis-
trict. But at the same time she was also working at the college level. From
1972 to 1979 she was an instructor in language arts at University of California
at Berkeley, where she was working on her master’s degree and later, her
doctorate. Also in 1972, she started teaching at St. Mary’s College of
California, a private Catholic college. She has continued teaching in the
school of education since that time, starting out as an instructor and working
her way up to assistant professor and then associate professor. Boyd became a
full professor at St. Mary’s College in 1991; she was the first African-American
to receive tenure there. At St. Mary’s, she has been the director of elementary
education and the director of special education. Currently, she is a professor
of graduate education and the director of the reading program, which she cre-
ated, a specialized program to train educators to become specialists in reading
instruction. In addition, she lectures nationally on issues relating to reading
and language arts, multicultural literature, and cultural diversity.
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CANDY DAWSON BOYD

BECOMING A WRITER CANDY DAWSON BOYD

Throughout much of this time, Boyd
was also becoming a writer. When
she was first starting to teach in
Chicago and later in Berkeley, she
became frustrated with the reading
materials that were available for her
students. “There were few books
about our people. Those that I was
able to find depicted our neighbor-
hoods as ghettos filled with gangs
and fatherless families. I detested
those books and the arrogant au-
thors who wrote them. But I used
them to teach my children about
stereotypes and institutional racism.
When I married and moved to
Berkeley, California, 1 taught white,
Latino, Asian, Indian, and African-
American children from middle-
class families for the first time.
Suddenly the anger hit me again. I could not find enough books that explored
their lives and cultures in positive, healthy, and real ways.”

So Boyd decided to do something about it. She started out by spending two
years reading all the children’s books in the Berkeley Public Library. She read
the whole children’s collection — from A to Z. She also took classes in writing
for children at UC-Berkeley. And then she started writing. She received rejec-
tion letters from publishers for nine years, until her first book, Circle of Gold,
was published in 1984 by Scholastic.

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS

Boyd'’s novels for young readers, she says, focus on five main themes: “(1) re-
sponsibility for self and others, (2) choices visible and unknown, (3) risks
taken and rejected, (4) role work and the value of elders, and (5) love as a
force for good.” Throughout her exploration of these themes she highlights
the lives of African-Americans, for reasons that she explains here. “I know
that my books will not put food into the mouths of 50 percent of our nation’s
poor: our children. I know that, alone, they will not save the lives of young
African-American men living and dying in the hells of abandoned inner cities.
I know that my stories will not, alone, enhance self-esteem or reduce racist
attitudes and practices. I know this. . . . I realize that all African-American
authors do not see our culture in the same way, but we all share the same
undeniable reality: we are Black and living in America. That reality permeates
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BIOGRAPHY TODAY AUTHOR SERIES, VOL. 3

every aspect of our conscious and unconscious lives. . . . African-American
human beings are not simple, not easy to understand or know. We live in a
world that white America knows little or nothing about. I know this, and my
stories reflect this knowledge.”

While many of Boyd's characters are African-Americans and their stories
focus on specific racial issues, her novels show feelings and experiences that
are common for many students, regardless of race: dealing with loss, from
death, divorce, or other tragedies; living up to parents’ expectations for suc-
cess; creating new friendships; learning the importance of family; and learning
to value one’s own self as an individual. The lessons in Boyd’s works are true
for all races.

Boyd's first published novel, Circle of Gold (1984), tells Mattie’s story. She’s
struggling with a bully at school, and her home life is difficult since her father
died: her mother is always angry, her brother is quiet and withdrawn, and
their family life is disintegrating. To make it worse, 11-year-old Mattie feels
that her mother doesn’t really love her. So she sets out to bring her family
back together again. Part of her plan involves entering a Mother’s Day writing
contest sponsored by a local newspaper. Boyd has said that the novel was
based, in part, on her own experiences growing up: she entered, and won, a
writing contest sponsored by a Chicago newspaper when she was 12 and her
parents had just divorced. "My mama worked very hard to keep our family
together,” she says, “and winning that contest was my way of saying ‘Thank
you, Mama.”” Circle of Gold won the Coretta Scott King Honor Award, a rare
honor for an author’s first novel.

Boyd went on to further success in her subsequent novels. In Breadsticks and
Blessing Places (1985), which was later republished as Forever Friends (1986),
Boyd tells about a young girl, Toni, who is struggling to adapt to a new, more
difficult school. Toni is a character who had appeared earlier as Mattie’s good
friend in Circle of Gold, and Mattie figures here as a secondary character.
When another friend is killed by a drunk driver, Toni’s life starts to fall apart.
Breadsticks and Blessing Places is a poignant story about her slow efforts to re-
cover from the trauma and to rebuild her life. Actually, this was Boyd's first
novel. For nine years Boyd tried to submit it to publishing houses but the
book was always rejected; publishers said that the emphasis on death and
grieving was too depressing for a children’s book. Breadsticks and Blessing
Places was accepted and published only after the success of Circle of Gold.

