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The Elders Project 

Poet Bard Terry Wooten will present a session focused on student experiences with elders in oral histories 
and writing. Participants are taught techniques Terry used in his own work to capture stories important to 
community histories. Interviews can be turned into narrative poems to preserve and share for generations 
to come.  
 

The Elders Project with poet Terry Wooten uses oral history interviews to create poetry based on the stories and 

lives of elders in our communities. It links history with literature. The project consists of three parts; introducing 

students to the interview process, the elder interview itself, then transcribing the recordings and culling the interviews 

into narrative poetry. From these poems the students can publish a book, or weave together and present a Spoon River 

Anthology style reading/performance of their poems for the school or community. Terry has hosted this project in 

numerous communities with middle through high school students. The Elk Rapid Area Historical Society has funded The 

Elders Project for the past three years, with a book expected for publication in late 2010.  

¢ŜǊǊȅΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ōƻƻƪǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ poetry written from oral history interviews that he has conducted.  A 

Book of Hours is a side project to the Elk Rapids Elders Project including student interviews/poetry with and illustrated 

by Michigan artist Betty Beeby.  

 

                
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
A Book of Hours 

Introduction   
 

hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƎŜŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜŘ ƻǳǊ ŜƭŘŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǊ ȅƻǳǘƘΦ  CƻǊ 
ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƪƛŘǎ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƭŘŜǊǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻǳǊ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ άƘŜǊǎǘƻǊƛŜǎέ ŎŀƳŜ ŦǊƻƳΦ 

A Book of Hours grew out of a larger project. In the fall of 2007 I made a proposal to the Elk Rapids Area 
Historical Society. We would select a group of eight elders each year from the community, folks in their eighties, and 
invite them to be interviewed and tape recorded by 7th and 8th graders. I would teach the kids to transcribe favorite 
ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŦǊŜŜ ǾŜǊǎŜ ǇƻŜƳǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŘŜǊǎΩ ǿƻǊŘǎΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǇŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
ǿǊƛǘŜ ǇƻŜƳǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪΦ ! ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǇƻŜƳǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 9ƭŘŜǊǎΩ tǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ 
place in Cherryland Middle School after regular class hours. I had already conducted this workshop in another 
community for two years.  

Dan LeBlond - President of the Historical Society, and Glenn Neumann - past President, accepted my proposal. 
¢ƘŜȅ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŘŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 9ƭƪ wŀǇƛŘǎ !ǊŜŀ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊŜŘ ¢ƘŜ 9ƭŘŜǊǎΩ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎƛƴƎ 
tape recorders and other supplies. 

First I visited the school and recruited students. The student part of the project took seven days. The first day I 
taught the kids how to use the tape recorders. We brainstormed about questions to ask, and I explained what we were 
aiming for. The second day, January 22, 2008, during a snowstorm, the elders arrived. This can be a shy, awkward time. 
After short group introductions, the elders and students paired up. The getting to know each other began. The third day 
students transcribed favorite sections of the tapes. On the fourth day the elders returned for another interview. The rest 
of my time with students was spent writing and rewriting from prose into poetry form. 

The second interview is my favorite part of the workshop. Initial shyness disappears, and friendships begin to 
grow between individuals of very different subcultures. The exchange that often takes place between the kids and elders 
is priceless. Two young girls, Ashlee Marshall and Gabrielle Gaultiere, paired up with Betty Beeby for the first interview. 
Gabrielle worked with Betty alone for the second session. Each girl wrote two poems. Their names are listed with their 
works.  

Betty Beeby is a well known artist, author and illustrator. I saved her interviews to transcribe last. I figured after 
writing for ten months I would be tired, and she would be colorful. I was right. Because of her artistic and eccentric 
ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀƳŜƴǘΣ .ŜǘǘȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǎǘƻƻŘ ƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘΦ L ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ 5ŀƴ [Ŝ.ƭƻƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ Řƻ ŀ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ 
.ŜǘǘȅΩǎ ǇƻŜƳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ .Ŝǘǘȅ .ŜŜōȅ ŀccepted.  

!ōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ L ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ .ŜǘǘȅΩǎ ǇƻŜƳǎΣ ǎƘŜ ǿƻƴ ǘƘŜ нллу {ǘŀǘŜ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ !ǿŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ 5ƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘ 
Volunteer Service for her Art and contributions to Michigan History. It was great timing.  

