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If you could write a letter to any author, living or dead, 

whom would you choose? 
 
 
Earlier this year, the California State Library, in partnership with the Bay Area Literacy Network 
(BALit), Northern California Literacy Coalition (NCLC) and the Southern California Library Literacy 
Network (SCLLN) presented a challenge to adult learners in library literacy services across the state.  
The Challenge?  We asked adult learners to select and read a book and then write to the author to tell 
them how that book changed their lives.  
 
Over 140 learners took up that challenge and sent letters that showed depth and perception that 
warmed the hearts of everyone who read them.  The letters opened a window into the lives of our 
learners to show how their reading affects their lives.  Although not all letters appear here, they 
represent the passion and determination to get past barriers and reach their goals that all the letters 
expressed.  From these letters we can all learn how reading a book can dramatically influence and 
change a life. 
 
In this booklet you’ll find letters by the winners and the finalists of the 2007 Writer to Writer 
Challenge.  Rudy Borboa’s letter to Chris Gardner, the author of “The Pursuit of Happyness”, 
identifies his desire to be literate with the author’s pursuit of happiness.  Rudy writes: 
 

“I started my pursuit of happiness at the age of fifty.  When I said, “enough is enough!  I can’t 
pretend anymore.  I need help!”  That’s when my journey to be free from illiteracy started.  I 
met this special person that opened my eyes and mind to a whole world of books and writing.”  

 
You’ll be touched by Alejandrina Roldan’s letter to Ernest Hemingway as she speaks of her strong 
desire to reach her goals and compares her determination to the persistence of the old man in “The Old 
Man and the Sea”.  Lupe Beltran wrote to Adele Faben and Elaine Mazlish to explain how their book, 
“How To Talk So Kids Will Listen and Listen So Kids Will Talk” changed her outlook on parenting.  
These few examples are just a sample of the talent of our learners.  Thank you for participating in this 
challenge.  
 
There were two rounds of judging.  The first round was conducted by Library Literacy Coordinators 
who painstakingly narrowed the field to these 30 included in this booklet.  The second round of 
judging was conducted by learners from across the state.  Thank you all for participating. 
 
I would like to take this opportunity to thank the first ever Writer to Writer Committee, Jacquie 
Brinkley, California State Library, Kelli Sandman-Hurley and Tracy Block, San Diego Public Library, 
Glenda Logie, Marin County Literacy, Shanti Bhaskaran, Santa Clara Public Library, and Donna 
Jones, student extraordinaire!!  Warm thanks to our three Regional Networks that continue to support 
this special event, Bay Area Literacy Network (BALit), Northern California Literacy Coalition 
(NCLC) and Southern California Library Literacy Network (SCLLN).  
 
 
Mary Miller, Chair 
Writer To Writer Committee 
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Rudy Borboa 
Orange County Public Library 
 
 
Dear Mr. Gardner,  
 

My name is Rudy Borboa.  I have read your book the 

“Pursuit of Happyness”.  You went through a lot in your 

life as a child and a young man.  You must have had the 

strength of a thousand men, or maybe it was strength and 

Faith your momma bestowed in you to believe in your self 

and never give up no matter what. 

 

Everyone is in pursuit of his and her own happiness, mine happens to be literacy.  We share some of 

the same struggles in a way.  You lived in a home where you were verbally abused by your stepfather 

and had a mom that was in and out of your life.  As well as being a single parent. 

 

I lived in a home where both my parents worked very hard six days out of the week and never had the 

time to tell me they loved me.  I’m living in a society where doors are slammed and the feeling of 

being tossed aside shames me. 

 

I started my pursuit of happiness at the age of fifty.  When I said, “Enough is enough!  I can’t pretend 

any more.  I need help”!  That’s when my journey to be free from illiteracy started.  I met this special 

person that opened my eyes and mind to a whole world of books and writing. 

 

You had to overcome many obstacles, for me writing and reading were my obstacles.  You never gave 

up, even when you were faced with a new challenge.  When I want to give up I think of my goals and 

push forward.  You saw an opportunity to better your life through business.  My opportunity comes 

when words flow on a piece of paper.  My pursuit of happiness will happen when I’m no longer a 

slave to illiteracy.  My millions will come at the end of a pencil when I no longer wear down the eraser 

before the pencil.  Your book inspired me to write a little about myself.  By doing so I am healing 

from very deep, old wounds.  By writing this book you have encouraged a lot of others, like me to 

believe in ourselves. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 

Rudy Borboa 
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Susana Barba 
Oceanside Public Library 

 

 

Dear Paulo Coelho, 

 

My name is Susana and I am so happy to be writing this letter, 

to explain my impression of The Alchemist. 