In her next book, Charlie Pippin (1987), Boyd tells the story of 11-year-old
Charlie and her sometimes difficult relationship with her angry, bitter, and
withdrawn father. For a school project, she decides to study the Vietnam War,
which her father, a Vietnam veteran, has always refused to discuss with her.
With that project, Boyd says, “[Charlie] embarks on a quest to learn more
about what happened to her father and to help heal the hurt—a hurt that
covers the entire family.” In Chevrolet Saturdays (1993), Joey has several tough
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CANDY DAWSON BOYD

it's hard to stand up for
yourself when your life
is dragging you down

situations to deal with—the divorce of his parents, his father’s job transfer
out of town, his mother’s remarriage, his new stepfather, a class bully who's
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picking on him, and a difficult fifth-grade teacher who doesn’t like him. The
novel shows the difficulties and the joys as Joey, his mother, and his step-
father learn to pull together as a real family. Chevrolet Saturdays, Boyd has
said, is probably her favorite among her works.

To follow that up, Boyd tried something a little different. She started work on a
series that focuses on four middle-school girls of different ethnic and social
backgrounds. Her first novel in the series was Fall Secrets (1994). Jessie, Addie
Mae, Julie, and Maria are new sixth-grade students at Oakland Performing
Arts Middle School (OPA), a prestigious school in Oakland, California. All are
top students with a background in the performing arts: Jessie, who is African-
American, studies acting; Addie Mae, who is also African-American, studies
dance; Julie, who is white, studies violin; and Maria, who is Hispanic, studies
piano. Thrown together in their first class in middle school, they struggle to be-
come friends despite their very different experiences, their sometimes intense
rivalries, and their efforts to hide certain secrets about their own lives. For
Boyd, setting the novel in a school for the arts was key, as she told Biography
Today. "1 have very strong feelings about the critical place of the arts in the
lives of children. . . . I have seen the arts save children and give children who
would normally have little or no place in school a haven to thrive within and
the kind of impetus that they needed to do well in all kinds of other subject
areas. And so I wanted to showcase the arts because I think they’re valuable,
particularly in these times.” In Fall Secrets, Jessie tries to adapt to her new
school, do well in her classes, live up to her parents” high expectations, and
handle the pressures of her new life. The novel also focuses on her strong fam-
ily background and her loving but demanding parents.

In her next book, Boyd took a new approach. Daddy, Daddy, Be There (1995), a
picture book illustrated by Floyd Cooper, is a lyrical tribute to fathers and their
importance to their children. Her most recent work is A Different Beat (1996), a
sequel to Fall Secrets. She picks up the story of Jessie, her family, and her
friends at OPA, as Jessie learns to deal with a prejudicial teacher, tries to satisfy
her father, and works out her stormy relationship with Addie Mae. By showing
us the view point of these African-American middle-school students, Boyd
brings life and immediacy to many real issues, particularly those involving race.

Currently, Boyd is taking a break from fiction writing. She is at work on a
series of reading textbooks for McGraw Hill Publishers, to be used in school
classrooms. She’s not sure what she’ll go on to next, although she’s thinking
about writing a novel for adults.

ADVICE FOR YOUNG WRITERS

When Biography Today asked Boyd for her advice for young writers, she was
very frank. She disagrees with the prevailing attitude that it is easy to write
children’s books, what she calls a “well, anybody can do it” attitude. She
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CANDY DAWSON BOYD

points to “a hubris, a kind of arrogance about books for children” among the
general public, which betrays a lack of respect both for children’s writers and,
ultimately, for children themselves. A good writer for children, Boyd believes,
needs to do a lot of preparation to learn about existing children’s books and to
learn the craft of writing. “The craft is something that you are continually
learning to do and to do well. It can’t be taken for granted. I think that what
has disturbed me more than anything is that I feel that when you respect the
literature as a writer for children and young people that it is an indication to
me that you respect [the reader]. . . . I would really say take two or three years
and learn the field before you just thrust yourself out there and think that you
can do it. Work hard on your craft. At this point I never approach a book with
great confidence. I always approach it with a sense of care and an enormous,
enormous sense of responsibility. If there is anything that is critical to me it is
that I never write anything that could hurt a child or make them feel bad
about themselves. I certainly think that there are writers who could care less
about that, or who have not really thought about it, or who have been insen-
sitive to the ways that language functions. Those are issues that for me are
very, very important.”

FAVORITE BOOKS

When asked about her favorite books, Boyd mentioned a few of her current
favorites. She enjoys reading mysteries and suspense thrillers, including those
by Stephen King, Dean Koontz, and John Grisham. She also enjoys the mys-
teries of Walter Mosely and the science fiction of Octavia Butler. One of her
favorite authors is Toni Morrison, about whom Boyd says “what she does
with language is just magical.”

MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

Candy Dawson Boyd has been married twice. She first married in 1971, and
divorced after about three years. In 1979 she married Robert Boyd, a telecom-
munications specialist with a major bank. They had one son, Robert Julian
Boyd, who died. Robert and Candy Dawson Boyd later divorced. She cur-
rently lives in northern California.

