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Part One 

 

The Beginnings 
 

Alcoholics Anonymous, the basic text of A.A., which many have called the “Big Book,” went 

through several stages before its First Edition was finally published in April of 1939.
1
  

 

How the Process Started 

 

The First Forty: Prior to the Big Book’s publication, and in the fall of 1937, Bill Wilson and 

Bob had counted noses among some forty A.A. pioneers; and they found that half had recovered 

and that another quarter had recovered after relapse.
2
 They were surprised, pleased, and 

thankful.
3
 And A.A.’s own literature records that outreach thinking (in the form of publishing a 

book) began when Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith concluded that their 40 cases of recovered 

alcoholics in Ohio and New York had proved the effectiveness of the simple Akron program.
4
 

And fairly soon, John D. Rockefeller, Jr., dispatched A.A. trustee-to-be Frank Amos to 

investigate the “self-styled Alcoholic Group of Akron, Ohio” and report what had been going 

on.
5
  

 

The Miraculous Results Frank Amos Saw: Amos reported to Rockefeller that the alcoholic 

group consisted of people—“all considered practically incurable by physicians—who have been 

reformed and so far have remained teetotalers.” Their stories, he said, “many of them almost 

miraculous, . . .were all remarkably alike in the technique used and the system followed.” Amos 

declared that those investigated “had been cured by Smith and his friends’ activities and the 

Christian technique prescribed.” His report specifically stated the five required, and two 

recommended, elements of the “Program.”
6
  And I have listed the seven items in many of my 

titles and also accompanied them with detailed descriptions of how the Akron program actually 
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worked and implemented the items specified by Amos.
7
 Dr. Bob called the group a “Christian 

Fellowship.”
8
 

 

And Then the Book Idea: Bill Wilson presented the idea of writing the book to Dr. Bob and then 

to 18 Akron alcoholics who gathered at T. Henry Williams’ home.
9
 Bill’s earliest biographer 

wrote a lengthy report of the meeting, the arguments, and the vote.
10
 In the end, with Dr. Bob’s 

support, and after quite a dispute, Bill answered objections and achieved a pass vote by a slim 

two-vote majority which Bill described as “a mighty close shave.”
11
 

 

Framing a Text 

 

The Personal Stories: In March or April of 1938, Bill Wilson began penning his manuscript 

ideas on yellow scratch sheets of notes outlining each chapter.
12
 He dictated sections to Ruth 

Hock, who typed the manuscript.
13
 An outline of the book had been prepared by Bill’s partner 

Henry Parkhurst, and it proposed that the book consist almost exclusively of “stories.”
14
 A draft 

cover for the proposed book featured the name Alcoholics Anonymous and specifically declared 

that the book contained the “pathway to a cure.”
15
 The plan and purpose of this pathway to a 

cure—as related by the story-tellers—was summarized by Bill Wilson on page 13 of his draft 

mimeographed manuscript. There Bill said, as to the personal stories: 

 

“Each individual, in the personal stories, describes in his own language and from his own 

point of view the way he found or rediscovered God. These give a fair cross section of 

our membership and a clear-cut idea of what has actually happened in their lives.”
16
 Bill 

later modified part of this language, stating: “Each individual, in the personal stories, 

describes in his own language and from his own point of view the way he established his 

relationship with God.”
17
  

 

The Chapter Beginnings: At first, only two chapters of the basic text were written out.
18
 Bill 

sent them to Dr. Bob with the following remarks: 

 

As a starting point I have, with the help of the folks here, dictated and mimeographed two 

chapters of the proposed book, one in the nature of an introduction, and the second my 
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own story. These I inclose [sic] to you together with a rough outline of the other 

chapters.
19
 

 

They were placed in reverse order from that used when the Big book was finally published.
20
 

“There is a Solution” was the first chapter, and “Bill’s Story” was the second chapter. The 

language was different from that found in the actual First Edition.
21
 

 

The Process of Assembling the Contents into Manuscript Form 

 

The Akron Submissions: Proposed chapters were sent to Dr. Bob as Bill wrote them.
22
  They 

were reviewed by a limited number of Akron AAs.
23
 Generally they were returned to Bill 

without significant change.
24
 And Bill continued writing succeeding chapters and sending them 

to Bob one by one. These too were returned from Akron without significant change; in fact with 

“warmest support.”
25
 There were those in Akron who were opposed to the book and to how Bob 

and Bill were handling it.
26
 For one thing, they had expected to have their Society called “The 

James Club.”
27
 This because the Book of James was their favorite from the Bible.

28
 Moreover, 

Dr. Bob said the basic recovery ideas were taken from the Bible, and particularly from James—

along with the Sermon on the Mount and 1 Corinthians 13 in the Bible (which Bob and others 

usually called the “Good Book”).
29
 The Bible and these segments were mentioned over and over 

in connection with the pioneer days.
30
 However, the Bible emphasis in Akron seemed to yield to 

the Akronite focus and efforts in assembling the majority of the personal stories for the book.
31
 

 

The Mimeograph Stage: Finally, the proposed book was put in mimeographed form, and a 

number of copies were circulated for review, suggestions, and approval.
32
 Bill submitted the first 

copy to his friend Rev. Samuel M. Shoemaker, who commented to Bill that he had been in touch 

with him from the very start and had received and read the first mimeographed copy of the first 

book.
33
 A good many changes in that mimeograph piece were made and now can be found in 
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large measure by examining what came to be called the Printer’s Manuscript – which has just 

been purchased for a large price and will soon be published by its owners Ken and Krista 

Roberts.
34
 That Printer’s Manuscript shows on its face the many alterations made in the multilith 

copy on the basis of criticisms from people in the East Coast area.
35
 And we invite students to 

visit the Printer’s Manuscript—whose owners call it the “Holy Grail”—when it is actually 

published and available. 

 

In any event, the First Edition was finally completed, and was published in April of 1939.
36
  

 

Gloria Deo 

 

[Part Two follows, and it will cover the “Contending Ideas and Approaches” as the proposed Big 

Book content was debated, altered, and finalized for publication as the First Edition] 

 

Dick B., PO Box 837, Kihei, HI 96753-0837; dickb@dickb.com; 808 874 4876 

http://www.dick.com/index.shtml 
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