I want to explain my own idea about life.  For me life is 

like a ferris wheel.  When the ride begins, it is down; the 

next stop is the middle; at other times it is at the top.  It 

goes around again and again the same way. 

My own idea is life at the bottom is with no experiences.  

Everybody is looking for a goal to the finish.  To get to a 

goal there are many stops like on the ferris wheel.  In my 

opinion, that is what you, Paulo Coelho, tried to show in 

The Alchemist. 

When I read this book it made me think about my own 

experiences, and every time I get to the same conclusion, 

life runs like the ferris wheel.  There are different positions, 

and every time it begins over again, like in the book. 

The ferris wheel and The Alchemist only made me come to 

a conclusion.  In each stop what I have won no one can take 

away.  It is what I have learned through each experience.  

For that reason, this book made me reflect. I learned a lot, 

and I am ready to continue to learn. 

 

Sincerely,  

Susana Barba 
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Lenka Priscakova  
Newport Beach Public Library 
 
Dear Mrs. Harris, 
 

I would love to bring the past back to life especially after my Daddy passed away couple of 

months ago.  Your book, From the Soul, reminded me how grateful I am for everything I have 

got from my parents and time is not important at this point because even my father is not here 

anymore I still gain a lot from him. You awakened memories of my childhood. 

 

As the youngest child sometimes being spoiled and oblivious to reach my own petty needs I saw 

struggling with money, the lack of necessities, hopelessness and desire to live better.  I witnessed 

the misery when I was sick, the hope for my recovery, the endeavor to end a discomfort times.  

However at that age the life was too complex not accepting my spontaneous solutions.  I felt so 

guilty whenever I forced my parents to go behind their abilities.  And I am endlessly proud they 

could face any challenge I prepared for them.  With my Mommy and Daddy the imaginary things 

became real. 

 

I wish to be one of the interviewed people to talk about my exceptional springtime of life.  I could 

never stop writing about every feeling evoked by particular stories.  It makes me cry every time I 

open the book.  Thanks to you my strong empathy enables me to go back in time.  Where I smell 

the scent of my mom she used to have when she came home from work, where I can hear my 

Dad's voice again telling me the things I have never enjoyed before, where I can see my 

grandparents sacrificing their lives for our future.  All of these stories make me sad but on the 

other hand I am extremely happy you showed me the way to travel in time.  I love this book. 

 

I look at the great black families and I am one of your readers that 

say: "The book is incomplete.  The author failed to include my 

family." 
 

Best regards, 
 

Lenka Priscakova 
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Jacqueline Redmond 
Contra Costa County Library 
 
Dear Mr. Steinbeck, 
 
Where would I be without a dream? 

Your book, Of Mice And Men reminds me of the power that dreaming has 

to someone like me who struggled to raise two children on a small salary, 

but I always took time to write in my journal hope for a better life. 
 

The only difference is I lacked a person like Lennie who would allow me to 

share my dream without criticism.  So I used my journal to express the 

dreams I wanted for me and my family.  
 

I dreamed of Christmas when I could actually purchase Christmas gifts for 

my children, but in reality I often had to give them a handmade coupon 

with a note that read "This coupon entitles you to a $100.00 shopping 

spree when I receive my income tax refund which was normally two or 

three months later.  Another time is when the children wanted to have 

Taco Bells for dinner, however because I financially could not afford it we 

had to improvise and redeem aluminum cans at the local grocery store 

which provided us with a store credit that I used to purchase the 

ingredients to make homemade tacos. 
 

Like George, dreaming allows me to go to a place or time of my choice 

where I could escape from reality even if only temporarily. 
 

Currently my dream is to own my own home.  I will continue to express 

these thought on the pages of my journal.  Special thank to you for writing 

this wonderful book, which has encouraged me to dream on. 
 

Sincerely, 
 

 

 

Jacqueline Redmond 
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Lanette Scott 
San Francisco Public Library 
 
Dear Antwone Fisher, 
 
I write to commend you for having the courage to disclose your personal story. 
Writing about your experience as a foster child has motivated me to not be 
shameful of my past, as I too grew up in foster care.  Your autobiography 
Finding Fish has inspired me to help raise awareness of the challenges foster 
youth face when exiting the foster care system.  Hence, I have become a vocal 
advocate representing the often-unheard voices in the foster care community. 
 
What the public policy world needs to improve services for youth in the social 
service system is my talent, vision, and passion.  In 2006 and 2007 I received a 
Youth Leadership awards in recognition of my contributions.  Additionally, I 
have been the keynote speaker at several public awareness events for foster 
youth, and have coordinated awareness events.  I most recent was interviewed on 
live radio, a program called Childhood Matters, discussing the need for more 
foster parents, and disclosing my personal story. 
 
