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F or Great Books enthusiasts of northern Cali-
fornia (and some from much further away), 

The Asilomar Great Books Weekend is the high 
point of the year.  Here are a few of the reasons 
that after a history of more than fifty years Asilo-
mar continues to be among the most successful 
and well-known Great Books conferences in the 
United States.   

The Place:  The Asilomar Conference Center is 
located on a beautiful stretch of the Pacific Coast 
between Monterey and Carmel California.  The 
grounds themselves have great natural beauty 
with cypress trees, dunes and a beach that is 
good for walking, kite flying, exploring tide pools 
and even surfing.  Asilomar‘s original buildings 
were designed by Julia Morgan, California‘s pre-
mier architect. 

The Accommodations:  Asilomar offers com-
fortable lodging and a dining hall with excellent 
food (six meals during the course of the week-
end).  Our discussions are held in comfortable 
meeting rooms, most with fireplaces.  Buildings 
are spread throughout a 107 acre site; that could 

mean some amount of walking to meals, meet-
ings, etc., but a van is readily available for trans-
portation. 

The Discussions:  Our four Great Books discus-
sions are serious, courteous and lively.  They are 
the focal point of the weekend and a main reason 
that we attend.  Discussion leaders are well 
trained and our participants come to Asilomar 
well prepared to engage in thoughtful discus-
sions.  In the various discussion sessions we 
discuss selected poems, Beloved by Toni Morri-
son, Copenhagen, a play by Michael Frayn, and 
“Idols of the Mind” by Francis Bacon. Read 
more about the 2010 selections in the article on 
page 3. 

Nearby Attractions:  From a world-class aquar-
ium, the natural beauty of the 17 mile drive, 
shopping in Carmel, the Steinbeck Library in 
Salinas, Cannery Row and Fisherman‘s Wharf in 
Monterey, great opportunities for golf or tennis 
it‘s hard to imagine a locale with more to offer.  
Although you won‘t have a lot of free time, you 
will find many exciting attractions within a short 
drive from Asilomar 

An Election,  a Picnic and a Discussion 
Kathleen Conneely 

The Great Books Council of San Francisco 
Serving Northern California 

www.greatbooks-San Francisco.com 

Council President 
Jim Hall 

O n the mild and sunny afternoon 
of June 14, forty-two picnickers 

gathered under our blue and white 
gazebos, then sat at long Tilden Park 
tables with red tablecloths to enjoy 
the smell and delicious taste of out-
door barbeque.  Our Great Books 
Picnic Committee did, as usual, an 
outstanding job – with special thanks 
to Tom and Jan Vargo (gazebo set-
up and sign-in table), and Brent 

Browning (barbeque chef). 

Jim Hall of Santa Rosa was elected 

President of the Great Books 
Council of San Francisco.  Su-
sana Conde of Oakland be-
came Vice President (learn 
more about Susana through 
the article on page 4) and Rick 
White of Novato and Roy Har-
vey of Mill Valley were re-
elected as Secretary and 
Treasurer respectively. 

After the election of officers the 
picnickers divided into three 

(Continued on page 5) 
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Conrad and Coppola Come to the San Francisco Mini-Retreat 

C laudia O‘Callaghan, San Francisco Mini-
Retreat Coordinator has announced that 

next year‘s reading selection is Joseph Con-
rad‘s classic short novel Heart of Darkness.  
The discussion will be followed with a viewing 
of the Francis Ford Coppola film Apocalypse 
Now.  The screenplay is based on Conrad‘s 
novel with the setting moved from colonial 

Africa to Viet Nam during the war there. 

The Mini-Retreat is scheduled for February 6, 2010 and 
will be held, as usual, at the Mechanics Institute Library. 

Space is limited so check the website www.greatbooks-
sf.com or contact Claudia at  
callcoc@aol.com for registration information or to request 
a flier (Fliers are not automatically mailed to everyone.). 

The 2009 Leader Training Workshop 

E xperiential learning ― learning through 
experience.  That was the theme of this 

year‘s Leader Training Workshop.  Fifteen 
people ― most of them new to leading Great 
Books discussions and from as far away as 
Nevada City and Ventura ― attended the May 
2 workshop held at Rossmoor and conducted 
by Training Coordinator Mary Wood with as-
sistance from Brent Browning and Barbara 

McConnell. 

The day began with a demonstration discus-
sion, led by Barbara.  Half of the attendees 
participated; the other half observed as they 
talked about a short story.  After that they re-
versed their roles as Mary led a poetry discus-
sion.   

But the group had been busy even before coming.  As a 
homework assignment the participants had prepared 
interpretive and evaluative questions about the story 
and poem that had been discussed.  The panel read 
these questions aloud and analyzed their qualities.  The 
participants‘ questions were well enough prepared that 
Barbara and Mary both said they wished they had had 
the participants‘ questions before leading their respec-
tive demonstration discussions.  Brent then made a 
presentation on the subject of reading for questions.  
Next to last on the day‘s agenda came a panel discus-
sion about dealing with problem participants. 

And after the serious business was completed, what do 
you think it was that ended the day?  A party! 