WRITINGS

Circle of Gold, 1984

Breadsticks and Blessing Places, 1985 (republished as Forever Friends, 1986)
Charlie Pippin, 1987

Chevrolet Saturdays, 1993

Fall Secrets, 1994

Daddy, Daddy, Be There, 1995

A Different Beat, 1996
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HONORS AND AWARDS

Notable Children’s Book (National Council for Social Studies): 1984, for
Circle of Gold

Children’s Books of the Year List (Bank Street College): 1985, for Breadsticks
and Blessing Places

Children’s Choices for 1988 List (International Reading Association —
Children’s Book Council): 1988, for Charlie Pippin

Notable Book (American Library Association): 1988, for Charlie Pippin

Professor of the Year Award (St. Mary’s College of California): 1992

Pick of the Lists (American Bookseller’s Association): 1993, for Chevrolet
Saturdays

FURTHER READING

Black Authors and Illustrators of Children’s Books: A Biographical Dictionary,
2nd edition, 1992

Black Writers, 2nd edition, 1994

Contemporary Authors, Vol. 138

School Library Media Annual, Vol. 9, 1991

Something about the Author, Vol. 72

ADDRESS

St. Mary’s College of California
School of Education

Box 4350

Morgana, CA 94575




Ray Bradbury 1920-

American Novelist, Short Story Writer, Playwright,
Screenwriter, and Poet
Author of The Martian Chronicles and Fahrenheit 451

BIRTH

Ray Douglas Bradbury was bormn in Waukegan, Illinois, on
August 22, 1920. He was the third child of Leonard Spaulding
Bradbury, a telephone lineman for the Waukegan Bureau of
Power and Light, and Esther (Moberg) Bradbury, whose family
had emigrated from Sweden when she was a very young child.
Esther Bradbury gave birth to twin boys, Leonard and Samuel, in
1916, but Samuel died two years later. Ray came next, and a
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fourth child, Elizabeth, was born in 1926. She died of pneumonia when Ray
was seven. Only the two boys were left: Leonard, who was called Skip, and
Ray, who was called Shorty.

YOUTH

Bradbury was an extremely imaginative child who was haunted by his fears.
He claims he has “almost total recall, back to the hour of my birth.” He says
he can remember nightmares he had in his crib during the first few weeks of
his life. Although psychologists say that this is impossible, Bradbury insists on
the vividness of these early memories and their impact on his writing. Other
childhood memories include seeing the silent film version of The Hunchback of
Notre Dame, starring Lon Chaney, which Bradbury watched when he was only
three years old. Afterward, he remembers “walking strangely for days.” Three
years later his mother took him to see Chaney in The Phantom of the Opera.
These movies both frightened and fascinated the young Bradbury, who was
already afraid of the dark and tormented by nightmares.

Bradbury was profoundly affected by the events of his childhood, which he
later used as material for his stories, plays, and novels. For example, he was
terrified of walking through the ravine near his house in Waukegan because
he’d been told that a strange man called The Lonely One lived there. Such a
character later appeared in Dandelion Wine (1957), a collection of stories
about an adolescent boy growing up in a small town. The terror he felt
when he witnessed a fire in his grandmother’s house was the inspiration for
his best known novel, Fahrenheit 451. And a terrible car crash that occurred
across the street from a friend’s house when he was young plays an important
role in his 1990 novel, A Graveyard for Lunatics.

Bradbury was sick for three months with whooping cough when he was eight,
and his mother helped him pass the time by reading him the frightening tales
of Edgar Allan Poe by candlelight. This was also the age at which he discov-
ered science fiction. He read every issue of Amazing Stories and amassed a
huge collection of Buck Rogers comic strips. When he received a toy type-
writer for Christmas in 1932, Bradbury began to write his own Buck Rogers
stories, even though his friends ridiculed him for his obsession with space
travel, at that time an outlandish, inconceivable notion. A visit to the 1933
World’s Fair in Chicago with his Aunt Neva encouraged his futuristic fan-
tasies. Aunt Neva, who was an artist and a theatrical costume designer,
played a crucial role in shaping young Bradbury’s interests, dressing him in
monster costumes at Halloween and reading him the Oz books of Frank L.
Baum. ”All the worlds of art and imagination flowed to me through Neva,” he
later recalled.

Bradbury found some of those imaginative experiences in books. He was
smaller than most kids, and his poor eyesight kept him from participating in
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sports. Instead, he spent much of his youth in Waukegan’s Carnegie Library.
He devoured the works of Jules Verne, H. G. Wells, Edgar Rice Burroughs,
and other authors whose books dealt with fantasy and the supernatural.

In 1932, in the midst of the Depression, Bradbury’s father lost his job and
moved the family to Tucson, Arizona, in hopes of finding work. Bradbury was
12. Even though they only stayed there for a short period of time, it is likely
that this early exposure to the desert and the “alien” culture of the Southwest
helped shape his ideas about life on Mars, the subject of his first best-seller,
The Martian Chronicles. In 1933 the family returned to Waukegan for a while
and then moved the following year to Los Angeles, where Bradbury became a
passionate fan of the movies. He rollerskated 10 miles to the gates of
Paramount Studios every afternoon to get the autographs of famous film
stars. Although his father was often out of work and the family even went on
welfare for a short period of time, Bradbury remembers his childhood as a
happy one.

