
Poetry DOES Matter:  The 2011 Great American Think-Off
-- Doug Wilhide

The Whistle Stop B&B in New York Mills is not only the best place to stay when visiting this small Minnesota town... it’s the only place.  Most accommodations  are in a Victorian-era house, overstocked in the Victorian way with brick-a-brack relating to railroads, but several rooms are located in restored railroad club cars. The place is about 50 yards from the railroad tracks.  Trains run through about every 20 minutes (all day and most of the night) and when they do, everything in the Whistle Stop -- from beds and bushes to the house itself -- shakes.

New York Mills is home to The Great American Think-Off which bills itself as the country’s “premiere amateur philosophy competition.”  Each year a topic is chosen and an open invitation goes out for essays arguing one side or the other.  Hundreds of essays come in from all over the U.S. and many other countries.  They are read by Think-Off board members in a “blind” format (names and addresses removed).  Four finalists are selected to come to town for a live debate. The winner is chosen by the audience and receives a gold medal and title of America’s Greatest Thinker.

This year was the 19th Think-Off.  The topic was “Does Poetry Matter?”  I was one of the four finalists. I was on the “pro” side of the question and I figured this would be an advantage.   As I walked up to the Whistle Stop, I was greeted by our hostess, Jann Lee, an imposing woman, six feet two inches tall.  “Are you one of the Thinkers?” she asked.  “Yes,” I said, “I guess I am.”  “What side are you arguing?”  “Well, I’m on the pro-side -- I mean of course poetry matters, right?”   “No it doesn’t,” she said. Hmmm... maybe not as much an advantage as I thought. 

It had been a long day.  We (Jean, Andy and I) left Minneapolis at 9 AM and drove five hours up to the town of Blackduck (even smaller than NY Mills) to drop off a biking friend and one of our cars.  As it happened, the Think-Off debate coincided with the start of my annual bicycling trip.  The plan was to take two cars, drop one off in Blackduck, then drive the other down to NY Mills -- another 3 hours.  The day after the debate, the ladies would drive me across Minnesota to join up with the bike ride.  They would continue back to Minneapolis and I would bike with the group on a circuitous route that ended back in Blackduck, where I’d pick up the car we left.

The logistics were not that complicated, but preparing for two events -- a 300-mile bike ride and a debate on poetry -- was more intense activity than my aging mind and body usually undertake.  Still, I thought I was ready.  The bike ride gear was all double-checked against my lists, packed and stowed.  I had about 350 training miles in. My bike was on the back of the car.  My arguments about why poetry matters were worked out in as much detail as I could manage.  In addition to my original essay, I had about 14 pages of notes, research and key points to make.

After a shaky night’s sleep, I met the other finalists over breakfast at the Whistle Stop and we got along surprisingly well.  The other “pro” Thinker was Marsh Muirhead, a dentist and flight instructor from nearby Bemidji.  He’s a nice guy, very creative, a leader of a group of alternative spirits in the area who have purchased an island in the Mississippi which they keep in a pure, natural state and use as a summer retreat for themselves and their families.  His unofficial title on the island is “Generalissimo.”

The first “con” Thinker was Bob Levine who lives on the Upper East Side of Manhattan (and has a home in Connecticut)  and is an entrepreneur.  He currently runs a company that specializes in on-line government services.  He’s also a lawyer and at one time (“before the crooks took over”) he was a general counsel with Lehman Brothers.  He’s a funny, quick-witted New Yorker who also was there with his wife.

The other “con” thinker was Mahmood Tabaddor, from the suburbs of Detroit, an engineer who works for Underwriter’s Laboratories (UL), testing devices to determine their specifications and failure limits. He arrived late, having fought through a horrendous travel schedule:  he’d flown into Detroit from Germany the day before, spent a few hours at home, then flew into Fargo by way of Minneapolis, then driven 3 hours to NY Mills.  He had a flight booked out of Fargo at 9AM the day after the debate and would have to leave the Whistle Stop about 5AM. He looked tired.

Saturday was a big day in NY Mills.  In addition to the Think-Off in the evening, there was a big motorcycle rally whose purpose was to raise funds for the Ronald McDonald House charity.  The main street had been cleaned up by the town’s sweeping machine and at noon a parade of about 800 motorcycles began cruising through as a news helicopter hovered overhead and spectators lined the street.  The bikes kept coming and coming, then they all went back to a park for a party and kegs of beer.  Few, if any, made it to the debate. Apparently there’s not much overlap between the Think-Off and the motorcycle rally.