Great Books Council of San Francisco 

Serving Northern California 

OFFICERS: 

Jim Hall President; 

Susana Conde, Vice President; 

Rick White, Secretary; 

Roy Harvey, Treasurer; 

Brent Browning, Past President. 

READING MATTERS: 

Tracy Oliver, Editor; 

Chuck Scarcliff, Publisher. 

ELECTRONIC NEWSLETTER: 

Jim Hall, Publisher. 

WEBMASTER: 

Rob Calvert. 

Great Books Excellence  
in Northern California 

 
The Great Books Council of San Francisco has 
long been among the most active and success-
ful of the councils across the country. 
 
Many factors contribute to our past successes 
and ongoing vitality.  Certainly one factor is the 
way and frequency that we provide training to 
discussion leaders.  Our history is filled with 
good leaders and excellent leader trainers ( Bill 
Baker, Tom Cox, Wallis Leslie and Kay 
White were all top-notch trainers but there 
have been others.).    As Mary Wood now car-
ries on that rich tradition and with her efforts — 
plus the work of her  assistants— more good 
leaders are assuredly on our horizon.  We can 
look forward to  continued Great Books suc-
cess throughout our region. 
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The Books We Will Discuss at Asilomar 
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W e‘ve occasionally 
heard the remark 

that our Asilomar poems 
sometimes tend to be 
depressing.  Not this time.  While this 
year‘s poems are all serious in differ-
ing ways, none are dark or pessimis-
tic.  You may find that even W. S. 
Merwin‘s ―On the Anniversary of My 
Death‖ celebrates life rather than an-
ticipates death. 

In addition to two time Pulitzer winner 

Merwin, we‘ll read and talk 
about poems by three 
important recent or con-
temporary poets ― the 

―politically engaged‖ Carolyn Forchѐ, 
William Matthews, and current U S 
Poet Laureate Kay Ryan ― whose 
works we haven‘t discussed before at 
Asilomar.  Plus works by Gerard Man-
ley Hopkins and Robert Hayden‘s ex-
pression of a son‘s love and respect 
for his father.   

No “Downers” 
This Year 

N
o

v
e
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T he year is 1873 and the 
place is Cincinnati where 

the novel‘s characters, former 
slaves, are creating new lives 
and identities for themselves and loved 
ones.  Toni Morrison‘s Beloved, often 
drawing upon fragmented memories, tells 
the dramatic stories of their intertwined 
lives.  It is, of course, of considerable his-
torical interest, but also one of personal 
depth as the psychological trauma and 
impact of slavery is explored.  Other is-

sues ― a mother/daughter 
relationship, the nature of 
manhood and more ― 
come to light. 

This could well be the most important 
American novel of the late 20th century.  
It is complex and challenging to read 
but well worth the effort.  You can be 
assured of excellent discussions when 
we get together at Asilomar to talk 
about Beloved.  

Selected Poems 

Beloved 

Toni 
Morrison 

D
ra

m
a

 

H istory tells us that in 
1941 physicists, friends 

and former colleagues 
Werner Heisenberg of Ger-
many and the Danish Neils Bohr met in 
Nazi-occupied Copenhagen.  But what 
did they talk about?  No one knows.  It 
could have been about atomic weaponry 
which was yet in its theoretical stage.  Or 
they could have spoken on a wide range 
of subjects. 

English playwright Michael Frayn takes 

what is known about the 
events, the science of the 
time and of the two men to 
create a fictional account of  

their encounter.  Their conversations 
strike upon issues of philosophical im-
portance, but there is humor in the play 
too.  Copenhagen is a play with ideas 
but also with the human drama of its 
three characters ― Heisenberg, Bohr 
and Bohr‘s wife Margarethe (who has 
by no means a minor  role in Frayn‘s 
drama).  

Copenhagen 
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Francis Bacon 

H ow does our think-

ing go wrong?  

Francis Bacon counted 

four ways and named them the Idols of 

the Mind.  His purpose no doubt was to 

advance the practices to be followed in 

observing nature and using reason to 

reach scientific discovery, but the points 

he made in this es-

say can be applied to 

any field of study and 

practiced to conquer  barriers in our 

own thought processes.  This is a very 

short reading but one that is rich in 

depth and detail offering much for dis-

cussion at Asilomar. 

Idols of the Mind 
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Introducing Council Vice President Susana Conde 

In Her Own Words 

I t all started with my mother, of course.  
After lunch, sitting at the kitchen table in 

our small house in Buenos Aires, she 
would read to us Spanish novels or plays; 
and, like Scheherazade, she would stop at 
the high point of the narrative and make us 
wait for the next day´s sobremesa.  My love 
of reading had already been peaked with 
the whole collection of Hans Christian An-
dersen‘s tales, and the Brothers Grimm‘s 
stories.  But I read those on my own.  What 
my mother fashioned, unwittingly, in the 
creation of that suspense, was a hunger for 
reading that would become a well-directed 
addiction on a path to a profession. 
 
Much later, as a teacher in the United 
States, I took a training course for teachers 
offered by the Great Books Foundation.  
That course changed dramatically my 
teaching of literature to high school stu-
dents.  I applied the inquiry method in all 
my classes, and, I‘d like to think, inspired 
my students to consider literature differently 
from what they had done before. 
 
