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Praise for Sharon Cumberland

  Found in a Letter 1959

“Brava, Sharon Cumberland, for Found in a Letter 1959, an original and inventive 
collection based on a trove of her father’s actual letters that chronicle the family’s life 
stories from her Dad’s military service and beyond. With wit and resourcefulness, 
Cumberland has found a worthy voice to inhabit in her father’s o�en eloquent letters 
to his dying father, revealing a plethora of evocative, midcentury markers: slide rules, 
Martini parties with pigs in a blanket, measles, lipstick, Shalimar! �ese poems are a 
witness to history — her own as well as midcentury America’s. �is book is nothing 
short of marvelous.”

– Nancy Schoenberger,
�e Fabulous Bouvier Sisters 

“I’ve never read anything like this: the way Cumberland blends past, present, and 
future so we feel the distinct temperatures as well as one cohesive environment — an 
impressive feat. I read this collection in awe of how such emotional knowledge is 
developed, and I also le� the poems wounded by and reminded of the sexism that still 
seeks to limit a woman’s power and independence in daily life — especially in military 
culture. �ese letters and poems, carefully planted within the landscape of 1959, create 
a portrait of courage, vulnerability, wartime recovery, and above all, the complicated 
beauty of family.”

– Abby E. Murray,
Hail and Farewell

“Sharon Cumberland may have invented a new lyric form, composed of monologues 
in her father’s voice interwoven with passages from his letters written as a naval 
serviceman in World War II and as a Sloane Fellow at M.I.T. in 1959. What emerges 
is the portrait of an ordinary man of his times, imbued with a quiet, steady, o�en 
poignant heroism.”  

– Gardner McFall, 
�e Pilot’s Daughter



  Strange with Age

“Cumberland’s poems are clear as a river and cold to the teeth — the poems are so 
personal it almost seems indecent to show them. How truer a picture they are than 
X-ray or photo.”

– Sandra Cisneros

Strange with Age, for all its formal and lyrical feats — and there are many, including a 
de� and moving crown of sonnets for an aging father — is more than the sum of its 
ne parts. It is proof that wisdom — the real, hard-earned kind, built of experience, 
intelligence, faith, and yes, age — does not take the place of desire, but stands arm-in-
arm with it, o�ering truth, consolation, and a lovely sense of humor.”

– Kathleen Flennikin

“In these poems, Sharon Cumberland explores grief, the di�culties of faith and 
doubt, the inescapable movement of time and many aspects of the everyday and 
the extraordinary. A reader leaves this book feeling a little more familiar with the 
strangeness of age, as well as reinvigorated about what narrative poetry can do in the 
hands of a talented artist.”

 – Tod Marshall

“Sharon Cumberland gives us visionary poems in the broadest and deepest sense of 
the word. �eir sensory impact is immediate and unforgettable: a�er traveling with 
her poems for a while, we smell ‘apple tobacco 
avoring the air,’ we see the trees from a 
fresh perspective: ‘�ey grow every day at a pace we can’t notice. Trees do not act: they 
are acted upon.’ Famous people are made accessible: the poet’s parents knew Picasso, 
her brother met Eisenhower, and Jesus himself instructs us like a mysterious rabbi. By 
the time I nished reading Strange with Age, I, too, was ready to ‘drop my jug, snatch 
up / my life, run to town / lled with good news.’”

– Lyn Co�n



  Peculiar Honors

“Sharon Cumberland knows the forceful pronouncement, but also possesses the rarer 
gi� for quietness and gentle naming — a contemporary Adam christening the hard-to-
name emotions and perceptions of grief, happiness, faith.”

– Andrew Hudgins

“Sharon Cumberland’s exquisitely cra�ed poems explore passion and love, death an 
grief. �e death of a child — her nephew — and her path toward the sacred form the 
leitmotifs in the collection, punctuated by 
ashes of genuine humor. She can be very 
funny as well as deadly serious – and sometimes, brilliantly, both at the same time.”

– Judith Roche

“In these poems we meet Madonnas in jeans; Athenas in Greek widow’s weeds; nosey 
aunts with faces displayed on Mylar birthday balloons; and medieval schoolmasters 
enjoining their pupils to write themes on those who have died by drowning, 
crucixion, or pure joy.”

– Carolyne Wright

“Cumberland’s eyes and heart miss nothing, whether considering the worried magi in 
the nativity story, two mortal raccoons ‘big as small gondolas,’ or ‘that thief, who let my 
hair grow / gray without him.’”

