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case, for instance, toncerning AA'S early partnership w%h the Oxford Group * and, especially, the tenacity
with which the Akron members clung o the Group +ight up until the end of 1939 {and-even beyond that},
Angther embarassing story that raised serious groblems for the Fellowship was the central vole played by
Hank Farkhwrst—Bill Wilson's right-hand man from 1936 10 193%—because Parkhuist drank shortly after the
book Atcoholics Anonymous was publisied. Whenever possible, mention of Hank g s contributions to the
program were judiciously drapped from the stories told aoat those sarly vears,

These four persistent tendencies toward creative. repotting—uncluttered storvielling, williul mythmaking,
deliberate self-deprecation; and the omission of uncomfortable facis—-coupled with his notoricusly bad
‘memory for dates™ mean that we should not biithely take anything Bilf Wilsor sald at face value. Yo accept
his stories and statements without the most rigorous kind of cross-examination would. be the height of
historical fofty. :

At the same time, this- is nat to say that evarything be spid was somshow less than fruthfil, Bif freyuently
relates fatts and events that are tompletely uncontamingied by these mors creative tendendes, But, giverr
how oftan Wilson's-version of events is contradicted by other sources, it is zlways wise 1o weigh his
pronouncements against the testimony of athers and, most important, to evaluste them in relation o the
availsle contemporary records. ‘

This caveat about Bill Wilson's reliability, however, in no way diminishes his towering statare in the history of
Twentieth contury spirituslity or in any way compromises i,tm truly remarksbie things he accomplished during
his ifetime. Bill was a man of vision—a grand, universal, plifting, deaply spiritust, ife-saving viston—and the
fact that he efected 1o tell unciuttered, instructive paraties rather than Historically aceurate storfes can hardly
be held againsthim, Had he not dons 50, it is possible he would never have been successful in transforming his
profound vision. of widespread recovery ints such a ibrant, spiriteally enriching international reality—
sometiving that hie most certainly did before tisdesth in lanuare 1971,

Ebby Thacher’s Visit

A prime example of Wilson's creative mythmaking tan be deatt in Wis version af an Engounter mns;}uere& whe
one of the pivotal moments in A A. History: the hallowas Story of Ebby Thacher's visit 1o fis Brooklyn horoein
tate November 1934, Bill sat on one side of the kitchen Tablle drinking gin whilz bis recentiy sober friend, Eblny,
S3E ;

, & & 5o
% The cgﬁrd_ Sroupwasa fwentieth century religious Fellolwship {inthe USA, largely Episcopalian} that tried
1 prattice "First Century Christianity” More details about the Oxford Group wit be suppiled Iater

wresties with Wilson's inatcoraties ashe tfes to umﬁtasié what setually fappered and saveral of his
antnotes make sxplicit refarances to “Wilkon's strodons fmiemory for dates™ and to bis general laek of
precision with the Tacts, See especially n, 18 and 24 on PP. B2 and 330 respectively,

¥ Ermect Kurt, for instancs, in i justly adived Mot-God A i&istarysf Alcohntics Anonymous, frequently

opposite him. Bill told the story of this mesting repeatedly throughout his sober e, ® hut the most famotus

version of it sppears in “Bill’s Story,” the first chapter he wpte for the book Alcoholics Anonymous:

was enotigh gin conceoled obout the hoisse & carry me through that aight and the next day. My wife was ar
work. { wondered whether 1 dored hide o fulf bostle of 8 near the head of our bed. I would nced it before
daylight o o ' '

Near the end of that bieak November, I sat drinking in my kitchen. With  certain satisfaction 1 reflected there

over. He was sober. It wos years since | could remember his coming to New York-in-thot conditios. {.wes
amazed. Rumor hud it that he Had been commitied for alcohalic insanity, | wondered how he Hod estuped. Of
caurse he would have dinner; and then | <couid drink openly with fim: Yamindful of Ms welfare; $11hought only
of recapturing the spirft of pther days, There was thit time we had chartered an wirplne te ompiete o jag!
His coming was on oasis in this dreqry desert of futily. The very thing—an vasis! Drinkers ore like thot,

8y musing wos inferrapted by the telephone. The cheery wice of an-ofd schoot friend asked if he might come

The door opened and he stoed there, freshskinned and glowing. There was something abouthis eyes. He was
iﬂ@ﬁ@b&ﬁﬁe&ﬂ;.%&th&dh@ﬁﬂ#&? o D ' o o

4 pushed a drink aeross the table. He refused it, Disappointed but curious, | wondered what hod got into the
feltow: He wasn't hignself S A

“Come; whot’s off this about?* 1 gueried.

He looked stroightat me, Simply, but smlingly, he said, “1'va gox religion.”
! was aghast. So that wos it—last summer an alcohalic frackpot; now, | suspected, a littie cracked obogt
teligion, He had thot starry-eyed laak. Yes, the oid bay ﬁaaf on fire olf right. But bless his heont, Jet hiny rontt
Besides, my gin would tast longer thun his preaching. P ' ' '

Sut he did 0o ranting. ¥ o motter of foct. way he told fiowp two smen hod oppeared i vour persuading the.

Judge o suspend his compitment. They bod told of sﬁnpi religious idea and @ practical program of action.