MEMORABLE EXPERIENCES

As a young boy, Bradbury loved circuses and carnivals. In 1932 he went to see
the Dill Brothers Carnival in Waukegan, which featured a magician named
Mr. Electrico. He sat in an electric chair while his assistant threw a switch that
supposedly sent “ten million volts” of electricity through his body. His white
hair stood on end, his eyes blazed, and sparks sizzled between his teeth. In a
moment that Bradbury would never forget, Mr. Electrico touched the 12-year-
old boy with his electric sword on both shoulders and proclaimed, “Live for-
ever!” Afterward, he took Bradbury on a behind-the-scenes tour, showing
him how static electricity could be used to make hair stand up and introduc-
ing him to the fat lady, the tattooed man, and the trapeze artists. Bradbury
went home in a state of high excitement and began writing stories a short
time afterward. In fact, many of the stories that were eventually collected in
The Hlustrated Man (1951) were inspired by his carnival experiences.

EDUCATION

After attending a number of different elementary schools in Waukegan and
Tucson, Bradbury entered Berendo Junior High in Los Angeles and then Los
Angeles High School, where he was active in the school drama group and the
poetry club. He was so successful in his high school drama productions that
for a while he thought he might become a professional actor. A straight-A
student by the end of his senior year, Bradbury excelled in drama, astronomy,
journalism, and short-story writing. Bradbury graduated from Los Angeles
High School in June 1938. The family was so broke at that point that they
couldn’t buy a new suit for his graduation. He had to wear a jacket full of bul-
let holes that had belonged to an uncle who was killed in a hold-up. But
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Bradbury had made his mark. The caption under his photograph in the high
school yearbook says, “Headed for literary distinction.” But no one at Los
Angeles High School —except, perhaps, for Bradbury himself — realized just
how quickly literary fame and fortune would arrive.

FIRST JOBS

When Bradbury graduated from high school, it was the depths of the
Depression. His father was still out of work and the family had no money to
send him to college, so he got a job selling newspapers on a street corner in
downtown Los Angeles for $10 a week. This job lasted from 1938 until 1942.
By that time, the United States was involved in World War II (1939-1945), but
Bradbury was excused from military service because of his poor eyesight.
Instead, he wrote radio “spots” for the Red Cross and scripts for the Los
Angeles Department of Civil Defense. Throughout this time he was also
spending time at the library, going three or four times a week for several
hours at a time. He read everything— plays, poetry, novels, short stories. And
at the same time, he was getting his start as a writer.

BECOMING A WRITER

In the late 1930s Bradbury began attending meetings of the Los Angeles
chapter of the Science Fiction League. By 1941 he was writing one story each
week—write the rough draft on Monday, revise the story on Tuesday
through Friday, finish the final draft by Saturday, and take Sunday off. He
would share his work with the writers at the Science Fiction League, who
would read and criticize his work. One such writer was Henry Hasse, with
whom he wrote what would be his first professionally published story.
Bradbury sold his first story, “Pendulum,” by his 21st birthday. Although he
had to split the payment — $27.50 — with his co-author, this early commercial
success persuaded him to abandon his dreams of an acting career in favor of
writing. When his family moved in 1941 to Venice, California, he set up a
workroom in the house and began spending every Sunday at Muscle Beach
going over his stories with science fiction writer Leigh Brackett. His first
published story as the sole author, “The Piper,” appeared in February 1943.
By the time he was 23 years old, Bradbury was earning his living as a full-time
writer, with his stories appearing in such magazines as Weird Tales, Amazing
Stories, Captain Future, and Astounding Science Fiction.

Bradbury’s stories didn't fit the “formula” that most science fiction editors
were looking for at the time. So he tried writing for detective and suspense
magazines. But science fiction—which for Bradbury had more to do with
people than it did with spaceships and high technology — remained his pri-
mary focus.
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RAY BRADBURY

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS

Bradbury has been an extremely prolific writer during his over 50-year career
as an author. He is perhaps best known for some of his earliest works, includ-
ing the short stories and novels The Martian Chronicles, Fahrenheit 451, Dande-
lion Wine, and Something Wicked This Way Comes. Yet he has also written
prodigious amounts of plays, musicals, screenplays, and poetry.

Bradbury’s earliest works were short stories, a form in which he had excelled
since his school days. After selling these stories first to the “pulp” magazines
(named for the cheap paper on which they were printed) and later to the
“slicks” (more prestigious magazines, printed on shiny paper), he published
his first story collection, Dark Carnival (1947). According to Bradbury, this
collection of tales of horror and the supernatural “got all of [my] night-sweats
and terrors down on paper.”

The Martian Chronicles

Three years later, Bradbury pulled together 26 stories he had written about
the planet Mars, wrote some transitional passages to link them together, and
published the resulting narrative as The Martian Chronicles in 1950. The book
tells the story about a materialistic group from Earth that is colonizing Mars.
In the process, they exploit and
destroy the gentle, telepathic Mar-
. tians and their idyllic civilization.
The Martian Chronicles marked a
turning point for Bradbury’s career
and an important landmark in the
history of science fiction. Many
readers saw it as both space fanta-
sy and social criticism, a profound
exploration of some of the issues
that were troubling America at the
time: pollution, fear of nuclear
N war, problems with racism and
censorship, and the yearning for a
simpler life. Within two years the
book had gone through six print-
ings and had firmly established
his reputation as the master of an
entirely new kind of science
fiction.