Fast forward to just about ten years ago 
and after many changes in my personal 
and professional life, including a new hus-
band, Einar Enevoldson, and a doctorate 
in literature from UC Santa Cruz, and I 
found myself in the Bay Area, joining the 
Commonwealth Club and the Book Discus-
sion group led by Howard Crane.  At one of 
those meetings, Howard publicized the 
Asilomar Great Books annual meeting, and 
Einar and I, who had become reading com-
panions, decided to attend.   We both took 
full advantage of and enjoyed the discus-
sions, the enthusiasm of the participants, 
and the joyous and wise demeanor of the 
leaders. 
 
Although Einar‘s field of endeavor is not 
literature, his intelligence and wisdom make 
him an invaluable contributor to the Great 
Books discussions.  But his reading goes 
beyond words in books.  If, once freed from 
the enclosure of meetings you see his eyes 
wander to read the clouds, it is because he 
does so with deep understanding.  He is an 
aeronautical engineer with a long career as 
a test pilot for the Royal Air Force at Farn-
borough, for NASA and for the German firm 
Grob.  His record-breaking high altitude 

glider flight (51,000 ft.) in Patagonia, with 
the late Steve Fossett, however, rather 
than his many other records in power 
planes, is what he considers his penulti-
mate accomplishment.  His ultimate feat 
will be to reach 90,000 feet in a glider in 
Patagonia. 
 
In the meantime, the Great Books Board of 
Directors has been busy keeping the or-
ganization in order.  Last year, Kay White 
asked Einar and me to join the Executive 
Committee, and, quite surprisingly and in 
rapid succession, Rick White and Jim Hall 
asked me to run for the position of Vice 
President.  In a long ride from Pacific Grove 
to San Jose, where Einar needed a ride 
from the airport to Asilomar, Jim Hall pre-
sented his case that I could do the job sat-
isfactorily. Jim is a great persuader.  My 
arm still hurts.  I agreed to do it, mostly 
because of the help and advice that I know 
I will have from the board members. 
 
One of my concerns about taking on the 
position of vice president was – and is – 
that I have trained to be a docent at the 
California Academy of Sciences, and the 
duties and training for that job consume 
much of my time.  I find my new direction 
exhilarating and humbling as well as one 
that commands great responsibility.  I hope 
that I can do both well. 
 
Chuck Scarcliff asked me to write for this 
profile the titles of books and genres that 
are my favorites.  Given my predicament of 
having to take on this position, I will com-
bine my anxiety and Chuck‘s request and 
ask for advice, also, from the membership.  
Do you think that I should go back to one of 
my favorite books, The Prince, to find coun-
sel about leading?  Would you recommend 
that I stay away from the hesitancy and 
lack of resolve of another prince, the one at 
Elsinore?  Or that the organization may 
need reinvigoration by traveling to 
Macondo, on the wings of a mischievous 
and prolific Colombian?  But maybe I 
should plainly keep my counsel and reflect 
on the crimes, punishments and rewards 
that a great, laureate Italian wove for the 
mantle that will cover us in the afterlife. 

Susana Conde 

Ted Kraus has  
announced the 
cancellation of his 
London Theatre 
Tour for Thinkers 
VII.  It was sched-
uled for Oct, 26-
31, 2009.  Ted 
hopes to resume 
the tour in 2010. 

After a great 
six-year run  



M eeting on every second Tuesday from 6 to 8 pm at the Richmond Branch Library (351 
9th Avenue near Geary Boulevard), a new Great Books discussion group led by Clif-

ford Louie has come to San Francisco.  For information and to register, contact him at clif-
ford.louie@sbcglobal.net. 

L aura Bushman is starting a group  which will meet on the first Monday of the month at 910 
Arlington Blvd. (corner of Moeser & Arlington) in El Cerrito.  They will begin by discussing 

the readings in the First Series of the Great Books Program and plan to proceed through the 
following four series.  You can contact Laura at 510-558-8092 or laurabushman@yahoo.com.    

S ince 1977 a Great Books discussion 
group has met on Thursday evenings in 

San Jose.  Its original and long time leader 
was Madge Nash who was a regular at Asi-
lomar for many years.  The members include 
or have included Ruth Fortney, Hal and 
Kyra Hubis, Barbara Bettencourt, Lalu 
Keesling, Mary Ann Simpson, Joan Doss, 
Lindy Hayes, and Donna and Eugene Sul-
livan.  Kay Blaney, registrar for the San 
Francisco Mini-Retreat and Georgia Travis, 
founder of the San Jose Women‘s Shelter 
that has been re-named in her honor were 
active in the group. 

They must have known how to do things 
right because when a Palo Alto AAUW 
group was forming it filmed the San Jose 

group‘s discussions not once but twice.  
They wanted to see how it was done, and 
they certainly went to the right place. 

Madge moved from San Jose to Utah a few 
years ago and her leadership role was as-
sumed by Joan Doss who was also a politi-
cally active community advocate.  Joan 
passed away suddenly earlier this year.  
With their departures and with a declining 
membership, the Thursday evening group 
from San Jose will now no longer continue.   