That was two mopths ego ond the resuft wos self-evident, fworked! ' '

Iore——yro ot s i o
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He had come to pass his experience along to me if | cored to hove & | was shocked, but interested, Ceetainly |
was interested. | had to be, for ] wos hopeless. (S} '

=

e
*¥he story of Bilf's sarly recovery was the only one any group ever wanted W hear when he was invited to
speak. But, with each retelling, Wilson became increasingly bored with the endless repetition and he began to
refer to It sarcasticaliyas “the bedtime story” He would hive been much happler just 1o skip over this bit of
ancient history and move on 1o much more current and important topics in A.A. [See Hartigan, 811 W, p. 136
and alse Unforgettable Bili W and the “bedtime story” ' - :
hetp:/fwww harefootsworld.net/aabiliwreadersdigest. mj [retrieved April 24, 20131) -
Literafly millions of alcoholics have read this story and been Inspired by its message of hope and the
possiility that they too might recover it is one of the most famous encounters in the history of

Alcoholics Anonymous, a semingl, founding moment of the Fellowship,

But Ebby Thacher, the man who supposedly sat on the other side of the kitchen gai;f?e, told a completaly
diffarent version of that story; one so far removed from Bill Wikon's aceount that it & hard to belisve
they were talking about the same svent:

Suicolled him up one night and 1 didn't get Bill, but 1 got Lois, his wife, ol told her what hod hoppened
to me ... Well, anyway, Lois said why don’t you come over to dinner some night and then she mentioned
@ dote ond | said: “Fine.” ‘

S0, that night | went over, at half past five, | guess, in the evening, and | rang the belf at 182 Clinton
Street, the only peérson home was an old colored man named Green® whom | had known for years, he
had been with the family, Lois’s family thot Is, ond he sgid- “They're both out, both Mrs. Wilson and Mr.-
Wilsor gre owt, but come on in®

5o, pretty soon Sill appeared and he'd been drinking But he wasn’t too bad, and said "Hello™ and this,
that and the oiher thing and he's kind of taking me around. Then he made on excuse, he had to go out
ond get some ice creom, something else for supper ahd, of course, | knew whert he wos going ofter, |
understand. Fve done it so many times myseif

S0, then Lois come in. Now there was another girl invited; there was o girl invited because she lived
upstairs—they'd made the place inte an aportment, So we ol sot down at dinner, And Bilfs got it o jittle
garbled in the book about it being geross the kitchen toble, butit don't make any difference, the idew is
there. Now we got dianer and then we oll moved upstairs —in those houses back there in the East most
of the living rooms are on the second floor—so we moved up 1o the second floor and after o little
hemming ond hawing, Lois said: “Well, let’s hear obout yourself” 5o, | started inand ] guess they got me
wound up and | guess { talked until pretty near 1 o'clock in the morning.

And | remeraber Bill soid: v"‘?’ii walk to the subway with you.” And | knew that he wosn't guoing to go for o
drink, because he hod o bottle in the house anyway. And on the way over he put his arms oround my
shoulder just before | went in the subway and said T don't know whot you've got, kid, but you've gor

something and | want to get it”

Weli, he didn’t stop drinking right away, ury more thad | hod stopped drinking bock there thot summer
when the Oxford Group boys came to

8.
¥ Mr. Green had been with Lois’s family for years {he took care of the horse and carriage for mis"'s-&
father) and now lived in the cellar at 182 Clinton Street, =




7/23/2021 | | WTBB 4,5,6,7,8

Nong of this is meant tu ignore the fact that Ebby Thacher had & hard time staying sober and that he

was ot slways the most reliable withess. His later recollections of his thne with-the Oxford Group wd s

comments on early AA. mestings and activities are orcasionally. "tk dated” so-that they more closely

reflect later developments within the program® Sel, the ressors for those lapses are avident and

understandable—as soted earlier, memory Treguently remembers what the present wants to hear —ihile
‘the creation of & wildly faflacious story sbaut that fateful eneeting with Bill Wilson serves no'useful purpose

whatsosver,

Ebby Thacher's version B deatly more m@vazzsmm"am Wikson's and that, of course, begs the

question: Why. would §it hiave strayed 5o far from the fabts, when e told his version of the stéry?

~ The short answer is that Wilson was taking oné of his experiances and recasting 1t into & Story vith
messige, 8 message that would i no way be complicated o confused by the messy details of what,
scvaally happened. The point of Bills muich simpes; more dirert, and comprehensible story is to
dramatically present one of the most basi;, foutidational beliefs of Alooholics Ancnymolss, namaly “that
ane aledhatic could sfact ancther 85 mo nonalesholic could {10} His story sbout: Ebby's vist does. this
admirably; just the two of them are sitting at & kitchen table and their entire conversation i devoted to
bow his friend has successiully taken conteol of his deinking and has now come to piass s message of ope:
ot ancther suffering aslcoholic, it was one drunk talking to another drunk, the enly way that the message
of recovery eould have aver been delivered se effectively, so suceessfully. in fact, i was this very one-i-
one conversation that becare the first step of Bill's own Journsy on the road to récovery, ‘

‘Wilson's version of the stary is 3 paratile; a mythic truth dueply émbedded in his story of AA's origing,
emphiasizing the fact that it all started with one afcotiolic tatking to another alcohobc, personatly dativering
the message of potential sobiiety. Bill told the story this way because it made the polt that he wanted 10
ke, B osuch gases, thi actual facts are distinetly secondary to properly packaging and sefling the
toncepts, Wilson had ng problem justifying the creption of this much simplifieg story becavse doing so
served his higher purpose,

Even as he offered his' alemate version, Ebby acknowledged that higher purpose, noting that the
differences between his memory of that fight: shd Bill's: later recollections dldit really “make any
difference” betause “the idea Is there” and “the principi of the thing i abonit the same{11) And, indeed,
as far as Bl Wilson was concerned, it was the ies and the principle of the thing that were far mors.
Ienportant than sty jumbled collection of actual faces,

Wilson's story had drasma and impact, delivering an inmistakable message of hope, Thacher's did not,
| . : — : : ,
*m«mm just one exarig, Edby said that "those eatly [xford Group} meetings we attended were basically
the same as the Ak, meetings of today” (Fitzpatrick, Dr Bob & Bift W, Speak, . 24} |




