
A Reflection on 

Time Spent with a Resident Poet
By Alana White

The month of April was National Poetry 
Month. It is a time intended to spread 
awareness and appreciation for poetry 

throughout the United States. To do our part 
in commemorating this unique writing style 
we spoke with Williamsburg Landing’s very 
own resident poet, John Ogden. 
 Prior to meeting John Ogden for the 
first time yesterday, I thought a lot about 
the first impression I would make on him. I 
wanted to be professional but not so much 
that I would be hard to talk openly to. I wanted 
to make him feel important but not so much 
that I overwhelmed him with all my questions. 
But the one thing that never occurred to me 
was the first impression he would make on 
me.
 We met in the conference room at 
Assisted Living. I had my notebook and pen 
on the table and my phone ready to record 
the words that would soon be unfolding. I sat 
up straight and put a smile on my face, hoping 
he would notice it through my homemade 
face mask as he came into the room. He 
was smiling and making conversation with 
the woman pushing his wheelchair. He had 
brushed his hair, put on a nice dress shirt 
and a blue blazer and he was carrying four 
books in his hands, each with an image of a 
handsome quilt on the cover.
 The questions I had about these 
books, the words between their pages and 
the stories that inspired those words began 
racing through my head, but I decided to start 
small. I asked Mr. Ogden to please tell me 
about himself. 
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Mr. Ogden with his book collection. 



 Suddenly an hour and fifteen minutes 
of life stories—some sad, most joyful—had 
whizzed by and I didn’t feel like I was looking 
across the table at a stranger anymore. I 
learned many things about Mr. Ogden in that 
short time, but the one thing that really stood 
out to me was his passion for teaching.  
 Mr. Ogden, who has been a resident 
at Williamsburg Landing since 1996, grew up 
in Columbus, Ohio. He was sent to boarding 
school at Andover in Massachusetts when he 
was fourteen and found that he was suddenly 
surrounded by 800 extremely talented 
young men who challenged each other both 
physically and academically. There was a 
period of adjustment, but he found his way, 
devoted his time to his studies and grew to 
love it. 
 He told me about some of the teachers 
that had a resounding influence on his life 
and career.  One was a housemaster who 
taught 10th grade English History. He had 
been a pilot in the war and was shot down 
and imprisoned with 1000 other airmen. Mr. 
Ogden said that he “was a very modest man” 
and that inspired him. This teacher went on to 
become the headmaster of Governor Dummer 
Academy (now The Governor ’s Academy) and 
would later hire Mr. Ogden to teach English 
there. 
 He finished school and went on to 
graduate from Harvard. Then he went into the 
Navy OCS and was stationed at 90 Church 
Street in New York for two years. During that 
time, he met the woman who would become 
his beloved wife of 58 years, Dorothy. When 
I asked about their children, Mr. Ogden said 
“she gave us four very, very strong, able, 
loving men.” She was tough, as a mother of 
four boys has to be, but she found her own 
way to escape. Dorothy decided to get out 
of the house and away from all the men one 

night and attended a meeting of the local 
quilting association. This is when I learned 
where all those quilts on the covers of his 
books came from. Each one was made by 
Dorothy. 
 In addition to the love and admiration 
that Mr. Ogden has for his late wife, he has 
the same fire when he speaks about teaching 
English. He explained the rigor of coursework 
at the private boarding school level with 
several stories from his own experiences. He 
had a department head who told him “if your 
summer reading test is any good, most will 
flunk it” and one teacher who taught him that 
if he wanted to spread authority, he should 
never sit down in front of a classroom of 
students. Mr. Ogden had seen these tactics 
work and experienced them firsthand, but 
there was something about the thought 
of being feared by his students that made 
him feel unsettled, so he found ways to 
compromise. 
 He vowed to stop grading his student’s 
papers in red ink and returning “butchered” 
work to defeated faces. He decided instead 
that he would write feedback in pencil and 
choose to focus on only a few paragraphs at 
a time. Instead of letting the students who 
skipped all of their summer reading suffer 
on the first day of class, Mr. Ogden spent the 
first two weeks of class going over each book 
so everyone was on the same page. He was 
dedicated to his students so much so that at 
the beginning of one school year after he had 
assigned the first paper, Dorothy told him “I’ll 
see you in June” knowing that she wouldn’t 
get his full attention until he had finished his 
duty. 
 It was while teaching poetry that Mr. 
Ogden decided it was something he could do, 
too. He is inspired by writers like Robert Frost 
and Emily Dickinson and is dedicated to 
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only writing from firsthand knowledge. He 
finds his inspiration in daily life, memories 
and projections into wildlife. You will find 
collections from “Boyhood” to “Uncle Jim” 
(Mr. Ogden’s Godfather and lifelong father 
figure) to “College Days” and “ The Modern 
Age” in his books. And if you think he’s 
stopped at five, think again. He has just 
finished the first draft of his new book titled 
“Nearing Ninety” and with the help of his 
good friend, Bill Bynum, aims to have it 
published by his 90th birthday in about a 
year and a half. He also receives excellent 
critical advice and encouragement from 
Meda Humphreys. 
 I asked Mr. Ogden how his poetry had 
changed over the years and in short, he says 
that it has evolved in synchrony with his own 
life and the changes he has gone through 
over the years. His new book has more 
reflections from his boyhood in Ohio as well 
as a closer look at his life and relationships 
here at Williamsburg Landing.
 Mr. Ogden left his books with me at 
the end of our interview and I took them 
home to explore the pages in more detail. 
Upon reflection I see that I have learned 
several things from this man whom I’ve only 
truly spent just over an hour with in person. 
We should all take time for reflection, soak 

up time with the ones we love and appreciate 
the beauty in each place we go. With the 
spirit of National Poetry Month in mind, I 
hope you are all able to take a moment to 
appreciate the beauty and power of words 
like these: 

Bookcase Quilt (for Dorothy)
By John Ogden

It is true enough to be deceiving,
that fool-the-eye quilt she has pieced
for him, as it hangs upon the wall.

Believing we reach for its fat volumes,
and slim, of poetry, and of fiction.

How marvelous our imaginative powers
to make a story, a quilt out of the mind;
to bring to stage, to page, to hand, to light
to view, to think and talk about, to read;
these truths which are no more than what 
we have conceived and made sensible in 
digits, pulses, fonts, photographs, and cloth. 
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