– Gardner McFall
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Names in the Poems

Jack — John Iseman Cumberland, Jr. (letter writer, 38 years old)
Dad/Cumbie — John Iseman Cumberland Sr. (Jack’s father, 59 years old)
Mom/Mother — Opal Hotson Cumberland (Jack’s mother, 59 years old)
Grandad/Grandaddy — Henry Cumberland Sr. (Cumbie’s father, Jack’s grandfather, 
        83 years old)
Ree — Marie Cumberland (Jack’s wife, 37 years old)
John — John Iseman Cumberland III (Jack and Ree’s son, 14-15 years old)
Linda — Linda Ann Cumberland (Jack and Ree’s daughter, 12-13 years old)
Sharon — Sharon Lee Cumberland (Jack and Ree’s daughter, 10-11 years old)
Henry/Uncle Henry — Henry Cumberland Jr. (Jack’s uncle, Cumbie’s brother, 
      Henry Cumberland Sr.’s son)
Aunt Catherine/Kitty — Catherine Govereau (Henry Jr.’s wife)
Frank — Frank Padulla (Cumbie’s hospital roommate)
Richard — Richard Goldupp (Ree’s father)
Ruth Anne — Ruth Anne Perry Cumberland (Jack’s third wife)
Bob and Jane Divol — a colleague of Jack’s in the Sloan program and wife.
Mullaney — USS Mullaney (DD 528, Jack’s second destroyer class ship assignment as 

         a Lieutenant in World War II)
Bristol — USS Bristol (DD 857, Jack’s rst destroyer assignment)
Hyman — USS Hyman (DD 732, Jack’s third and nal destroyer assignment)
Elmer — the family cat.
Piney Point — �e Goldupps’ summer home on the eastern slope of the 
  Chesapeake Bay. 
Additional proper names are historic gures or public gures from the era 
of the poems.



About the Form

          �e italicized portions of these poems are the words of my father taken unedited 
and uncorrected from letters he wrote at two stages of his life:
  � �e “nal letter” he wrote to his wife in 1944 as a twenty-four-year-old naval 
o�cer facing death at sea. �at letter is reproduced in full in the second section of this 
book.
  � �e letters he wrote as a thirty-eight-year-old Sloan Fellow at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology in 1959, when his father was su�ering from prostate cancer. 
Selections from those letters make up the bulk of the second section of this book.

   
About the Letters

In 1959 Jack’s father was in Sibley Hospital in Washington, D.C. with prostate 
cancer. Jack wrote to his father every day for six months. All the letters are written on 
his Naval Academy stationary — heavy cream-colored paper with a gold ’44 insignia 
letterhead. �e letters reproduced here represent only a small portion of the collection, 
which can be found in the Sharon L. Cumberland Archive, Special Collections, Morris 
Library, �e University of Delaware. 

Although Jack graduated from the Naval Academy in the class of 1944, he and his 
classmates were hurried through their program and into WWII a year early, in 1943. 
A�er the war Jack continued to work for the Navy as a civilian engineer. 

In 1959 he was chosen to represent the Navy as a Sloan Fellow at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (M.I.T.) in Boston for an intensive one-year 
MA program at the Sloan Business School. �at year, Jack, Ree, and their three 
children, John, Linda, and Sharon, moved from Key West, Florida to Newton Centre, 
Massachusetts. 



Contents

The Poems

    3  In Case of Jack Cumberland Being Reported Missing or Dead
    8  OCD 
    9  On Patrol
  10  A Job of Work
  11  Jackpot
  12  Sympathy
  13  Pipe
  14  Hookey
  15  Blood
  16  Measles
  17  Toungh Dinners
  18  Report Cards
  20  Wrastling 
  21  Literature
  22  Unsteady
  23  Grandaddy
  24  Small City
  25  Girls
  26  Stay Awake
  27  A Point of View
  28  �e Kids
  29  Beer and Basketball
  30  Cheer Up
  31  Plumber
  32  Skid Row
  33  Babies
  35  Ree
  36  Disciplines
  38  Smoking
  39  Cape Cod
  40  Sloan Reunion
  41  Tickled to Death
  42  Temporary Redemption
  43  Party of the Year
  44  Mock Businesses
  45  Near End



The Letters

48  July 6, 1945 
  From Lt. John I. Cumberland Jr. (Jack) 
  aboard the U.S.S. Bristol (DD 857) 
  to Helen Marie Cumberland (Ree) 
  living at her parents’ home in Washington D.C.

57  Undated, 1958
  From Sharon Cumberland
  Visiting her maternal grandparents in Piney Point Maryland 
  to Helen Marie Cumberland (Mom)
  and John I. Cumberland Jr. (Dad)
  moving the family to Newton Center, Massachusetts

58  June 20, 1958
  From John I. Cumberland Jr. (Jack)
  in rented home in Newton Center, Massachusetts 
  to Sharon Cumberland
  at Piney Point, Maryland

60   December 6, 1958 
  �e Cumberland Family Christmas Letter, 
  Newton Center, Massachusetts

62  January 5, 1959 to June 7, 1959
  From John I. Cumberland Jr. (Jack) 
  living in Newton Center, Massachusetts 
  to John I. Cumberland Sr. (Dad/Cumbie) 
  living in Washington, D.C. rst at Sibley Hospital, then at the family 
  home on Newton Street in the Brookland neighborhood.

