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This online exhibit uses images from the Wesley McNair Papers 

to encourage reflection about various aspects of 

the modern creative life.

Enjoy!



CASE 1

Photographs of family and childhood



CASE 1



ñI not only lived in a broken family, but an underclass one -- our poverty 

growing desperate after my father left in the 1940s -- and that experience gave 

me my first awareness of life outside of the social mainstream.ò

Left to right:

McNairôs father and mother in the early 1940s. 

The McNair brothers with pet dog, May 1944.

The McNair brothers, Christmas 1948. Their father did not appear, as hoped. 



ñMy grade-school teachers were upset with me as a daydreamer, and my 

mother, in exasperation, often called me óstubborn.ô Yet I want to say, in my 

defense, itôs by these very two characteristics ïmy daydreaming and my 

stubbornness ïthat I became, in the end, a poet.ò

Left to right:

McNair at age 1. 

Fourth grade class. McNair, third from left in front row, served as class poet.



CASE 1 - THEMES

Å Discerning creative characteristics and tendencies in the young child

Å How childhood provides memories and impressions that are used in 

later writing



CASE 1 - QUESTIONS

Å Looking back at yourself as a child, which traits have led you to be a 

writer?

Å Which early memories or experiences have become themes in your 

writing?



CASE 2

Little Brown Koko pages ïñTotò books



CASE 2



ñWhen I was in second grade 
or thereabouts, my mother 
read to me the episodic stories 
of a black boy named Little 
Brown Koko. One reason I 
identified with Koko, no doubt, 
was that he lived with his 
mother, who was called 
óMama,ô the name I used for 
my mother, and the father of 
the family in the stories was 
absent and never mentioned. 
But I also liked the Koko 
stories because of the food. 
The meals were always 
sumptuous and fully described, 
including food we seldom saw 
in our nearly bare cupboards.ò



ñTot Booksò completed by 
McNair by age 12, so titled 
because they told stories 
intended for young children. 
ñAfter living for several years in 
a broken home, with too much 
of the switch, and then getting 
a stepfather who had his own 
dangerous temper, itôs no 
accident that the better life my 
characters long for always 
involves a new and more 
sympathetic home. In the Tot 
Book called The Adventures of 
a Balloon, for instance, a 
helium balloon that is 
accidentally set adrift finds its 
way back to the child who lost 
it, and through the child, to the 
home of a loving mother and 
father.ò



CASE 2 - THEMES

Å How early encounters with writing leave lasting impressions

Å How a childôs first creative works help make sense of her / his world



CASE 2 - QUESTIONS

Å What did you read, or have read to you, as a child?

Å What were your first creative works, and why did you create them?

Å How did your early reading and writing contribute to your 

development as a writer?



CASE 3

Early poems ïDonald Hall letter



CASE 3


