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LREADY, the history of AA is
being logt in the mists of its
twenty-one years of antiquity. | ven-
ture that very few people here could
recount in any consecutive way the
steps on the road that led from the
kitchentableto wherewearetonight
in this Manhattan Group.

It is specidly fitting that we re-
count the history, because a S
Louis this summer, agreat event oc-
curred. This Society declared that it
had come of age, and it took full
possesson of its Legacies of
Recovery, Unity, and Sevice It

marked the time when Lois and I,
being parents of a family now
become responsible, declared you to
be of age and on your own.

Now let's start on our story.

First of al, there was the kitchen
table which stood in a brownstone
house which still bears the number
182, Clinton Street, Brooklyn.
There, Lois saw me go into the
depths. There, over the kitchen
table, Ebby (one acoholic talking to
another) brought me these simple
principles now enshrined in our
Twelve Steps. In those days, there
were but six steps: We admitted we
couldn't run our own lives;, we got
honest with ourselves;, we made a
self-survey; we made restitution to
the people we had harmed; we tried
to carry this story "oneto the next";
and we asked God to help us do
those things. That was the essence of
the message over the kitchen table.

In those days, we were associated
with the Oxford Group. One of its
founders was Sam Shoemaker, and
you have just left Calvary House
[connected with the Reverend
Samuel Shoemaker's Calvary
Church] to come over to these larger
guarters, | understand. Our debt to
those people [the Oxford Group] is
simply immense. We might have
found these principles el sewhere, but
they did givethem to us, and | want
to again record our undying grati-
tude. We dso learned from them, so
far as alcoholics are concerned, what
not to do — something equally im-
portant. A great Jesuit friend of

ours, [Father] Ed Dowling, once said
to me, "Bill, it isn't what you people
put into AA that makesit so good —
it's what you left out." We got both
sets of notions from our Oxford
Group friends, and it was through
them that Ebby had sobered up and
became my sponsor, the carrier of
this message to me.

We began to go to Oxford Group
meetings right over in Cavary
House, where you've just been
gathering, and it wasthere, fresh out
of Towns Hospital, that | made my
first pitch, telling about my strange
experience, which did not impress
the a coholic who was listening. But
something else did impress him.
When | began to talk about the
nature of this sickness, this malady,
he pricked up hisears. Hewasapro-
fessor of chemistry, an agnostic, and
he came up and talked afterward.
Soon, hewasinvited over to Clinton
Street — our very first customer. We
worked very hard with Freddy for
three years, but aas, he remained
drunk for eleven years afterward.

Other people came up to us out of
those Oxford Group audiences. We
began to go down to Calvary Mis
sion, an adjunct of the church in
those days, and there we found a
bountiful supply of real tough nuts
to crack. We began to invitethem to
Clinton Street, and at this point the
Groupers felt that we were over-
doing the drunk business. It seemed
they had the idea of saving the
world; besides, they'd had a bad
time with us. Sam and his associates,
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he now laughingly tells me, were
very much put out that they had
gathered a big batch of drunks in
Cavary House, hoping for a
miracle. They'd put them upstairs in
those nice apartments and had com-
pletely surrounded them with sweet-
ness and light. But the drunks soon

"The drunks weren't

exactly popular when

the W——s [Bill and
Lois|] showed up"

imported a flock of bottles, and one
of them pitched a shoe out the apart-
ment window right through one of
those nice sained glass affairs of the
church. So thedrunksweren't exact-
ly popular when the W——s [BiIll
and Loig showed up.

At any rate, we began to be with
acohoalics dl the time, but nothing
happened for sx months. Like the
Groupers, we nursed them. In fact,
over in Clinton Street, we developed
in the next two or three years some-
thing like a boiler factory, a sort of
clinic, a hospital, and a free board-
inghouse, from which practically no
one issued sober, but wehad apile of
experience.

We began to learn the game, and
after our withdrawa from the Ox-
ford Group — oh, ayear and a half
from thetime | sobered, in '34 — we
began to hold meetings of the few
who had sobered up. | suppose that
was redly the first AA meseting. The
book hadn't yet been written. We
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didn't even cal it Alcoholics Anon-
ymous, people asked who we were,
and we said, "Wdll, we're a name-
less bunch of dcoholics” | suppose
the use of that word "nameless* sort
of led to the idea of anonymity,
which was later clapped on the book
at thetime it wastitled.

Thereweregreat doingsin Clinton
Street. | remember those meetings
downin the parlor so well. Our esger
discussion, our hopes, our fears —
and our fearswerevery great. When
anyone in those days had been sober
a few months and dipped, it was a
terrific calamity. I'll never forget the
day, ayear and a hdf after he came
to stay with us, that Ebby fell over,
andwedl sad, "Perhapsthisisgo-
ing to happento dl of us." Then, we
began to ask ourselves why it was,
and some of us pushed on.

At Clinton Street, | did most of
thetalking, but Lois did most of the
work, and the cooking, and the lov-
ing of those early folks.