THE GRAND MASTER EDITIONS

Yet from the very beginning, Brad-
bury objected to being labeled a
"science fiction writer.” He asked
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his publisher to remove the “science fiction” label from all future editions of
The Martian Chronicles and from his second collection of short stories, The
[llustrated Man. He felt that labeling his works this way would prevent them
from reaching an even wider audience, since science fiction at the time was
often looked down upon by readers and publishers of more “serious” litera-
ture. Unlike other science fiction, though, Bradbury’s stories were filled with
poetic language and appealing characters, and his books addressed serious
issues.

Fahrenheit 451

Bradbury’s first novel was Fahrenheit 451 (1953). Bradbury has called Fahren-
heit 451 a “dime novel” because he wrote the first draft in the basement typ-
ing room of the library at the University of California at Los Angeles, where
he rented a typewriter for ten cents a half-hour. It took him nine days and
cost $9.80 to turn out 25,000 words.

Named after the temperature at which paper bursts into flame, Fahrenheit 451
is a passionate indictment of censorship and a society that limits ideas and sti-
fles thought. The novel is set in a future totalitarian society where the written
word is forbidden and books are burned. A group of rebels memorizes entire
works of literature and philosophy so they will not be forgotten. Montag, the
central character, is a book-burning fireman who becomes an outlaw reader.
For Bradbury, Montag represents the author’s lifelong passion for books and
libraries. Published in 1953, it was later released as a major film, directed by
Frangois Truffaut. In 1993, on the 40th anniversary of the publication of
Fahrenheit 451, commentator Fredric Koeppel remarked on its contemporary
flavor and disturbing relevance. “What strikes us reading the book 40 years
after its first publication, . . . [what] moves and frightens, in an age when fairy
tales and the Bible and Huckleberry Finn are deemed censorable, is Bradbury’s
prescience.”

Two of his many other books from this time deserve mention. Bradbury’s
novel Dandelion Wine (1957) is considered his most autobiographical work. In
a series of linked sketches derived from the author’s childhood in Waukegan,
Illinois, Bradbury tells the story of 12-year-old Douglas Spaulding and his
“magic summer” in Green Town. Critics have called Dandelion Wine a lyrical
evocation of life in small-town America in the early part of the 20th century.
Many especially praised his style for combining poetic imagery with colloquial
rhythm. Something Wicked This Way Comes (1962) is Bradbury’s own favorite
among his books. Like Dandelion Wine, it is set in Green Town. 1t tells the
story of two boys, Will Halloway and Jim Nightshade, when a black-magic
carnival comes to town. The boys are overwhelmed by the evil forces that run
the carnival. But they are rescued by Will’s father, who uses love and laughter
to vanquish evil and save the boys’ souls. Something Wicked This Way Comes is
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also an autobiographical tale, as Bradbury explains here: “Everyone in the
[story] is me—at 12, at 40, at 60. They are all some part of my subconscious,
acting out the temptations which come at each age.”

Movies and Television

Bradbury has loved movies since his high school days, when he routinely saw
three or four double features a week. Even then he knew that some day he
wanted to write screenplays. By the mid-1950s he got his chance. After pub-
lishing his first few books he felt confident enough to approach the noted
director John Huston, who was Bradbury’s idol. Huston hired him to write
the screenplay for Moby Dick, which was released by Warner Brothers in 1956.
Bradbury spent six months in Ireland working on the script, an experience
that he wrote about more than 30 years later in his fictionalized memaoir,
Green Shadows, White Whale (1992). When he returned from Ireland to the
States, Bradbury began writing scripts for such popular television shows of the
1950s as Suspense, The Alfred Hitchcock Show, Jane Wyman's Fireside Theatre,
and The Twilight Zone.

Master of Many Forms

Bradbury has been extremely prolific over the years. In addition to his novels,
he has published more than 500 short stories and hundreds of teleplays, stage
plays, radio plays, essays, and nonfiction books and articles. He has also writ-
ten operas, a cantata, a teachers’ guide to science fiction, and the narration for
a documentary film shown at the 1964 New York World’s Fair. Few people
realize that he is also a prolific poet, the author of eight volumes of verse.
Bradbury claims that poetry has always played an important role in his writ-
ing, and that many of his short stories have been inspired by a single line of

poetry.

Bradbury has also devoted much of his time over the past three decades to
writing and staging plays, and he has adapted two of his works as musicals:
The Wonderful Ice Cream Suit and Dandelion Wine. He has also continued his
interest in movies and television. In 1983, he wrote the screenplay for
Something Wicked This Way Comes. Starring Jason Robards, the film became a
cult classic. He went on to write dozens of television scripts and serve as host
for the “Ray Bradbury Television Theatre,” a show that ran first on HBO and
then on the USA cable network between 1985 and 1992.

