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Writer says journal-keeping is creative, therapeutic

BY KURT ANTHONY KRUG
(CORRESPONDENT

Tt is next to impossible to
dacument all the events of your
life, no matter how significant
or insignificant, on paper.

That docsn't stop Iris Lee
Underwood from trying.

Inside her 19 journals -some
of them spiral-bound note-
books with tattered covers and
yellowing pages, others are
journals that have been given to
her, taped with , letters,
ticket stubs and newspaper clip-
plngs between entries -
Underwood has written about
all the joys and the good times
she has experienced in her life-
time. She also has written about
all the pain and sorrow without
mincing any words,

And there hus been pain.

Underwood lost her eldest
daughter, Becky, six years ago to
the horvors of drugs and alco-
hol, despite her and her hus-
band's best cfforts. And her
mother, Sadie, suffers from
Alzhcimer's discuse.

“IUs very, very important
when you're going through a
trauna ... you need to mark
your places. It shows our
growth or lack of growth,” said
Underwood, 53, who lives with
Mel, her husband of 32 years, in
Leonard in northern Qakland
County, She has two daugh

Oakland
University in
1998, two
months before
her 50th birth-
day,

|  Shehaskept
H 1 joumnl for 22

— St
years. She says

Underwood her journal
gives her the

opportunity to put down on

paper what she s feeling nt the
time. It has been an outlet to
vent her anger and frustration
in a productive capacity,

“Basically, my journal is my
savior,” she says. “It's my ulti-
matc fricnd, It does not judge
me. I can write through any-
thing. I can say angthing I want,
any doubt I have, any fear 1
have, I won't be judged for it.
s what T'm thinking, be it
good or had”

STARTING A JOURNAL

Underwood, who teaches
workshops in journa) writing,
wrote her first journal entries
when she was 11, after attending
the funeral of a neighbor’s 9-
year-old daughter. It wasn't
until the carly 1980s after read-
ing Catherine Marshall's novel,
Christy, that she considered

becoming a serious journal
writer.
“My dmother’s life was

Kelly, 27, o French teacher, and
Ruth, 25, an art student.

She earned her bachelor's
degree in communications from

passing away without record.
My mother’s life was passing
away without any record, My
life was passing away without

any record. Three generations,”
she said. "So, what kind of
example was [ going ta set?
Would I have just allowed threc
generations to vinish without
any documentation for my chil-
dren?®

Despite her enthusiasm, there
were no books or magazines on
keeping a journal as there are
today, so Underwood just wrote.
She took some advice from her
daughters' teachers who made
their students keep journals,
Shc decided that if a junior high
schoo) student could journal, so
could she.

Her first journal cntries start-
ed out as a dialogue with God.

*“Now my journal is multidi-
mensional because I've grown.
I've changed. To me, that is the
most marvelous benefit of
keeping a personal journal”

Keeping a journal also
helped Underwood through a
crisis of faith, as well as her
redefinition of God and reli-
gion, She describes her child-
hood as an “cvangelical child-
hood.” Her faith got her
through her parents’ divorce in
1967 and hard times in her
marriage, But when Becky
died, Undenwood's faith was
shaken.

“Becky died and yet there are
women in the inner-city who
don’t know where their chit-
dren are from moment to
moment nnd yet somehow they
survive, These are things I dis-
cuss in my journals, I'm finding
my faith through the process of

asking questions and pouring
out my grief and my anger”

TEACHING CLASSES

Underwood relays the story
of Becky's passing at her jour-
nnl writing workshops called
“Writing Your Legacy,” which
are six- or 12-week-long cours-
es, depending on where she's
holding them. Since 1995,
Underwood has taught these
workshops in the tri-county
area at book stores, libraries,
coffechouses and on a recur-
ring six-week basis at the Tray
Public Library.

Underwood’s are

IRIS YKDERWOOD'S WORKSHOPS

W Writing Your Legacy: This is Underwood's most well-known
workshop, focusing on writing persanal journals, defining journal
styles and clarifying the benefits of keeping a journal.

B Hission Statement: This workshop teaches you how to gain a
healthy mental and emotional contro! of your life by writing your
personal goals, purpose in fife and plans for achieving those goals.
W Companions: Grieving & Writing: Relying on her experience after
tha loss of her eldest daughter, Becky, Underwood teaches how
keeping a journal meets the needs of the bereaved in their journey
through grief, offering support and insight.

W Underwood's Web site is wwwirislee.org.

mostly middle-aged women.
Only a handful of men have
participated.

Her beginning workshops
cover the definition of s jour-
nal and debunk myths of a
“right” and “wrong" way to
keep a journnl,

“These are all hang-ups I've
had and what's prevented me
for years from getting really
scrious about writing a journal.
‘Oh, there's n right way and a
wrong way. No, there is no
such thing,” Underwood said.
“Just getting your thoughts
down, your feclings, your
plans, your dreams, just little
mundane things. All that is
historical information. It'’s part
of our lives and is very valuable
but we don't see it as valuable”

Underwood believes journal-
keeping has canght on because
of the self-help L

“Personally, I could not
afford a therapist or a coun-
selor. 1 also wanted to experi-
ment with the creative process.,
Crentivity is vital to a person’s
mental health, I can never go
through a session of one of my
workshops without sumeone
bringing me some kind of arti-
cle they have read about the
healing and therapeutic prop-
erties of keeping a personal
Jjournal,” Underwood said.

FOR PATIENTS

Frank M. Ochberg, a psychi-
atrist who specializes in trau-
matic stress, from Okemos, is a
founding board member of the
International socicty of
ic Stress Studies and

teaches at Michigan State
University. He encourages
patients to keep a journal and
“express themselves on themes
and issues after they've been
traumatized.”

“By keeping a journat, people
turn their feclings into discus-
sions with themsclves on the
written page and get it out in
the open. As a result, they end
up feeling better about them-
selves and undergo a journey of
understanding and self{-discov-
ery,” he said.

But Underwood adds that
writers must tell the truth - no
matter how painful - in their
journals if they hope to grow.

“If you don't, then you're
missing the whole object of
writing a journal,” she said.

How would you like to spend an evening with Andrea Bocelli?

Bocelli at The Palace of Auburn Hills.

Come on, admit it ... you really do
love opera, especially when it's sung by
.the world's most romantic Italian tenor,

Andrea Bocelli. The Observer &
Eccentric Newspapers is offering you n
chance to win two tickets to attend the
Sunday, Dec. 1, concert of Andrea

unprecedented suceess in both the clas- - 36251 Schooleraft, Livonia, MI 48150;

sical and pop venues. Maria Luigia phone: (734) 953-2155; fax: (734) 953-

Borsi will be the special guest soprano 2232; e-mail:

and Lidia Baich is the solo violinist. cyoung@oc.homecomm.net. All

‘The concert begins at 8 pan. entries must be received by 5 pm.
Send your entry to Cathy Young, pro-  Friday, Nov. 15. Include your name,

mation Obscrver & ic, addressand number.

atic scores to write, no recordings of
you singing Italian love songs in the
shower ... just 50 words e-mailed, faxed
or mailed.

The World Festival Symphony, con-
ducted by Steven Mercurio, will accom-
pany Bocelli, who has achieved

And we're not talking just any back
row, balcony seats. We want you to hear
every thrilling note, so you'll sit with
the VIPs,

Just tell us in 50 words or less why
you want to hear Bocelli sing. No oper-
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Accompanied by
World Festival
Symphony
Maestro
teven Mercurio

Soprano

Maria Luigia Borsi

Special Guest Solo Violinist
Lidia Baich
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