Indeed, the lack of support for foster youth transitioning into adulthood is a major problem in San Francisco. Sadly, I 
come from a system where disadvantaged students are placed in the shadows and left to fend for themselves and are 
socially promoted, as they are illiterate and underachieving in all subjects.  This was the reality for me growing up in the 
foster care system.  I came from a system where hope for an adequate education was seen as an elusive dream.  Therefore, 
attending college definitely seemed to be an unrealistic goal as my past could have designated me a high school dropout.  
However, I applied to and was accepted to the University of San Francisco. 
 
In retrospect, I was a child whose dreams were clouded by self-doubt and self-esteem issues.  I was abandoned at a very 
young age; therefore, neglect and isolation alone should have brought me to daunting consequences. However, just as you 
chose not to let your past predict your future outcomes, I too chose not to let my adversities distract me.  I chose to prevail 
by choosing hard work and dedication. 
 
Sadly, there are thousands of foster youth who fall through the cracks and become negative statistics.  Reading your 
autobiography has shown me that, I too can share my story.  I want to empower the foster care community by showing 
them that they too can prevail form their misfortunes. 
 
It is unfortunate that the city of San Francisco has failed young people aging out of foster care.  Their safety and 
emotional well-being were of paramount concern when they were removed from their parents as younger children.  Yet 
despite conclusive research showing how vulnerable foster youth are upon discharge from the child welfare system, these 
young people often follow a path of uncertainty.  This is why; I am a tenacious advocate for this forgotten community 
because foster youth continue to exit the child welfare system to lives of pain, destitution and marginalization.  Reading 
your story has fired my passion to raise awareness of the desperate need to support emancipated foster youth.  If we don't 
focus attention on this community we will continue to incur exponentially greater costs in the form of wasted potential, 
welfare dependency, homelessness, child abuse, delinquency, crime, victimization, illness and untold sorrow beyond 
measure. 
 
In short, I would like to thank you for sharing your story and shedding light on this important issue.  You are truly an 
inspiration and I hope that one day more people from this community will share their stories to help empower others, as 
yours as inspired me. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Lanette Scott 
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David Springer 
Tulare County Public Library 
 
 
 
Dear Mr. Woods, 
 
I have been a reader of your excellent work for a couple of years now.  The last couple of books I read were 
good.  The Short Forever and Worst Fears Realized kept me very interested.  Wow!  The one I just finished, 
Capital Crimes, was so great! 
 
You made me feel as if I were Deputy Director Bob Kinney.  He was chasing after something he just could not 
get his hands on.  I've often felt that way in my life.  It is unbelievable how somebody such as Mr. Fay could be 
so mad at people over their views that he was willing to kill them.  Personally, I believe that everyone is entitled 
his or her own views. 
 
I thought it was so amazing how somebody with the sources that Mr. Fay had could just eliminate himself from 
the face of the earth on paper.  There have been times in my life that I wished I had the ability to do so.  It was 
really cool that Katherine Rule Lee, the director of Central Intelligence, believed the ex-FBI agent who was in 
prison, Mr. Rawls.  He gave her information that helped the FBI identify the killer Mr. Fay.  The first thing I 
thought about her was support, and people you can count on.  I have recently found the Literacy Center.  This is 
where I go for tutoring for my GED.  The staff and my tutor support me unconditionally.  I have already passed 
the Writing test, and I have signed up to take the Social Studies test on April 11, 2007. 
 
Mr. Fay was an ex-CIA.  He knew how to fire guns, make bombs, disguise himself; all the things one is trained 
for while in the CIA.  He was a very angry man. I do not understand how people can be so angry all of the time. 
I am always a real happy guy!  I hope there is a continuation of this book.  They never found his body, and he 
faked his own death once.  I really need to know what happens next!  The book is very good.  Please keep up 
the excellent writing. I cannot wait for the next one! 
 
From, 
 
 
David Springer 
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Francisco Zelaya 
Downey City Library 
 
 
 
 
Dear Mr. Niemand, 
 
Compassion and generosity were the emotions that drove me to 

immerse my eyes in the pages of your book, "Butterfly 

Emerging", effortlessly.  These emotions provoked a wake up 

call in my mind and made me look around to find them alive 

and well in our community. 

 

I am sure I could find people that have received those gifts 

somewhere, but I don't need to look anywhere else but my own 

to bear witness of the blessing these qualities bring among us. I 

am a grateful recipient of that generosity through the gift of 

tutoring and I know my time will come to help someone else to 

link the chain of gratitude.  It is not because I feel obligated but 

because gratitude grows inward in one's soul. 

 

What a great significance compassion and generosity have, 

when unrelated people are part of the mix of this marvelous 

interchange of divine touch.  I have to thank you for this 

beautiful display of human evolution melted in your book's 

pages. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Francisco N Zelaya 
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