There was a lunch with the officials of the Think-Off where we went over the rules.  This was a “presidential-stye” debate.  Marsh and I would go first.  We would each read our essays, then respond to questions from a moderator.  The audience would vote on who would be in the final round to defend poetry.  Then Bob and Mahmood would read their essays, answer questions, and the audience would choose who would argue the anti-poetry side.  The finalists would then respond to a series of questions with the audience voting on a winner.

After lunch I took a nap, then found a quiet spot near some tennis courts to go over my notes one last time.  No formal notes would be allowed during the debate (except for our essays) so we would have to think on our feet.  As I wondered around talking to myself I thought of a piece of advice given to me by a friend, a lawyer who was a top litigator.  “Argue the points you believe in most,” he had said.  

Two people were playing tennis and one of them came over to the edge of the court.  “You must be one of the Thinkers,” he said.  “Yes,” I replied.  “I was in the debate a few years ago,” he announced. He had argued the question, “Is the pen mightier than the sword?” “Who won?” I asked.  “Actually, I did -- on the ‘pen’ side of the question.”  This was impressive.  He offered some advice:  “Relax.  Have a good time.  And if you hear yourself saying something smart... stop.”

The debate began at 7PM with an audience of a couple hundred people.  Marsh went first, arguing that poetry mattered because “it is the spiritual language of our one human family.”  His citations ranged broadly from Poe’s Annabel Lee to Shakespeare, Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address and Martin Luther King’s I Have A Dream speech.

I went next.  I cited shared experiences with Robert Service’s “The Cremation of Sam McGee” and with the hundreds of poets who have submitted poems to the Southwest Journal Poetry Project, which I edit.  I argued that the real questions should be, WHEN does poetry matter and TO WHOM.

The audience voted, then the two finalists arguing the negative side of the question took the stage.

Bob Levine led off, arguing that poetry is meaningless in our lives, that it’s only a medium like whistling or a slab of marble that means nothing until it is shaped by an artist.  Poetry “matters as much as a stick lying on the side of the road... an insignificant object of virtually no value.”

Mahmood went next, arguing that, while poetry once mattered, it no longer does.  “There is very little poetry in our lives now... and if there is very little of something in our lives, as humans, we learn to adapt and live without it.”

The questions asked around our essays were very good.  The moderator, George Blitz, is a doctor who teaches at the University of Minnesota.  We had been warned at lunch that the questions would be “tough” -- related to the essays and formulated by the Think-Off committee.  They were.  Each of us had two minutes to respond to a question, then one minute to offer a “rebuttal” to our opponent’s response.  This was a bit confusing since our “opponent” was actually arguing the same side of the question.  

Marsh and I shared many of the same points.  He stressed the nature of poetry as a means of expressing our deeper selves, of dealing with the absurdities of daily life.  My main argument was that, while poetry may not matter to all of us all of the time, it matters to a surprising number of us and it matters at the most important moments in our lives.  Bob and Mahmood also shared many of the same arguments, agreeing that poetry used to matter but because of the degradation of civilized life in America, poetry no longer matters.

We took a break while the votes were tallied, then a performance poet, Ed Bok Lee, gave a presentation.  He’s a teacher at a community college in Minneapolis, and artist-in-residence at the NY Mills Regional Cultural Center.  He was excellent -- very dramatic, with a kind of mixture of rap and poetry.

 In some ways having a poet perform at the intermissions may have been an unfair advantage to the pro side of the question.  On the other hand, those who believe that poetry doesn’t matter  were unlikely to be swayed by this kind of performance.

I chatted with several people during the break.  It was very good to have Jean and Andy there as moral support -- and at least two votes.  Shannon, a biker friend had driven up from the Twin Cities (three).  One of my ex-students, Bev Erickson, who had taken my classes both as an undergraduate at the University of Minnesota and as a graduate at the University of St. Thomas, introduced herself and declared I was her “favorite teacher of all time.”  (Four... maybe. She now lives in Bemidji.)

The winners were announced.  Marsh and Mahmood would argue as finalists.  I was disappointed but not surprised.  I felt like my arguments were good and presented well, but I was feeling a little out of synch.  I also thought that Marsh was on a roll.  His arguments seemed to me more fluid and more in tune with the audience.  This kind of debate is not “formal” -- you don’t lose points for not responding to a question.  Your job is to persuade the audience, not respond to the the moderator.  I knew this, but I thought Marsh did a better job of it.  In the end, his arguments about the spiritual and emotional power of traditional poetry resonated with more of the audience than my arguments about the wide-spread appeal of poetry now.