The group ran for thirty-two years.  And 
what a run it was.  While we are saddened 
that the group must end, we congratulate 
our San Jose friends for their many years 
of success.  
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A Few Words of Appreciation 

After several years, Kathleen Conneely is stepping down as coordinator of the Picnic.  She 
has always done an extraordinary job and we thank her for her efforts.  Kathleen‘s  succes-

sor will be Laura Bushman. 

Two New Groups are Formed 

San Francisco 

El Cerrito 

End of  an Era in San Jose 

groups with leaders Jim Hall, Wallis 
Leslie and Louise Morgan to discuss 
The Time Machine by H. G. Wells.  
Written in 1895 it is a wondrous work 
of the imagination, inviting the reader 
into the distant future to explore the 
fate of mankind.  The unnamed Time 
Traveler has invented a time machine 
which propels him into the world of 
802,701 A.D.   

The tale of his findings encompasses 

An Election, a Picnic, and a Discussion
(Continued from page 1) 

an extraordinary world where he discov-
ers two bizarre races: the effete ―Eloi‖ 
and the subterranean ―Morlocks‖ 
stranded on a slowly dying Earth – a 
haunting and extreme vision of Darwin's 
theory of evolution.   

Some of us thought that Wells was too 
pessimistic.  Groups also questioned:  
"What does it mean to ‗be evolved?‘", "Is 
evolution always positive?", "What really 
is an advanced society?", and finally 
"Would you take a trip like this?" 

Reading Matters thanks Kyra Hubis for furnishing the information for this article. 



F orty-four people went to Walker 
Creek Ranch expecting a good 

time at this year‘s Long Novel Week-
end.  The novel, Vanity Fair by William 
Makepeace Thackeray ― a satirical 
look at early 19th century English soci-
ety ― was a good one.  The discus-
sions (led by Gary Geltemeyer, Jim 
Hall, Sheri Kindsvater, Kay White, 
Rick White and Louise DiMattio) 

equaled or surpassed everyone‘s high-
est expectation.  And Thackeray‘s 
masterpiece served up an abundance 
of topics and issues well worth dis-
cussing in a Great Books setting. 

But there was an added attraction that 
could not have been expected ― The 
Humuhumunukuapua‘a & Strathspey 
Society Band.  The Humumus play 
English and Scottish music for dance 
throughout the Bay Area and beyond.  

Merry Olde England  and the Long Novel Weekend 

First, a few words of instruction from 
David Newitt of the Humumus. 
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The group‘s flutist is Katherine Carvajal, 
daughter of Council president Jim Hall.  
In addition to entertaining us with their 
music at the Saturday evening festivities, 
they taught and led us in English dance 
of the Vanity Fair period. 

Adding even more to the weekend Wil-
liam Corbett Jones gave a talk on the 
history and music of the early 19th cen-
tury. 

Coordinator Louise DiMattio and Regis-

trar Tracy Oliver worked hard and effec-

tively to make the 2009 Long Novel 

Weekend the success that it most cer-

tainly was. 

And then we Dance. 

The Sign is Coming Down 
Chuck Scarcliff  

T hree years ago Roxana 
Zirakzadeh and Briana Hen-

derson Saussy opened the 
Symposium Great Books Insti-
tute on Hayes Street in San 
Francisco.  Theirs is a book-
store specializing in the great 
classics of western and eastern 
thought.  But it is more than a 
bookstore; Roxana and Briana 
also offer and lead classes and 
discussions of the greatest writ-

ings of all time. 

The Symposium Great Books In-
stitute closes its doors at the end 
of October.  I greatly admire these 
two St. John‘s College graduates 
for what they have accomplished 
and thank them for doing it.  Our 
best wishes go with Roxana and 
Briana in their future endeavors 
and their lives beyond the Sympo-
sium. 



W hales, it seems, lead secret lives 
that few of us would imagine.  In 

his poem ―Whales Weep Not!,‖ D. H. 
Lawrence put his imagination to work 
and the result is one of the poems we 
will read and discuss at this 
year‘s Poetry Weekend.  
―Search Party‖ a gripping and 
troubling but memorable 
poem by William Matthews is 
another.  No one ever went 
wrong with a W. B. Yeats 
poem and this year we will be 
talking about his ―The Song 
of Wandering Aengus.‖  And 
we will consider ―A Rabbit as 
King of the Ghosts‖ by Wal-
lace Stevens.  But those are 
only four of the poems that 
have been chosen for our 
November 7-8 weekend at 
Westminster Retreat in 
Alamo. 

One of the three discussions will be 
devoted poems by the current U. S. 
Poet Laureate and Marin County resi-
dent Kay Ryan.  If you are not yet ac-

quainted with Ryan‘s poetry this will be 
an introduction for you to remember.  
Another session titled ―Telling Tales‖ 
will be focus on narrative poems by six 

prominent poets 
including past 
Poet Laureate 
Robert Hass of 
Berkeley.  Finally 
you will enjoy a 
potpourri session 
that offers six 
poems of wide 
variety. 