Recent Projects

Now 77 years old, Bradbury still wakes up at six or seven ¢’clock in the mom-
ing because he hears voices telling him what to write. He continues to put in
14-hour days at his old IBM typewriter. His most recent book is Driving Blind
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(1997), a collection of short stories.
The title was inspired by a dream.
Bradbury, who doesn’t drive, was a
passenger in a car being driven
along a country road by his muse

| Fﬂhl’@llll@l( who was wearing a biindfold T
' the dream, he had to decide be-

tween seizing control of the car—
' or trusting his muse. He is current-
L THE H‘IHI\\[LR[ AT WHICH BOORS BLRY < Iy at Work on a new nOVEI about
:An.r.,..m.n \ {  vampires, tentatively titled From the
i ) Dust Returned. In addition, he gives
bl ablacs 2 about 50 lectures a year. He recent-

ly completed a script for a new film

adaptation of Fahrenheit 451, in

g 7 A which Mel Gibson is slated to play
. a‘ ‘ the main character.

1 Despite his lifelong obsession with
la ll r)7 the future, Bradbury generally dis-

trusts technology and has never
learned to drive a car. He remains,
however, fascinated by futuristic ar-
chitecture and city planning, and
has recently been involved in the design of three California shopping malls.
Bradbury’s lifelong support of the U.S. space program has led to his partici-
pation in the design of the “Spaceship Earth” exhibit at Disney’s Epcot Center
and the space rides at EuroDisney. He has also worked on developing “The
Martian Chronicles Adventure CD-ROM,” a computer game that picks up the
story where his 1950 book left off. It is ironic that Bradbury’s novel should end
up as a computer game, since he doesn’t have a home computer and refuses
to write on one. “Someone gave me one years ago, but it made mistakes, so I
got rid of it,” he claims.

0 345342968

Response to His Work

Bradbury has had a profound influence on the role of science fiction in our
culture. Popular shows like ”Star Trek” and “The X-Files” owe a great deal to
his influence. When Bradbury started writing, most science fiction stories
focused on the clever gadgets and fantastic machines dreamed up by the
authors. Little emphasis was placed on the writing itself, and the characters
were drawn only superficially. But Bradbury changed all that. His richly imag-
inative prose style had more in common with poetry than scientific manuals,
and his books were filled with literary metaphors and interesting characters as
well as ingenious contraptions. He also explored compelling themes and
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posed challenging questions about the future of humankind and the role of
technology —the kinds of issues that only serious novelists had dared to con-
front before. Readers’ interest in Bradbury’s fiction about life on other planets
was enhanced by the success of the U.S. space program. His literate, deeply
philosophical stories engaged readers and brought a greater respect to science
fiction writing as a whole. By the 1970s science fiction was being taught as a
subgenre of literature on college campuses across the country. Today many
credit Bradbury, more than any other writer, with bringing literary re-
spectability to the genre of science fiction.

Bradbury’s work has always had broad popular appeal, especially among
young people. Fahrenheit 451 is now required reading in many high schools,
and students and adults respond enthusiastically to his interest in the future
and his fascination with the supernatural. His stories have appeared in many
national magazines, including The New Yorker, Saturday Review, Harper’s, and
Mademoiselle. Yet because he is regarded primarily as a writer of science
fiction his work has been largely ignored by literary critics. Science fiction
purists, on the other hand, object to his emphasis on telling a good story
rather than describing high-tech gadgetry. For Bradbury, the answer is simple.
“I want to have fun with science,” he once said. “I'don’t want to know how to
build a rocket ship; I want to know what can happen when people fly them.
It's the people I'm interested in.”

MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

In 1946 Bradbury met Marguerite (Maggie) McClure, a UCLA graduate, in
Fowler’s Bookshop, where she was working as a clerk. Maggie’s friends
warned her that her new boyfriend had no future, but Bradbury himself felt
differently: “I said to her, 'I'm going to the moon. I'm going to Mars. Do you
want to come along?”” Maggie said yes, and they were married on September
27, 1947. The Bradburys have four daughters: Susan, born in 1949; Ramona,
bom in 1951; Bettina, born in 1955; and Alexandra, born in 1958. Currently,
Bradbury and his wife still live in the Los Angeles area. They enjoy spending
time with their four cats and eight grandchildren.

MAJOR INFLUENCES

Two of Bradbury’s earliest influences were Jennet Johnson, who taught the
short-story writing class at Los Angeles High School, and Snow Longley
Housh, who taught poetry there. He describes the impact of these teachers as
“immense and lasting.” Bradbury also singles out science fiction writer Leigh
Brackett, who worked with him every Sunday afternoon for five years on the
beach in Santa Monica, where she played volleyball.

Q
RIC " 27

= 23



BIOGRAPHY TODAY AUTHOR SERIES, VOL. 3

ADVICE TO YOUNG WRITERS

Bradbury is a firm believer in self-education: “Once you've found your best
subject, you don’t necessarily need a class or other formal training to learn to
write,” he tells young writers. “You don’t need a teacher—you just need to
run wild in a library.” He also advises them to choose a subject that they're
passionate about: “Latch onto something that you love so much you've got to
write about it. You can’t write about things you don’t care about, and you
can’t write about things that you don't truly know.”

