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The American Writers Museum: An Idea Whose Time has Come
by Janet Hulstrand

There are approximately 17,500 muse-
ums in the United States — including 

museums for baseball, rock and roll, even 
Jello. But — almost unbelievably—there 
is not a single national museum devoted 
to celebrating and exploring this country’s 
rich literary heritage andits contributions 
to and influence upon American history, 
culture, and daily life.

Malcolm O’Hagan, a retired local 
businessman with a passion for litera-
ture, wants to change that. In less than 
two years he has put together an impres-
sive array of supporters, and a national 
movement to build The American Writers 
Museum — a movement that is rapidly 
growing. (While the site of the museum 
has not yet been selected, Chicago is the 
current front-runner.) 

Janet Hulstrand recently asked Dr. 
O’Hagan to share his story with WNBA 
readers.

JH: There’s something wonderful about 
the fact that the idea to found our first 
national museum of American literature 
is the brainchild of an Irish immigrant. 
Where were you born, and where did 
you grow up?

MO: I was born in Limerick and I grew 
up in County Sligo, which is known 
as Yeats country. The local scenery 
there inspired many of his best-known 
poems. You could say that I grew up 
“beneath Fair Ben Bulben’s Head.”

JH: When did you move to the United 
States, and why?

MO: I first came to the U.S. in 1962 
as a graduate student, on a one-
year scholarship. I ended up stay-
ing four years and getting a D.Sc. in 
Engineering from George Washington 
University—and a wife. 

JH: What first drew you to American 
literature, and who are some of your 
favorite American writers?

MO: As a student I read Steinbeck and 
I loved his work. The Grapes of Wrath 
left an indelible impression. I was out-
raged at the treatment of the Okies and 
the migrant workers. I loved Cannery 
Row and the related novels about the 
Doc and Whitey and the boys. They 
were such lovable characters; I wanted 
to be one of them. Of Mice and Men 
was another heart-wrencher. I also 
love For Whom the Bell Tolls and other 
Hemingway works, and of course The 
Great Gatsby — a truly shimmering 
novel. 

JH: Who are your favorite Irish writers?

MO: Joyce, Joyce, Joyce! For anyone 
who loves word play and imaginative 
writing, Joyce is in a league of his own. 
I love to listen to the audio version 
of Finnegan’s Wake. It illuminates the 

music and poetry of Joyce’s language. 
Oscar Wilde is my second favorite, 
for his extraordinary use of language 
and his amazing wit and biting social 
commentary. Brendan Behan, Yeats, 
Synge, Beckett, are all wonderful. Of 
contemporary writers, William Trevor 
and John Banville are my favorites.

JH: When did you first discover 
that there was no American Writers 
Museum? And how did that discovery 
lead to the work you are now doing to 
build such a museum?

MO: After a visit to the Dublin Writers 
Museum in late 2009 I tried to find a 
similar museum in the U.S. and was 
amazed and shocked to find that one 
does not exist. I woke up one morning 
and determined to create one. Within 
a month, and after speaking to a few 
people, I immediately knew that such a 
museum would be welcomed.

JH: How can American writers — and 
readers — help you with this movement? 
What kind of involvement do you need 
from the public at this stage?

MO: I would like to see the people 
who would visit The American Writers 
Museum have a major say in how the 
writers and their work are presented. 
One way for people to do this is to 
complete the questionnaire at our 



website. I would like people to join the 
movement by spreading the word and 
by making donations, no matter how 
modest. This is the most valid form of 
support. Nice words are wonderful, 
but as I keep reminding myself, “talk 
is cheap.”

JH: Why is it important for an 
American Writers Museum to exist?

MO: President Kennedy said that “A 
nation reveals itself not only by the 
men it produces, but also by the men it 
honors, the men it remembers.” Surely 
it is fitting to honor our great writers--
both men and women, of course!--and 
to celebrate the contributions they have 
made in shaping the history, culture, 
and identity of the nation.

Janet Hulstrand is a freelance writer, editor 
and teacher of writing and of literature. She 
has been a member of WNBA since 2007. 

You can learn much more about the future 
American Writers Museum, and how you 
can become involved, at  
www.americanwritersmuseum.org
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