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See the Ocean
- Author: Estelle Condra ﬁ
 Linda Crockeit-Blassingame, lllus,

A diamond is multi-faceted and so is
Estelle Condra. She sparkles: she
shunes! The warmth of her perzonality
and the vibrancy of ber voice embrace
her audiences. She is also multi-tal-
ented. Long have Iadmired her skillsas
a storyteller and an aciress, and now she
has given us an extraordinarily sensi-
live and perceptive picture story book,
Seeihe Ocean, written by Estelle Condra
and illustrated by Linda Crockett-
Blassingame, takes thereader on a jour-
ney over the Black Mountains (o the
much loved ocean. Wetravel there with
a family of five: mother, father, two
brothers and Nellie, the youngest child.
Nellie loves the ocean and delights init,

As they travel by car, we leamn that as
Nellie grows older she keeps a mental
score forher brothers asthey play games,
Gerald and Jamin, MNellie's brothers,
would always iry 1o be the first tosecthe
ocean. Nellie never competed. She sat
quielly in spite of her excitement. One
year, a heavy mist prevenied anyone
Irom seeing the water, but when a fresh-
ening bregze brought the salty aroma of
the ocean into the car, Nellie exclaimed,
"l can seeit!" Herbrothers complained,
insisting that she was cheating. They
said it was too misty to see the ocean. Tt
was then that father said, "Let her telt us
what it looks like." The author then
gives us a marvelous metaphorical de-
scription of the ocegn which is, indeed,
poetry in prose. Through the voice of
the small child, Nellie, we see the ocean
as "an old man born at the beginning of
time." We see him in all of his moods,

and, finally, we see him at rest.

"At night he’s more beautiful
than ever. Al night he wears
a dark, silvery gray cloak with
moons and stars sprinkled upon
it. Every night before he goes
to sleep, he pulls a soft, misty
blanket over himself.”

After Nellie has shared how she sees
the ccean, her brother Jamin says, "It's
still not fair," And Gerald adds, "How
could she see through the mist when we
can't? Shecan'tevenses," The children's
mother replies, "Though vouor sister's
eyes are blind, she can see with her
mind." The story ends with a smiling
Nellie thinking how very much she loves
the ocean,

The impressionistic illusirations of
award winning artist Linda Crockett-
Blassingame fully complement Estelle’s
gentle and sensitive narrative. Nellie is
depicted from babyhood to young girl-
hood. Always a large straw hat con-
ceals the eyes. This recurring visnal
motif is a subtle clug to Nellie's blind-
ness which is not revealed until the end
of the story. For reading tcachers and
classroom teachers who are interested
in "visual" literacy as well as "verbal"
literacy, the predictive quality of this
story on both levels is excellent.

To me, this story is intensely inter-
esting. AsIread the story, I was trans-
ported back in time to 1981 when Estelle
Condra was the featured storyteller at
the Children’s Literature and
Storyielling Conference al Trenton Stame
College. I had seen her perform in 1980
at the NAFPS (now NSA) Storytelling
Conference in Jonashorough, TN, dur-

The Story Behind the Story: A Personalized Review of See the Ocean

ing the audience panicipation sessions.
Iknew that she would enchant our New
Jersey andience. During her outstand-
ing performance in Trenton, T recalled
her sharing with us some of her early
experiences in South Africa where she
was bom and where she spent the first
29 years of her life. She spoke of the
family's summer visits 1o the beach
house and how the drive over the Black
Mountains was full of anticipation as
they waited to catch the first glimpse of
the ocean. I also knew that Estelle
carmies the recessive gene of retinitus
pigmentosa, an inherited discase that
leads to eventual blindness. As I re-
called these thoughts over a span of
fourteen vears, I realized that Estelle
was in essence telling her own story. 1
quickly turned to the biographical skeich
on the book jacket. There was no indi-
cation that Estelle is now blind nor was
there any indication that she had been
legally blind for many years, I knew
that I wanted to write this review, and 1
felt swongly that readers of the book
would benefit from meeting Estelle and
knowing that here is a woman whose
spiritremains indomitable. Naturally,
asked her permission o share in this
review that she is, indeed, blind. Per-
mission was givern.

Irecently spoke with Eztelle by wele-
phone. What a joy it was to hear her
vibrant voice, so full of energy and
enthusiasm. She explained, inresponse
tomy query, that she purposely omitied
including her blindness on the book
jacket biographical sketch because she
wished the book to be judged on iz own
merit, Ihave since lzared that it does
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exactly that. 1 also note that it is in-
cluded on the American Bookseller's
"Pick of the Lists." As I had thought,
See the Ccean does, in fact, to a great
degree, reflect Estelle’s own experi-
ences. She chose the name Nellie for
her main story character as her brather
used to call her Nellie as a nickname,
Her brothers, Gerhard and Benjamin,
became Gerald and Jamin in the story.
The only clue that the setting is South
Africaisthe mention of the Black Moun-
[ains: vetacar journey to the shore isin
the experiential realm of many children
and adults. We can identify with this
shared experience.

Estelle told me that she continues to
tell stories and conduct workshops. She
has added a new dimension to her al-
ready extensive performing repertoire,
In the past, she has played leading roles
in many theatre productions, including
Portia in William Shakespeare's The
Merchant of Venice and Hedda in Henrik
Thsen's Hedda Gebler. This will ne
come as a surprise to those who have
seen her dramatic sioryielling in Video
Stories for Christmas Eve in which she
assumes the identities of the characters
in the stories. An already experienced
playwright, Estelle has recently written
and stars in a one-woman play entitled
Caged. This play is an autobiographi.
cal metaphor of "Hight and sight” which
explores the subject of a pradual loss of
vigion. To quote Estelle in our tele-
phone conversation, "This is nota story
of gloom and doom. It is a celebration
of the human spirit.” The play has
received front page reviews in Nash-
ville, Tennessee, where Estelle lives
with her husband David. Ti is interest-
ing to note that Estelle and David are
working on a project using radio fre-
quency to guide the stage movement of
blind performers.

I have written this review on a per-
sonal level because we, as lellers, donot
always know the life story of the eller.
Neither dowe fully know the "life story”
within a written story. In 1980, when |
first heard Estelle tell one of her vivid
Zulu wribal tales, 1 was completely cap-
tivated by her consummate skill as a
dramatic storyteller. The intervening
years have affirmed and reaffirmed my
first impression. Estelle is a woman of
"vigion” who looks o the future and
embraces it with joy. We are the benefi-
ciaries!

Estelle Condra's works include:

* Jee the Ocean by Esielle Condra,
illustrated by Linda Crocker-
Blassingame

Ideals Children's Books, Nashville, TN,
1954

= Video Stories for Christmas Eve by
Estelle Condra 1991
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"The Peace Angel" and "Hey You"

Keep the Art of Storytelling Alive and Well !

» We welcome comments and suggestions from our readers and members.

| « Keep on "telling." Volunteer for all GSSL programs. We need to increase
‘i our cadre of volunteer tellers.