102   December 1, 1959
  �e Cumberland Family Christmas Letter, Annandale, Virginia

Ave atque Vale

106  Sunday Morning before Church 
107  My Washington Monument





The Poems



  



3

In Case of Jack Cumberland Being Reported
Missing or Dead
July 6, 1945

  I.

My Own Dear Ree:
Although I’ll write you more, this is really my last letter to you. 
We’ve spent so much of our time in the mail 
that it seems right that I should tell you good bye this way.
I can’t say that I don’t like writing this 
because I’ve enjoyed every word I have ever written to you.  
I am 24 years, 11 months, and 9 days old.
We’ve been married for 2 years and a month.
Johnny is 1 year and a smidgen. 
We le� the baby with the folks 
and drove across country to Seattle
— a desperate second honeymoon
at �e Rhododendron
before I followed my orders, 
took Military Air Transport
to the Navy Yard in San Diego.
I didn’t feel the need for this the last time out, 
but somehow I just feel that this time is it. 
I think my luck has run out. 
My faith hasn’t, though — not by a long shot. 
I’m the Gunnery O�cer on the USS Bristol (DD 857), 
newly commissioned to ght 
in the South Pacic. We just stopped over
in Pearl Harbor — My God, what a tragedy — 
but back up and ghting, sending us out
headed for Guam, full speed ahead.
It’s just that you’ll have a long wait here on earth 
before we’re together again. I ask only one thing of you — 
make it a happy wait. I won’t tell you how I think you can make it 
a happy wait. You’re the only one who can know that. 
I can tell you what I think is the best way — 
marry again. I mean that sincerely.
A�er all, my darling, are there any limits 
to happiness? For all the bravado in the O�cer’s Mess,
the scat talk in the locker rooms, the bragging 
below decks — love is something else, 
an ocean of discovery,
safe harbor and high seas all at once.
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       II.

If you think you’ve found someone you can be sure of, 
then go ahead
since trust is the core of love. 
We’ve trusted each other, 
young as we are, 
and at war. 
Don’t do it for Johnny or because I suggest it though. 
You’ve never let a man tell you what to do
once you were old enough 
to defy your father — 
Do it because of the same full, rich feelings 
of body and soul 
that �rst brought us together 
once we were older. 
When our mothers were buddies
during the Depression — you were just twelve, 
me, thirteen — I annoyed the heck out of you 
when Aunt Helen brought you to stay 
in our little row house in Brookland. Your Dad
was still in Missouri sending money back, your mom 
searching for steno work. I read her the Washington Star 
aloud at night so she could practice her shorthand, 
get a job with my mom at the Department of Justice.
We liked each other better once she got work, 
and even better, as we grew — you were always just so — 
— your hair like caramel — and you so bright — 
And don’t believe that those feelings in you 
must die with me. Love never dies. We learned that
in Sunday School at Grace Episcopal, where
we were married on graduation day.
I have known your love 
and I know how great and capable it is
so tough in love, brave in anger,
tormented — too much drink and history. 
Yet I have your love — all in all — 
and I’ll never have to share it.
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      III.

�rough God we are always together.
If ever you can love again, you’ll �nd me there.
I know about love — the only child
of a Catholic and an Anglican — Grandma Mary 
praying me back to Mother Church
while my mother marched me o� 
to Grace Episcopal. It all sunk in.
Anyone that you could love would have me in him.
I’ll always love you, and in God’s time we’ll be together.
Maybe true love dissolves 
into some spirit-cloud when you die
because love stays in the world.
I’ve o�en wondered how it would work out in heaven if you
married again. I know now.
�e Bristol is pitching as I write this, but I’m calm.
�ere would be three of us 
and I would have the one fast and true friend 
I’ve always lacked here on earth.
You’ll marry for both of us. I trust you.
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           IV.

As much as I long to live
and as much as I long for you,
I don’t feel at all bad about leaving.
We’ve been together since we were kids,
and though it took some time for us to see 
each other clearly, love was always 
the vapor we moved in.
I pray every night and many times a day
that we may be together safely a�er the war.
But I feel that I am leaving
and I look forward to it with all the eagerness 
and excitement I felt
before I le� for the Academy.
I believe in Heaven. I know Jesus is there 
with all the Saints. I’ll join a di�erent kind 
of service and work as hard there 
as I did here.
I’ll just go ahead and wait for you.
Maybe you’ll visit me in a dream sometime
before you come for good
or maybe I’ll visit you. And if I look di�erent
just remember — the apostles 
didn’t recognize Jesus 
when he came back. 
Look at me with your heart.
Dearest Ree, yours is the hard part. 
But I don’t feel sorry for you,
anymore than I feel sorry for myself.
�is love we have is the preview of Heaven.
A�er the crushing hurt and hopeless loneliness
has been mellowed out by time
when Johnny gets to be three or four,
there’ll be many, many things to bring you joy. 
Ah, the Bristol is pitching as I write this, 
but the clouds are parting.