In addition to the 

three discus-

sions, you will 

enjoy Westmin-

ster Retreat, its 

good food and 

surroundings which include a hiking 

trail with a view ― something to think 

about as a free time activity.  A party 

with entertainment is planned for Sat-

urday evening. 

Poetry on YouTube 
 
Here’s something you won’t 

want to miss. 
 
Robert Hass reads the poem 
that is to be discussed at 
Westminster and it‘s on 
YouTube.   
 
The poem‘s title is ―I am your 
waiter tonight and my name 
is Dmitri.”   That sounds 
whimsical but the poem is just 
about as serious and even 
profound as a poem can be. 
 
Seeing and hearing Haas read 
the poem takes but a few 
minutes on YouTube and is 
time well spent. 
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A Weekend of  Poetry and More 

Register Now! 
If you have not yet signed 
up for the Poetry Weekend, 
you should do so ASAP.  
Time is running out.  For 
registration info, go to 
www.greatbooks-sf.com or 
contact registrars Theda or 
Oscar Firschein at 
Oscarf1@ 
earthlink.net or 650-854-
3980. 

A Most Fitting Memorial 

To My Old Codger, My Love 
(Response to a girl friends' query) 

 
Yes, Leo's an irascible old codger, 
He drowns me out with lectures most pedantic. 
Imagine! I'm the love and part-time lodger 
of a nay-saying old grouch. Is this romantic? 
 
He's full of wild ideas I often shun, 
Pontificates on matters grave and weighty. 
Could you guess that he's more witty, playful fun 
than a fine young buck, although he's almost eighty? 
 
When he turns up in full sartorial splendor 
he moves my pulse and heart to feverish flutter 
With fine cuisine, fine wine and manner tender, 
he courts me, spoils me, loves me, such sweet words he'll utter. 
 
A spirit frolicsome as summer air 
that scatters joy and laughter everywhere. 
 

Natalie Dunn 
Valentine's Day 2001 

W e who regularly attend the an-
nual Poetry Weekend are sure 

to know Natalie Dunn who has, over 
the years, contributed much to the 
event‘s success.  And if we know 
Natalie, chances are that we‘ve also 
met Leo Weinstein, her friend and 
companion for many years.  We 
probably did not know that each year 
for Valentine‘s Day Natalie and Leo 
often wrote sonnets for each other.  
Leo passed away on May 4th of this 
year.  This sonnet is the one Natalie 
wrote in 2001.  She read it at the me-
morial service for Leo.  



F irst we laughed over Billy Collins‘ 
―Introduction to Poetry‖ and especially 

his final stanza, ―They begin beating it (the 
poem) with a hose, to find out what it really 
means.‖   We quietly incorporated that cau-
tionary tale.  Then, we went around the 
circle of eleven, saying our name, and why 
we chose the poem we brought for discus-
sion.  Our poetry selections helped make 
our introductions.  

One brought a poem he felt described his 
life, wondering how to bring his talents into 
full bloom.  Another brought ―Admission 
Requirements of U.S. and Canadian Dental 
Schools‖ by Ron Koertge, a poem she 
found in the dentist‘s office earlierthat day.  
Humor and relief are more than welcome 
while waiting your turn with the dentist. 
Another brought W.H. Auden‘s poem, ―Old 
People‘s Home,‖ which he introduced by 
telling us of his boyhood times with Gran, 
sitting on the bed with her, talking into her 
good ear. 

Another brought Walt Whitman‘s ―I Saw in 
Louisiana a Live-Oak Growing‖ which de-
scribes a solitary, lusty tree, standing with-
out a friend or lover near, and that the poet 
knew he could not stand alone. 

One person said she likes poetry but never 
reads it on her own, and that she wants the 
opportunity to read and talk over poems 
with others.  We nodded our assent.  An-
other said she writes poetry, and brought a 
piece by someone she recently met in a 
poetry workshop. 

The remarkable attribute of a poem is how 
we project our own understandings and 
feelings onto it; and that is what we did for 

the rest of our two hour discussion. Give the 
same poem to eleven readers, and you get 
some surprising insights, even with the first 
night‘s cold readings of the poems.  But, per-
haps best of all, we become acquainted with 
one another‘s choices and interpretations. 

Two people brought poems by Richard Wilbur, 
―The House‖, and ―Boy at the Window‖. The 
first had been selected from a recent New 
Yorker, a magazine regularly read by several 
in the group.  Wilbur‘s poems are getting lots of 
ink these days.  His poetic visions are con-
crete, and his descriptions provoke our buried 
experiences and feelings. 

For me, the most engaging poem of the eve-
ning was ―At Lake Scugog‖ by Troy Jollimore, 
recently published in The New Yorker.  Its 
verses rolled and tickled with familiarity.  Once 
we read and re-read this poem, Jollimore‘s 
clever reflections settled into our circle, and his 
honesty brought us closer together. 