Oh my! The episodes that there
werel | was away once on abusiness
trip. (I'd briefly got back to
business) One of the drunks was
degping on the lounge in the parlor.
Lois woke up in the middle of the
night, hearing a great commotion.
He'd got abottle; he'd dso got into
thekitchen and had drunk abottle of
maple syrup. And he had fallen na
ked into the cod hod. When Lois
opened the door, he asked for a
towel to cover up his nakedness. She
once led this same gentleman
through the streets late at night 1ook-

ing for a doctor, and not finding a
doctor, then looking for a drink,
because, as he said, he could not fly
on onewing!

On one occasion, a pair of them
were drunk. We had five, and on
another occason, they were dl
drunk at the same time! There was
the time that two of them began to
belabor each other with two-by-
fours down in the basement. And
then, poor Ebby, after repeated
trialsandfailures, wasfinally locked
out one night. But lo and behold, he
appeared anyway. He had come
through the cod chute and up the
dairs, very much begrimed.

S0, you seg, Clinton Street was a
kind of blacksmith shop, in which
we were hammering away at these
principles. For Lois and me, dll
roads lead back to Clinton Street.

In 1937, while we were ill there,
we got an ideathat to spread AA we
would have to have some sort of
literature, guiderailsfor it torunon
S0 it couldn't get garbled. We were
dill toying with the idea that we had
to have paid workers who would be
sent to other communities. We
thought we'd have to go into the
hospital business. Out in Akron,
wherewehad started thefirst group,
they had a meeting and nominated
meto cometo New Y ork and do dl
thesethings.

We solicited Mr. [John D.] Rock-
efeller [Jr.] and some of his friends,
who gave us their friendship but,
luckily, not much of their money.
They gave S——[Dr. Bob] and mea

little boost during the year of 1938,
and that was dl; they forced us to
stand on our own.

In 1938, Clinton Street saw thebe-
ginning of the preparation of the
book Alcoholics Anonymous. The
early chapters were written — oh, |
should think — about May 1938
Then, wetried to raise money to get
the thing published, and we actually
s0ld stock to theloca drunksin this
book, not yet written. An al-time
high for promotions!

Clinton Street ds0 saw, on its ssc-
ond floor, in the bedroom, the
writing of the Twelve Steps. We had
got to Chapter Five in the book, and
itlooked likewewould havetosay at
some point what the book was dl
about. So | remember lying there on
the bed one night, and | wasin one
of my typical depressive snits, and |
had an imaginary ulcer attack. The
drunks who were supposed to be
contributing, so that we could eat
while the book was being written,

"l was rather pleasantly
surprised that, when
numbered, they added

up totwelve"

were dow on the contributions, and
| wasin adamn bad frame of mind. |
lay there with apad and pencil, and |
began to think over these six seps
that I'vejust recited to you, and said
| to myself, "Well, if we put down
these sx geps, the chunks are too
big. They'll haveto digest too much
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al at once. Besides, they can wiggle
out from in between, and if we're go-
ing to do a book, we ought to break
those up into smaller pieces.

So | began to write, and in about a
half an hour, | think, | had busted
them up into smaler pieces. | was
rather pleasantly surprised that,
when numbered, they added up to
twelve — "That's significant. Very
nice."

At this point, a couple of drunks
saled in. | showed them the pro-
posed Twelve Steps, and | caught
fits. Why did we need twelve when
six were doing fine? And what did |
mean by dragging God from the bot-
tom of the list up to the top?

Meanwhile, the meetings in the
front parlor had largely turned into
hasdes over the chapters of the
book. The roughs were submitted
and read a every meeting, so that
when the Twelve Steps were pro-
posed, there was a dill greater has-
de. Because I'd had this very sudden
experience and was on the pious
sde, I'd larded these Steps very
heavily withtheword "God." Other
people began to say, "Thiswon't do
a al. The reader a adistanceisjust
going to get scared off. And what
about agnostic folks like us?* There
was another terrific hasde, which
resulted in this terrific ten-strike we
had: caling God (as you understand
Him) "the Higher Power," making
a hoop big enough so that the whole
world of dcoholics can  walk
through it.

So, actualy, those people who
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suppose that the elders of AA were
going around in white robes sur-
rounded by a blue light, full of vir-
tue, are quite mistaken. | merely
became the umpire of the immense
amount of hasding that went into
the preparation of the AA book, and
that took place at Clinton Street.

Well, of course, the book was the
summit of al our hopes at the time;
along with the hassling, there was an
immense enthusiasm. Wetried to en-
vision distant readers picking it up
and perhapswriting in, perhaps get-
ting sober. Could they do it on the
book? All of those things we
speculated on very happily. Finaly,
in the spring of 1939, the book was
ready. We'd made a prepublication
copy of it; it had got by the Catholic
Committee on Publications;, we'd
shown it to al sorts of people; we
had made corrections. We had 5,000
copies printed, thinking that that
would bejust ameretrifle— that the
book would soon be selling millions
of copies. Oh, we were very enthu-
Siastic, us promoters. The Reader's
Digest had promised to print a piece
about the book, and we just saw
those books going out in carloads.

Nothing of the sort happened.
The Digest turned us down flat; the
drunks had thrown their money into
al this; there were hardly a hundred
members in AA (Akron, Cleveland,
New York City, and a sprinkling
down around Washington and Phil-
adelphia) . And herethething had ut-
terly collgpsed.

(to be concluded)
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