The final round was intense.  At one point Mahmood made a good debater’s move.  He noted that this audience was probably skewed to favor poetry and asked for a show of hands on three questions: how many people know when national poetry month is?  Half a dozen people raised their hands.  Who is the current poet laureate of the United States?  A dozen people raised their hands.  How many people can recite a single poem?  About 20 people raised their hands.  (FYI:  April; W.S. Merwin; a woman recited Robert Frost’s Fire and Ice).  The point was that, even in this audience, only a small fraction was aware of key things about poetry.

But Marsh recalled his long love of poetry and poets, recited some of his favorite lines from Billy Collins, and made quick, persuasive transitions.  He seemed to be arguing from the heart while Mahmood kept trying to make a distinction that poetry was “important” and should matter, but it didn’t.  Marsh also pointed out (as I had done earlier) that outside the U.S. poetry mattered so much that governments arrested and persecuted poets.  Mahmood tried to limit the debate to America.

As the final votes were tallied, Ed Bok Lee returned for another performance, this one even more moving than the first.  I’m not a fan of this kind of poetry -- it sometimes seems more like a play than poetry and sometimes lends itself to casual or humorous work -- pleasing the audience at the expense of deeper themes.  But Ed Bok Lee’s recitations were stirring, varied and very well done.

Then we were called up to the stage.  Bob Levine and I received our bronze medals, our checks (all the finalists got $500) and a round of applause.  Then George announced the audience’s decision:  Yes, Poetry mattered.  Marsh received the gold medal and title of America’s Greatest Thinker for 2011.  Mahmood took the silver medal.  I would have to settle for a tie as America’s Third Greatest Thinker, but at least poetry had been successfully defended.

We all adjourned to the Cultural Center for the final event of the day -- a reception honoring all the finalists.  Good wine flowed freely and good snacks disappeared quickly from the serving trays.  Lots of people came up to chat.  It was a lot of fun.  At one point I attacked Bob Levine’s argument that poetry doesn’t matter because all the “famous” poets are dead and no new ones have taken their place.  That’s like arguing that music doesn’t matter because the composers are dead, I said.  “Does Bach’s music no longer matter because Bach is dead?” I asked. Without skipping a beat he responded, “Oh Bach... is he still decomposing?”  Groan... but funny at the time.

An 84-year old woman walking with crutches came up to me and said I was probably too young to remember (a comment I don’t hear often these days) but in her day, people had to memorize poetry.  She then recited poems for about 15 minutes.  I tried to keep up with her, but she lost me somewhere in Longfellow.  She had voted for me.  I talked with Ed Bok Lee and his pretty young girl friend.  They had voted for me.  So I had the old folks and the young... just not enough of the others.

There was speculation that a generation gap influenced the audience, with Bob and I being favored by the more traditionalist segments and those more oriented to straight up, rational arguments.  (We were the older contestants.)  Those who voted more emotionally or who favored a more improvised view may have gone to the other finalists.

Jean and Andy said they thought I should have won because I stated the most important points and the others just picked up on them.  I appreciated this, but it’s not really a fair point in this kind of debate.  They also noted that there was a large contingent of people from Bemidji, which may have been true.

In the end I thought the results were just.  Marsh and I had agreed, just before the debate, that one of us HAD to win -- because poetry DOES matter. I did the best I could at the time.  Marsh argued more persuasively.  The audience voted for what I thought was the stronger side. 

I went to bed feeling good -- the wine may have played a part -- and slept peacefully through the night and the trains. 

Next morning we had a big brunch at the Whistle Stop.  Mahmood had left to catch his plane but the rest of us were there, along with the entire Think-Off Board and assorted relatives.  Good food, and good conversation.  It was a pleasure to meet these people and to engage in this kind of thinking, to know that even in a small, rural hamlet like NY Mills, at least once a year, we human beings could consider and discuss ideas that went beyond the weather, the fishing, American Idol and the usual mundane stuff with which we fill our lives.

Marsh left to join his friends on the island.  “I’m totally out of material,” he told me.  “For the next couple weeks I plan to focus on being a good dentist.”  Bob and his wife left for Minneapolis and a flight back to New York.  He’s a good guy, funny, and a worthy opponent.

Jean, Andy and I left for the long drive to Nashwauk, where the bicycle riders would end their day.  We arrived shortly after they did (it was a short biking day -- only about 50 miles), and I discovered I was a sort of hero.  The Think-Off debate was broadcast by a local radio station and streamed on the internet.  One of the bikers had a Blackberry and was able to hook it up to a car radio.  As we were debating in the bright lights on the stage in New York Mills, a couple dozen bikers were clustered around the tiny, glowing screen of the Blackberry in the dark, cheering me on.  People kept coming up and offering congratulations.