For our discussions, each person brings a 
poem with some interpretive questions to 
launch the discussion.  We follow the Great 
Books shared inquiry method, keeping the 
discussion focused on material we have each 
read (no outside references); there is no right 
answer; we respect and enjoy different inter-
pretations.  This group essentially worked to-
gether as a leaderless discussion, with careful 
listening and attention to one another.  Carol 
Hochberg-Holker organized our first meeting, 

and hosted it with her husband, Ralph. 

We will meet on the first Thursday of each 
month, from 7-9 p.m.  Now that we‘ve met and 
have exchanged e-mail addresses, the poems 
will be circulated in advance, by September 27.  
If you are interested in joining our poetry 
group, contact Carol at 510-666-8496. 
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A New Poetry Discussion Group For Berkeley 
Kay White 

Asilomar — Sign Up Early 

H ere are two good reasons for fill-
ing out the Asilomar Registration 

Form and mailing it without delay. 

 First, you‘ll save $10 per person if you 

register before January 1, 2010.  Second, 
early registrants who prefer staying in one 
of the more economical historical build-
ings have priority for the limited number of 
rooms in those buildings. 

The Pacific at Asilomar 
The patio of the Phoebe Hearst Building 
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T his June the Great Books group that meets 
at the Skokie, Illinois library celebrated its 

50th anniversary.  As one member put it, ―Have 
you ever heard of anything like this that‘s lasted 
fifty years?  Maybe the occasional marriage but 
that‘s about it.‖  The local newspaper, the 
Skokie Review, carried a long article about the 
group and its longevity.  I read it hoping to find 
the secret of the group‘s long running success 
and while I can‘t say I discovered any secrets, I 
quickly became convinced that the Skokie 
group knows how to do things right. 

The group has been fortunate to have strong 
leaders.  Its founder, Allan Schwartz, led the 
group for forty years; his hand-picked succes-
sor, Corie Ginsburg, has been the leader for 
the past ten.  We know that here in northern 
California thriving groups invariably have out-
standing leaders.  Marjorie Scott’s group in 
Marin County comes to mind, but there are 
quite a few others. 

In addition to Ms. Ginsburg, four members have 
been trained as discussion leaders.  Depth of 
leaders is a good sign too. 

Now after fifty years many members are older 
men and women, but there appears to be a 
good mix of ages.  Some are in their twenties; 
the oldest is eighty-nine.  Attracting young peo-
ple to Great Books is a problem we all face and 
I wish I knew how they do it.  The newspaper 
article didn‘t say. 

But it did say that while the Great Books 
Foundation has moved in the direction of 
more modern and contemporary readings, the 
Skokie group has not.  Corie Ginsburg told 
Mike Isaacs, reporter for, Skokie Review that 
the group‘s members ―have wanted to read 
the original great works of Western Civiliza-
tion again and again.‖  I doubt that sticking 
with the basic canon is, in itself, a prescription 
for long term success; many groups do quite 
well with the more recent writings.  But select-
ing the kind of books the members want to 
read and discuss is essential for any group. 

Here is a quote from a newer (3 year) mem-
ber of the group:  ―This was an amazingly 
welcoming place.  A lot of places you go,‖ she 
said, ―Aren‘t that way.‖  Groups (with longtime 
members) aren‘t always hospitable to new-
comers.  That‘s never been the case here.‖  
I‘m sure that their ability to welcome new 
members has helped the Skokie group thrive. 

Finally, Betty Zucker has been in the group 
since its 1959 inception.  At the 50th Anniver-
sary celebration, she remembered missing a 
discussion many years ago because she was 
giving birth to her third child.  ―I thought ‗Why 
couldn‘t you wait awhile so I could go to Great 
Books?‘‖ she said laughing.  ―This group is 
the most important intellectual part of my life,‖ 
she went on to say.  ―Actually, it is my intellec-
tual life.‖  

A Milestone in Skokie  

Chuck Scarcliff 

Our thanks to Lindsay Tigue editor of the Great Books Foundation electronic newsletter  for the 
information that went into this article. 

The Village of 
Skokie is 
north of down-
town Chicago, 
near Lake 
Michigan and 
twelve miles 
from O'Hare 
International 
Airport.   

“In a Great 

Books discus-
sion, when think-
ing together 
about a single 
idea, minds meet 
in ways that tran-
scend age and 
personal circum-
stances.  When 
it is going well it 
is a very intimate 
and rewarding 
experience.‖ 
 

Corie Ginsburg 
Leader 

I f they are in Junior Great Books 
they just might be reading some 

of the same selections we‘ve read 
in Adult Great Books.  At Asilomar 
many years ago we discussed The 
Emperor’s New Clothes; second-
graders are reading and discussing 
it now in Junior Great Books.  And 
the folk tale Tom Tit Tot is among 
the readings both for fifth-grade 
Great Bookies and adults using the 
50th Anniversary Love and Marriage 
anthology.  Middle and high school 
students may read Huckleberry Finn 

or The Time Machine.  We‘ve 
discussed Twain‘s classic at Asi-
lomar and just this year read the 
Wells novel for the picnic. 