SELECTED WRITINGS

Short Story Collections

Dark Carnival, 1947

The Illustrated Man, 1951

The Golden Apples of the Sun, 1953
The October Country, 1955

Sun and Shadow, 1957

A Medicine for Melancholy, 1959
The Ghoul Keepers, 1961

The Small Assassin, 1962

The Machineries of Joy, 1964

The Vintage Bradbury, 1965

The Autumn People, 1965
Tomorrow Midnight, 1966

I Sing the Body Electric! 1969
Whispers from Beyond, 1972

Long After Midnight, 1976

The Mummies of Guanajuato, 1978
The Last Circus and the Electrocution, 1980
Stories of Ray Bradbury, 1980
Dinosaur Tales, 1983

A Memory of Murder, 1984

The Toynbee Convector, 1988
Vintage Bradbury, 1990

The Smile, 1991

Quicker Than the Eye, 1996
Driving Blind, 1997

Novels

The Martian Chronicles, 1950
Fahrenheit 451, 1953
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Dandelion Wine, 1957

Something Wicked This Way Comes, 1962
Death Is a Lonely Business, 1985

A Graveyard for Lunatics, 1990

Green Shadows, White Whale, 1992

For Younger Readers

Switch on the Night, 1955
R is for Rocket, 1962

S is for Space, 1966

The Halloween Tree, 1972
The April Witch, 1987
The Other Foot, 1987

The Foghorn, 1987

The Veldt, 1987

Fever Dream, 1987

Plays and Musicals

The Meadow, 1960

The Anthem Sprinters and Other Antics, 1963
The World of Ray Bradbury, 1964

The Day It Rained Forever, 1966

The Pedestrian, 1966

Dandelion Wine, 1967

Christus Apollo, 1969

The Wonderful Ice Cream Suit and Other Plays, 1972
Madrigals for the Space Age, 1972.

Pillar of Fire and Other Plays, 1975

A Device Out of Time, 1986

Falling Upward, 1988

Films

It Came From Outer Space, 1953

Moby Dick, 1956 (with John Huston)

Icarus Montgolfier Wright, 1962 (with George C. Johnson)
Picasso Summer, 1972 (with Ed Weinberger)

Something Wicked This Way Comes, 1983
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Essays

Zen and the Art of Writing, 1973

Yestermorrow: Obvious Answers to Impossible Futures, 1991

Journey to Far Metaphor: Further Essays on Creativity, Writing, Literature, & the
Arts, 1994

Poetry

Old Ahab’s Friend, and Friend to Noah, Speaks His Piece, 1971
When Elephants Last in the Dooryard Bloomed, 1973

Where Robot Mice and Robot Men Run 'Round in Robot Towns, 1977
The Haunted Computer and the Android Pope, 1981

The Complete Poems of Ray Bradbury, 1982

The Last Good Kiss, 1984

Death Has Lost Its Charm for Me, 1987

A Climate of Palettes, 1988

HONORS AND AWARDS

O. Henry Memorial Award: 1947, for "THomecoming”

Benjamin Franklin Magazine Award: 1954, for “Sun and Shadow”

The National Institute Award in Literature (National Institute of Arts and
Letters): 1954, for contribution to American literature

Boys Club of America Junior Book Award: 1956, for Switch on the Night

Golden Eagle Film Award for Screenwriting: 1963, for Icarus Montgolfier
Wright

Robert Ball Memorial Award (Aviation and Space Writers Association):
1968, for “An Impatient Gulliver Above Our Roots”

Valentine Davies Award (Writers Guild of America, West): 1974

Life Achievement Award (World Fantasy Convention): 1977

Hugo Award (World Science Fiction Society): 1980, as Grand Master
(Gandalf Award)

Jules Verne Award: 1984

Home Box Office Ace Award for Writing a Dramatic Series: 1985, for “Ray
Bradbury Theater”

Body of Work Award (PEN): 1985

Nebula Award (Science Fiction Writers of America): 1989, as Grand Master

Silver Award (U.S. National Commission on Libraries and Information
Science): 1997
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FURTHER READING
Books

Contemporary Authors, New Revision Series, Vol. 30
Dictionary of Literary Biography, Vols. 2 and 8
Encyclopedia Britannica, 1996

Mogen, David. Ray Bradbury, 1986 (juvenile)

Nolan, William F. The Ray Bradbury Companion, 1975
Something About the Author, Vol. 64

Who's Who in America, 1997

World Book Encyclopedia, 1997

Periodicals

Baltimore Morning Sun, Feb. 7, 1996, p.E1

Chicago Tribune, June 20, 1993, Tempo Lake section, p.1

Christian Science Monitor, Mar. 20, 1991, Home Forum section, p.16
Current Biography 1982

Los Angeles Times, Aug. 19, 1995, Calendar section, p.1

New York Times, Apr. 24, 1983, Section 2, p.1

Newsweek, Nov. 13, 1995, p.89

People, Nov. 24, 1980, p.89

Writer’s Digest, Feb. 1986, p.26

ADDRESS

Avon Books
1350 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10019
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Gwendolyn Brooks 1917-