I set up my tent, unloaded my gear and took my bike off the back of the car.  Jean and Andy left for the long trip back to Minneapolis.  I felt a great sense of calm. I would be sleeping on the ground for the rest of the week, not on the shaking bed at the Whistle Stop, but now there was just one thing to focus on:  riding my bike and staying sane and safe over the next 300 miles of country roads.

In the greater scheme of things I decided it was better to have had my biker friends on my side, there in the dark night, than to have had a majority of votes from an audience I didn’t know.  Sometimes the consolation prize is worth more than winning.

Other observations:

* The finalist’s essays are posted at www.think-off.org.

*  Jann Lee, the proprietress of the Whistle Stop is tall and I made an honest mistake when we met, asking if she might be the “other” Jan -- Janet Karvonen, the greatest female basketball player to come out of Minnesota until Lindsey Whalen.  No, but they were cousins.  Jann told me that New York Mills was noted for four things:  Janet Karvonen;  The Great American Think-Off;  Lund fishing boats (which is the town’s leading employer); and a big drug bust from a few years earlier.

*  The Whistle Stop includes the big house and several converted railroad cars.  There are a couple big “club” cars that are quite elegant and have been transformed into single lodgings that feature king beds, whirlpools, showers, antiques and lots of railroad paraphernalia.  There’s also a caboose that has been cleverly converted into a room with a Murphy bed and bunks.

*  There’s no good place to eat in NY Mills (the Eagle Cafe closes at 7PM).  But down the road in Wadena the Harvest Thyme Cafe, located in the back of a bookstore(!), isn’t bad.  On the way into this part of Minnesota you may find yourself passing through Little Falls -- hometown of Charles Lindbergh.  The Black and White Cafe, located on the main street, is excellent.

*  I think there was an underlying current to the debate that pitted optimism against pessimism. Both Bob and Mahmood argued that poetry doesn’t matter because American society has degraded.  Mahmood’s argument that poetry is “important” but doesn’t “matter” didn’t resonate with the audience, and maybe that was because this night in this town people didn’t buy the implication that America is a society not worthy of poetry.  Bob’s arguments had a hint of east-coast pessimism as well.  Even Marsh argued that poetry goes in cycles and in the current cycle poetry is “just under the surface” of society.

I recognize their point.  I have to work very hard to sell the two poetry books we have published, and I still have too many boxes of them in my basement.   But I prefer a kind of “forced” optimism.  I think poetry matters because we still DO it -- hundreds of people have submitted poems to the Southwest Journal... kids read and write poems in school... there are hundreds of poetry programs and workshops around the country... there are hundreds of thousands of aging English majors from the ‘60s and ‘70s, etc.  Poetry may not sell well (though Caroline Kennedy’s anthology, “She Walks in Beauty” was on the NY Times bestseller list) but there are other ways to measure the impact of poetry.  As Garrison Keillor (another poetry advocate) has said, “Sometimes you have to look reality in the face... and deny it.”

* Bob Levine had an interesting observation.  He theorized that optimism is a function of “air space.”  People are more pessimistic in Manhattan because they don’t see much of the sky.  Out on the plains, where the “Big Sky” opens up, people may be more positive about life... and poetry.

* One of the arguments I felt most passionate about as that the poetry in song lyrics matters to most of us.  The “soundtracks of our lives” -- especially the music I grew up with in the 60s, Big Band music from the 30s and 40s, the Great American Song Book, and the tunes from Broadway’s seminal musicals -- all these are part of our national and individual spirit.  The tunes matter... but so do the words.  

*  I was repeatedly asked about defining poetry.  If this debate were “formal,” if it followed the rules I learned as a high school debater, we would have had to define both “poetry” and “matters.”  I think poetry is “charged language.”  It comes from our deepest sense of ourselves and it carries more weight than prose, either because of rhyme or rhythm or music, or because it says things we can’t say any other way.

* My two best lines:  “Kids are writing poetry in every school in the country.  If poetry matters to our kids, how can we say poetry doesn’t matter to us?”  “We find poetry in our hymn books every Sunday -- many of those hymns were poems before they were set to music.  And what is a prayer but a poem we offer up to God.”

* Minor criticism.  The Think-Off used to be a bigger deal than it was this year.  It’s been covered by the New York Times and CNN and broadcast on C-Span.  I think the publicity has slipped a bit -- it took three weeks to post details on the web site this time and there was no coverage in Minneapolis media, even though two of the contestants were from the state.  My guess is that time and money play a part -- perhaps there’s not enough staff to promote the event outside the immediate area.  There were a few other small slip-ups as well (the medals were misplaced at the last moment; the 20-minute break ran into 45 minutes, etc.)  