Or if not the same readings, they 
could be encountering some of 
the same authors that we grown-
ups read and discuss:  Charles 
Dickens and Oscar Wilde, for 
example.  They read stories by 
recent Nobel Prize winners Isaac 
Bashevis Singer and Doris Less-
ing, and other notables including 
Kurt Vonnegut, Alice Monro and 

What are Your Children and Grandchildren Reading? 

Chuck Scarcliff 

Graham Greene.  Let‘s not over-
look The Red Balloon, delightful 
at any age. 

Of course many of the selections 

read and discussed in Junior 

Great Books are ones we think of 

as being children‘s literature ― 

Wind in the Willows, Winnie-the-

Pooh, The Velveteen Rabbit and 

many more.  So your children and 

grandchildren  are being well 

cared for in Junior Great Books. 
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Favorite Misused Words – This is likely a 
lost cause, as I have found that when words 
are misused or misspelled as a matter of 
course they change the dictionary.  Consider 
the word enormity.  Sometimes it is em-
ployed as a noun that is preceded by an arti-
cle and sometimes as an adjective.  My Ox-
ford English Dictionary (OED) states that its 
currently acceptable definitions are 
―Deviation from moral or legal rectitude,‖ and 
―Extreme or monstrous wickedness.‖  Ironi-
cally, its most common use today, ―Excess in 
magnitude, hugeness, vastness,‖ is stated by 
OED to be obsolete ―Obs.‖  I have a hunch 
that it will be coming back.  Enormous, on the 
other hand, does mean what it is commonly 
used to mean: ―Excessive or extraordinary in 
size, magnitude, or intensity; huge, vast, im-
mense.‖ 

Minuscule is so often misspelled as miniscule 
that it is now an acceptable substitute spell-
ing in my 1967 edition of Webster’s Seventh 
New Collegiate Dictionary: A Merriam-
Webster.  I saw it spelled that way in a recent 
Wall Street Journal editorial. My OED says 
that it is an erroneous variation. 

Nuclear is correctly pronounced the way crit-
ics of G. W. Bush say it is; however the Bush 
pronunciation is recognized in my 1967 edi-
tion as a ―nonstandard‖ pronunciation, so I 
guess he didn‘t invent it. 

What are your favorites? 

Discussion Controversy – In a book dis-
cussion I led earlier this year, a couple of our 
nicest and brightest participants were unable 
to speak up without raising a hand and taking 
their turn.  As usual the discussion pro-
ceeded rapidly with one after another individ-
ual contributing with no pause in between.  
When I tried to call on a person who‘d raised 
a hand I was overridden by the next speaker 
in the chain.  As the discussion was proceed-
ing nicely and I did not want to break its 
rhythm, I continued vigilantly to try to get the 
hand-raiser without actually shouting ―Stop! 
So-and-so has been trying to get a word in 

edgewise.‖  I found myself preoccupied 
with this enterprise and unable to con-
centrate on the discussion.  So, in a 
lull, I requested that no one raise a 
hand, just jump in.  The hard part was 
that some of us were raised not to in-
terrupt and were embarrassed to do 
so.  

This problem is eased somewhat if the 
discussants orient their comments and 
questions to other group members in-
stead of to the leader. This is the 
form of conversation advocated by the 
Great Books Foundation.  I suppose 
this would mean that if one needs to 
raise a hand, the hand-raising would 
be directed not to the leader but to the 
person talking.  I wonder. 

A freer flowing discussion is good for 
the participants as well as the leader.  
Getting into a lively discussion without 
interrupting is something of an art, al-
though it comes quite naturally to many 
of us in this hurly-burly world.  The trick 
is to time your interruption for the mid-
dle of the last syllable of the speaker.  
You‘ve got to get in just a New York 
minute before the end, or else over-
speak someone who does.  (A ―New 
York minute‖ is the briefest time hu-
mans can perceive; i.e. you are 
stopped at a New York City traffic sig-
nal, the light turns green, and someone 
behind you honks.)  The irony here is 
that it turns out to be impolite to do the 
civilized thing and raise your hand, as 
that causes the leader either to stop 
the discussion abruptly or to lose focus 
on it for several minutes while seeking 
an opportunity for you to speak. 

We are all asked to behave politely 
toward one another in Great Books 
discussions.  We should, but the need 
for occasional but skilful interruption is 
an exception to the usual rule in con-

(Continued on page 11) 

Potpourri – a compilation of random thoughts, small pleasures, and sometimes 
peeves.  Readers are invited to respond or contribute their own items.  

Potpourri 
Rick White 

A note from the 
publisher. 

We expect Rick‘s 
column ―Potpourri‖ 
to become a regu-
lar feature of Read-
ing Matters.  We 
also expect — 
even hope — that 
Rick‘s remarks will 
trigger further 
thoughts and op-
posing opinions 
from our readers.  

You may express 
your own thoughts 
by responding ei-
ther to Rick 
(rwwhite@aol.com) 
or to Reading Mat-
ters 
(ckdxs@sbcglobal.
net) 

Please let us hear 
from you. 

