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The 2016 Association of Writers and Writing Programs (“AWP”) Conference & 

Bookfair in Los Angeles at the end of March and beginning of April was attended by 
over 12,000 people (most of them writers), 800 exhibitors, and featured 550 events, 
panels, readings, discussions, and book signings. The experience of this 2016 
Conference and Bookfair can be shared because many of the great authors present were 
recorded and can be seen thanks to PBS’s Book View Now and Detroit Public 
Television.  Interviewed authors include Elizabeth Alexander (President Obama’s 
inaugural poet), Garth Greenwell, Juan Felipe Hererra, Phil Klay, Jonathan Lethem, 
Robin Coste Lewis, Ada Limon, Kelly Link, Helen Macdonald (author of the New York 
Times Best Book of 2015 H is for Hawk), Emily St. John Mandel, Ruth Ozeki, Gregory 
Pardlo, Cheryl Strayed (author of Wild, the memoir of her 1000 mile trek along the 
Pacific Coast Trail, adapted into the film starring Reese Witherspoon), Jess Walter, Amy 
Wilentz, and many others. 
 

The value of this annual writers’ conference is extraordinary to poets, writers and 
teachers of writing in so many ways.  The exposure to publishers, exhibitors, and 
organizations at the Book Fair in the Los Angeles Convention Center is eye-opening 
and exhausting.  So many publications are available for sale; their editors are present in 
the individual booths and tables to offer suggestions for submissions and guidelines for 
their magazines and book lists.  For example, the University of Pittsburgh Press 
executive director expressed interest in publishing my translation of Pablo Neruda’s 
first book, “Twenty Love Poems and a Song of Despair,” a work I completed during 
my 2013-2014 sabbatical.  Many other magazines and small presses encouraged my 
submission of manuscripts for publication.  Two of the sessions I attended were most 
impressive to me.  Cheryl Strayed noted “A lot more people see movies than read 
books.”  And she quoted Colm Toibin:  “Writing is so tentative and slow.  It begins as 
not there at all, then gradually appears.  You always remember how close to 
disappearing it was, how frail.  Watching performance making it solid has a strange and 
almost inspiring power.  It seems to have survived.”  Then she added “People 
experience Reese as me.  It’s really strange.” 
  

The other priceless experience for me was meeting and speaking with Helen 
Macdonald, author of the Samuel Johnson prize-winning book H is for Hawk.  That 
marvelous book is so good I read it twice last summer.  It describes her shock, denial 
and despair at her beloved father’s death, and how acquiring and training a goshawk (in 
the world of falconry, the most notoriously difficult of all hawks to train) helped her 
through her grieving process.  Her father, a photojournalist in London, encouraged her 



love of nature and helped her in her youthful pursuit 
of learning everything she could about falconry and 
hawks.   

 
 She said “It is all written about grief:  how do 
you live in the grief and how do you step out of it.  It 
took me five years before I could begin to write the 
book.  I was treating myself as a character in my own 
book, a grief-stricken character.  Then I involved the 
life of another grief-stricken character:  T.H. White 
(author of The Goshawk and The Once and Future 
King).  It was grief work.  I was an idiot.  I didn’t realize 
that it was . . . I brought the wild inside my house, 
inside myself . . . You find yourself going from 
thoughts of being the worst writer to thinking you’re 
the best.  You must develop a persona to do that.”  She 
succeeded in training her hawk Mabel after many harrowing months of solitude, terror, 
and failure.  It is almost as if she brought her father back to life in the being of this 
hawk; she revealed how as a child her father would watch airplanes taking off from a 
nearby army base and how he kept a notebook identifying each plane.  He was eleven 
at the time and was arrested by the base security personnel and warned that he was 
violating British law.  “H” is also for Helen, and the way she weaves this remarkable 
work together involving her mother, her brother, her father, T.H. White, and Mabel is 
nothing short of a miracle.  If you should read this extraordinary book, you must read 
the acknowledgements at the conclusion.  It sounds like an ordinary list of “thank-yous” 
Ms. Macdonald sends to anonymous people who will never be named in another book, 
but you must read it, or you will miss something extremely important.    
 

The experience of hearing major writers and speaking with publishers from all 
over the world definitely helps improve my teaching of writing at County College of 
Morris.  I deeply appreciated this opportunity to attend this conference with the support 
of the Center for Teaching Excellence and urge my colleagues to apply for the mini-
grants available to you to help defray the huge costs of attending valuable conferences 
far from home. It is far easier to stay home, avoid the hassles of travel, and simply 
follow your teaching schedule,  but the unforgettable experiences will stay with you and 
nourish your own teaching. 
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