* Jamie Robertson, the director of the NY Mills Cultural Center told me they received a lower number of essays than usual this year.  They got about 260 compared to an average closer to 400.  The all time high was about 900 when the question was “Does God exist?”  Jamie speculated that the lower numbers this year was because this was the first time the Think-Off question had an “aesthetic” orientation rather than a social or religious one.

FINALLY --  Here’s my original essay: 

Does Poetry Matter?

-- Doug Wilhide

The summer I worked construction I spent a week helping a bricklayer.  It was hot, sweaty, physically demanding work and, though we were from different backgrounds, we became friends.  He had finished high school twenty years before.  I was entering my junior year in college.  One day he asked me what my major was.  I said, “English.”  He said, “Oh -- poetry and all that stuff, huh?”  “Yes,” I said.

He laid down his trowel, took a deep breath, and recited Robert Service’s poem, “The Cremation of Sam McGee,” in its entirety.  Then he smiled and said, “You college kids aren’t the only ones who know about poetry.”

Poetry mattered to that bricklayer.  Not every day, perhaps, but on that hot afternoon, the “strange things done in the midnight sun/by the men who moil for gold...” were as much a part of his life as bricks and mortar.

The real questions may be:  When does poetry matter?  And to whom?

For many of us who studied English in the 1960s poetry mattered more than anything, except questioning authority and getting laid (both of which could be advanced with poetry).  In literature classes ranging from Beowulf to Browning, Robert Frost to Ferlinghetti, the biggest contingent of English majors in the history of higher education learned that poets were the only priests worth heeding.

There were worlds to get lost in: Spenser’s chivalric playgrounds. Milton’s conversations with God.  Tennysons’s Idylls.  Whitman leaving indelible prints on the grass. Browning reaching beyond his grasp. Yeats mooning about the druid soul of Ireland. Longfellow chanting his Gitchee Gumee tales.  Eliot loading up his Wasteland with footnotes while Frost chose the road less traveled and Dorothy Parker (bless her!) reminded us that “men seldom make passes at girls who wear glasses.”

But that was just the stuff in books.  All around us the poet-singers were changing the world.  The Beatles took us from the Lonely Hearts Cub Band to back in the USSR.  Grace Slick took her magic pills and chased the white rabbit down a hole. Don McLean drove his Chevy to the levee, Rod Stewart woke up with Maggie May and Bob Dylan -- the poet prince of our time -- warned our leaders not to stand in the doorways and block up the halls.

We thought it was a brave new world and it would go on forever.  It didn’t.  English departments yielded supremacy to business schools.  Poetry became abstruse, somber, inaccessible and reserved for special moments.  We got older and our silly love songs degenerated to “uh huh, uh huh, I like it.” 

But now things have come full circle. I edit a quarterly spread of poetry in a Minneapolis newspaper.  The “Southwest Journal Poetry Project” gets between 60 and 100 submissions for each issue.  We publish the best dozen. Poets range in age from 8 to 84 and their poems cover a huge landscape of the human heart.  There are poems about snow and spring, kids and grandparents, odd characters, politics, and the many, many manifestations of love.

Poetry matters to these poets -- hundreds of them. Poetry matters to their readers -- the Poetry Projects are among the newspaper’s most popular issues. We have published two books of local poetry and both have sold well. At least in this corner of the world, and at least four times a year, poetry matters a great deal.

Poetry matters because it lets us tell our stories in a clearer, more profound voice than we can manage any other way. That’s why we turn to poetry in moments of celebration -- from weddings to inaugural addresses -- and in moments of crisis -- from public tragedies like 9/11 to private ones like funerals.  We may have lost the connection between poets and priests, but we have kept the need for a kind of language that works when words might otherwise fail us.

On occasion I talk about poetry to fifth graders at a local school.  I read to them from Dr. Seuss and Shel Silverstein and throw in a little Emily Dickinson. They read back to me poems they have written.  They are full of energy and creativity like most kids their age, but they fall silent in rapt attention at the end of the class as I read them “The Cremation of Sam McGee.” When we get to the strange goings-on at the “marge of Lake LeBarge,” you can hear a pin drop.

Doug Wilhide is the Poet Laureate of Linden Hills, in Minneapolis, and the editor of the Southwest Journal Poetry Project.  Contact:  wilhide@skypoint.com.