Chuck Scarcliff 



1. Was this the face that launched a thousand ships . . .  ? 
2. And I said Yes I will Yes. 
3. You can‘t go home again. 
4. He's not the finest character that ever lived. But he's a human being, and a terrible thing 

is happening to him. So attention must be paid. 
5. I have always depended on the kindness of strangers. 
6. There are no second acts in American lives. 
7. What is a cynic? A man who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing. 
8. My candle burns at both ends 

It will not last the night; 
9. In the fall the war was always there but we did not go to it any more. 
10. Water, water, everywhere, 

Nor any drop to drink. 
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Whose Words Are These? —A Reading Matters Quiz 

Answers:  1. Christopher Marlow. 2. James Joyce. 3. Thomas Wolfe. 4. Arthur Miller. 5. Ten-

nessee Williams.  6. F. Scott Fitzgerald. 7. Oscar Wilde. 8. Edna St. Vincent Millay. 9. Ernest 
Hemmingway. 10. Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

Test yourself! 
 
Here are ten quotations from ten writers of different times and genres.  How many of the writers can you identify?  The an-
swers are below the quotes.   

versation. There may be too many of us in the 
room with too many ideas, ideas that lose their 
force if they come in too late.   

On the other hand (so to speak), some leaders 
require everyone to raise a hand—at least they do 
until the thing degenerates into the usual modified 
free-for-all.  Where this discipline is followed, it is 
similar to an online discussion, in that the contri-
butions may not refer to what has been said re-
cently and there is no continuity to the discus-
sion—not fatal, but certainly not optimal.  

This is my opinion.  What‘s yours? 

 Pet Peeves – This one reminds me of Andy 
Rooney.  Have you noticed that now that the aver-
age age of the population, especially us, is getting 
older cars are getting more difficult to see out the 
back of?  I can only conclude that the average age 
of car designers is getting younger. At Asilomar, I 
backed mine into a skip loader that had been 
parked illegally and that neither Kay nor I could 
see.  I learned to my chagrin that I had no rights in 
the matter.  You are at fault when you run into an 
illegally parked vehicle. 

How do you feel about ―no problem‖ instead of 
―you‘re welcome‖? As a fine restaurant meal nears 
completion, ―Are you still working on that?‖  

Potpourri (Continued from page 10) 

―That‘s awesome!‖ and ―like…like…
like.‖   

It was the year of “the end of the 
day.”  In 2008, I believe it was, talking 
heads began frequently to use the ex-
pression ―At the end of the day…‖ in 
place of ―finally.‖  In 2009, politicians 
need to engage in ―walking back‖ an ill-
advised statement.  In sports, this year 
the word is ―penultimate.‖ The newspa-
per word of the year in 2007 was 
―eponymous,‖ not so often in conversa-
tion.  In 2006, I think, ―oxymoron‖ came 
into wide use.  When did ―Awesome!‖ 
become so common as no longer to 
communicate awe?  What was the 
year of ―like…like...like.‖  Regrettably, 
―awesome‖ and ―like‖ have persisted 
and multiplied. That reminds me of 
―fantastic!‖ and ―incredible,‖ both rarely 
used literally.  And, how about 
―literally‖?  When a politician uses the 
word ―frankly,‖ the next thing said is 
going to be a lie, according to Freddie 
the Pig, the hero of stories I read as a 
child.  When did that start?  Surely be-
fore Machiavelli. 

http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/23639.html
http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/24991.html
http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/24991.html


Great Books 

Council of San Francisco 

2835 Shasta Road 

Berkeley,  CA 94708-2011 

 

 

NONPROFIT ORGANIZATION 
U.S. POSTAGE PAID 
BERKELEY, CA 
PERMIT NO. 1404 

Events Coming in 2010 

We’re on the Web 

www.greatbooks-sf.com 

Visit the Website and sign 

up for our electronic 

Newsletter 

San Francisco Mini-Retreat, February 6, 2010 
Discussion of Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad and viewing the film Apocalypse  
Now.  Mechanics Institute Library San Francisco.  Contact Claudia O’Callaghan, call-
coc@aol.com. 

Asilomar Great Books Weekend, April 16-18, 2010 
Asilomar State Conference Center Pacific Grove.  Selected poems, Beloved by Toni 
Morrison, Idols of the Mind by Francis Bacon, Copenhagen by Michael Frayn.   
Contact Rob Calvert, rob@rob-calvert.com or Sheri Kindsvater, Kindsvater@aol.com 

Leaders Training Workshop, May 15, 2010 
Rossmoor, Walnut Creek.  Contact Mary Wood, marylwood@prodigy.net. 

Annual Meeting and Picnic, June 13, 2010  
Tilden Regional Park, Berkeley. Contact Laura Bushman, laurabushman@yahoo.com  

Long Novel Weekend, August 21-22, 2010 
Walker Creek Ranch, Marin County.   The Magic Mountain by Thomas Mann.   Contact 
Louise DiMattio, ladimat@aol.com. 

Wine Country Mini-Retreat October, 2010 (Date to be Announced) 
Additional information will be available in future issues of Reading Matters, through 
the electronic newsletter and from the Great Books Council Website. 

Poetry Weekend November, 2010 (Date to be Announced) 
Additional information will be available in future issues of Reading Matters, through 
the electronic newsletter and from the Great Books Council Website. 

 