American Poet and Writer
First African-American to Win the Pulitzer Prize for
Poetry

BIRTH

Gwendolyn Elizabeth Brooks was born in Topeka, Kansas, on
June 7, 1917. She was the first child of David Brooks, a janitor for
a music publishing company, and Keziah (Wims) Brooks, a for-
mer elementary school teacher. Her mother had returned to her
parents’ house in Topeka to give birth to Gwendolyn. They re-
mained in Kansas for about a month and then rejoined
Gwendolyn'’s father in Chicago, where she was raised and where
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she has spent most of her life. Her brother, Raymond, was born 16 months
later.

YOUTH

Although she grew up poor in the sprawling black ghetto on Chicago’s South
Side, Brooks was from a family that placed a high value on education and
artistic pursuits. Her father had hoped to become a doctor, but he was forced
to drop out of college after one year because he couldn't afford it. He always
encouraged the children’s education and read to them daily from his prized
set of Harvard Classics. Her mother played the piano and composed songs
and stories. Her younger brother, Raymond, showed an early interest in art
and was always drawing or painting.

Gwendolyn herself was a shy and withdrawn young girl. Her favorite pastime
was to sit on the back porch and watch the clouds as they passed over the row
of tenements behind her family’s small frame house. When she was 4 or 5,
her mother taught her how to recite “with expression,” and she began writing
poetry at the age of 7. Her father gave her a big desk with lots of cubbyholes
and a special shelf for the books that she loved to read. One of the first books
she kept there was a volume of poetry by Paul Laurence Dunbar, the late
19th-century African-American poet. After Gwendolyn published her first
poem at age 13 in American Childhood, a popular children’s magazine, her
mother was so confident that her daughter was going to grow up to be a
writer that she announced, “You are going to be the lady Paul Laurence
Dunbar!” She even excused her daughter from most household chores so that
she would have more time to write.

Financially, life was a constant struggle for the Brooks family. Although they
owned a house, they usually rented out the second floor. When David Brooks
was laid off from his job at the McKinley Music Publishing Company during
the Depression, the family ended up surviving on beans —a memory that
later inspired Gwendolyn to write one of her most famous poems, “The Bean
Eaters.”

EDUCATION

It was in school that Brooks first experienced prejudice. She felt rejected by
other African-American students because of her dark skin color. For many in
the black community at that time, before the black pride movements of the
1960s, the standard of beauty was to look white. Kids with straighter hair and
lighter skin tended to be more popular. She just didn't fit that image.

At Forrestville Elementary School in Chicago, Brooks was so shy and awk-
ward that she seldom participated in school or social activities. In high school,
she had so much trouble adjusting that she went to three different schools
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before finally settling into the racially mixed Englewood High School. Yet she
had trouble there also. A mediocre student, Brooks spent more time brooding
over her lack of friendships with other students than she did over her studies.
She often felt hurt, convinced that other girls didn’t like her because her father
was a janitor and because her skin was darker than other African-Americans.
Her one real pleasure as an adolescent was putting rhymes together in her
notebooks, which she filled with meditations on love, nature, and death. By
the time she graduated from Englewood High School in 1934, several of her
poems had appeared in the Chicago Defender, a local black newspaper. Brooks
knew then that she would continue to write poetry all her life.

Woodrow Wilson Junior College had just opened its doors when Brooks en-
rolled there as an English literature major in September 1934. She graduated
two years later, marking the end of her formal education. But as an adult, she
has received more than 50 honorary degrees from colleges and universities
across the United States.

FIRST JOBS

After graduating from college, Brooks had hoped to find work at the Chicago
Defender. When the job didn’t come through, she accepted temporary em-
ployment as a maid in a home on the North Shore, the wealthiest section of
Chicago. She lasted less than a month and hated the experience, which later
inspired a chapter in her novel, Maud Martha.

Brooks’s first real job was working as a secretary for Dr. E. N. French, a
”spiritual adviser” who called himself a doctor. His office was in Chicago’s
rundown Mecca building, a former luxury apartment house where several
hundred of the city’s most destitute black families lived. Dr. French offered
advice and magic potions to those who were out of work, looking for a mate,
or struggling with personal or financial problems. Brooks’s job was to write
letters to his prospective “patients” and to package the various pills and po-
tions that the “doctor” sold to the poor and the desperate. When Dr. French
tried to make her his assistant, she refused and was fired. Brooks remembers
her time with Dr. French as “the most horrible four months of my existence.”
She was exposed to a side of black life in Chicago that she might not other-
wise have seen because her family, while poor, was never as destitute as those
taken in by Dr. Finch’s claims. Decades later, she drew on the experience for
her poem, “In the Mecca.”

Brooks joined the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People) Youth Council in the late 1930s and ended up becoming its
publicity director. “Those were some of my happiest days,” she once wrote,
“because I had never though I'd have a whole bunch of friends, people who
seemed to like me and thought that there was something to me. . . . It was
then t