¢ƻ ǊƻǳƴŘ ƻǳǘ .ŜǘǘȅΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ L ŘƛŘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜrviews. Betty and I have known each other casually for over 
twenty years, but in the course of three interviews and conversations we became good friends. A Book of Hours, just like 
ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ ƛǎ ŀ ǘǊǳŜ ƳƛȄƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ !ǊǘǎΦ .ŜƛƴƎ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ .ŜǘǘȅΩǎ ƭƛfe is a lot like walking through her house. She lives 
ƛƴ ŀ ƎŀƭƭŜǊȅ ƻŦ ŀǊǘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΦ L ŦŜŜƭ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻǘǘŜƴ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ƘŜǊ Ŝƴƻǳgh 
to write these poems. I think the two students, Ashlee Marshall and Gabrielle Gaultiere feel the same way.                       

 
Terry Wooten 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Lifelines: A WWII Story of Survival and Love 

Lifelines: A WWII Story of Survival and Love by Terry Wooten, is a series of 85 narrative poems based on oral 
history interviews with Jack Miller, a Japanese POW and Bataan Death March survivor. At the age of 20 and married for 
just four months, this young soldier was sent to the Philippines shortly before Pearl Harbor was bombed. He did not 
return for four years while his bride waited at home. Lifelines ǘŜƭƭǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳǇƭŜǎΩ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŎǊŀŦǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǿƻǊŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 
book has also been scripted and produced as a play and as a forensic competition at several schools. 

άWŀŎƪ aƛƭƭŜǊΩǎ .ŀǘŀŀƴ 5ŜŀǘƘ aŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ŎŀƳǇ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭΣ 
in Terry WooteƴΩǎ ǇƻŜǘƛŎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƻǊŀƭ 
ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ IŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƻŜǘ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǊŜ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘΦέ 

  Glenn Ruggles, Oral Historian 
  Author of Voices on the Water 

ά¢ŜǊǊȅ ²ƻƻǘŜƴ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ IƻƳŜǊ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ōŀǊŘ 
for ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ƘŜǊƻŜǎΦέ 

  Jane Karoline Vieth, PhD, 
  Professor of WWII History, Michigan State University 

ά¢ŜǊǊȅ ²ƻƻǘŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎ Ǉŀƛƴǘ ŀ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭΣ  
ordinary people in an extraordinary time. The impact of his  
poetry cannot ōŜ ǊƛǾŀƭŜŘΦέ 

  Jo Ellen Vinyard, Author of four books  
  Professor of History, Eastern Michigan University 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƻǊŀƭ  
history interviews, illustrates the power of recall and feelings 
ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻŜǘǊȅ ŜƴŘǳǊŜǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǎƻǳƭΦέ 

  Geneva Wiskemann, Founding Member and present  
Secretary, Michigan Oral History Association 
 
A Thousand Times 
 
LǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ 
now except 
for occasional nightmares. 
The bad dreams 
happened quite often at first. 
 
LΩǾŜ been captured in my sleep 
a thousand times 
since the end of the war. 
Only difference lately 
is if I get captured 
my wife and kids and grandkids are with me. 
 
Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘ  
aƴŘ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ōƛǘǘŜǊΦ 
The Japanese now 
are a lot different people 
than they were back then.  



                                     
 
     Introduction 
       Johanna A. Prins was born in Holland in November 1939, seven and a half weeks after the beginning of World War II. 
Later in May 1940, Hitler told the Dutch and Belgians not to worry about a German invasion. The next day he attacked. 
Thousands of Dutch refugees were machine-gunned by Luftwaffe fighter planes. Rotterdam surrendered, but the 
ōƻƳōƛƴƎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇΦ CƛǾŜ Řŀȅǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ IƻƭƭŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ bŀȊƛ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ 
        
       Hannie, as her parents called her, became aware of life under this brutal occupation. 
Her little girl recollections of her first five years are remarkable. Our earliest memories are usually of something special 
or traumatic, which might help to explain this. Also, while I was interviewing Hannie for these poems, she was 
ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƳŜƳƻƛǊǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΦ Iƛǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǿŀƪŜ-up some of the old, bad dreams. 
 
       Child of War was composed from interviews conducted with Hannie (Prins) Kuick in January through March of 2005. 
The poems were arranged from her actual words. - Terry Wooten  
      
    Like Dolls 
I was about five. 
After three days 
of rain and fog, 
I saw the second wave 
of parachuters floating down 
ƭƛƪŜ ƳǳǎƘǊƻƻƳǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƪȅΧ 
thousands and thousands of them 
up in the air 
and being shot. 
 
Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ ōŀǘǘƭŜ 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǝǳƴǎ ǊŜŀŘȅΦ 
I saw them dead. 
They looked like dolls that had fallen down 
lying in a field. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 


