A.A’S LEGACY

OF
SERVICE

BY BILL W.

What is the basic A.A. service?
The Fellowship’s responsibility
The pioneers’ battle for the Big Book
News stories and sudden A.A. growth

Beginnings of group and world services
Origin of the Twelve Traditions
G.S.0. today

Birth of the General Service Conference

THIS IS A REPRINT FROM
“THE A.A. SERVICE MANUAL”

The complete manual, an invaluable guide in Fellowship activity, is
available from the General Service Office at $1.50 per copy.




Recovery, Unity, Service—these are the Three Legacies given to the whole
membership of A.A. by its founders and their fellow oldtimers. When this
heritage was announced, at the St. Louis Convention in 1955, celebrating
A.A’s 20th birthday, Doctor Bob was already gone. But Bill W. spoke for
him and the other pioneers, as well as for himself, in turning over o all of
us the responsibility for A.A.s continuation and growth.

“The A.A. Service Manual,” current version of the handbook first known
as “The Third Legacy Manual,” may seem to be simply a guide to organization
and procedure, and its approach is indeed practical. At the same time, it is
based firmly upon spiritual principles, as Bill explains in his introduction to
the manual, reprinted here to recall the development of our Third Legacy.
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A.A’s Legacy of Service

by BILL W.

Our Twelfth Step—carrying the message—is the basic service that the A.A.
Fellowship gives; this is our principal aim and the main reason for our
existence. Therefore, A.A. is more than a set of principles; it is a society
of alcoholics in action. We must carry the message, else we ourselves can
wither and those who haven’t been given the truth may die.

Hence, an A.A. service is anything whatever that helps us to reach a fellow
sufferer—ranging all the way from the Twelfth Step itself to a ten-cent phone
call and a cup of coffee, and to A.A.’s General Service Office for nationai
and international action. The sum total of all these services is our Thira
Legacy of Service.

Services include meeting places, hospital cooperation, and intergroug
offices; they mean pamphlets, books, and good publicity of almost every
description. They call for committees, delegates, trustees, and conferences.
And, not to be forgotten, they need voluntary money contributions from
within the Fellowship.

Vital to A.A.’s Growth

These services, whether performed by individuals, groups, areas, or A.A.
as a whole, are utterly vital to our existence and growth. Nor can we make
A.A. more simple by abolishing such services. We would only be asking for
complication and confusion.

Concerning any given service, we therefore pose but one question: “Is
this service really needed?” If it is, then maintain it we must, or fail in our
mission to those who need and seek A.A.

The most vital, yet least understood, group of services that A.A. has are
those that enable us to function as a whole; namely, the General Service
Office, A.A. World Services, Inc., the A.A. Grapevine, Inc., and our Board
of Trustees, known legally as the General Service Board of Alcoholics Anony-
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mous. Our worldwide unity and much of our growth since early times are
directly traceable to this cluster of life-giving activities.

Until 1950, these overall services were the sole function of a few oldtime
A.A.’s, several nonalcoholic friends, Doctor Bob, and me. For all the years
of A.As infancy, we oldtimers had been the self-appointed trustees for
Alcoholics Anonymous.

Fellowship Ready for Responsibility

At this time, we realized that A.A. had grown up, that our Fellowship
was ready and able to take these responsibilities from us. There was also
another urgent reason for change. Since we oldtimers couldn’t live on forever,
newer trustees would be virtually unknown to the A.A. groups, now spread
over the whole earth. Without direct linkage to A.A., future trustees couldn’t
possibly function alone.

This meant that we had to form a conference representing our member-
ship which could meet yearly with our Board of Trustees in New York, and
thus assume direct responsibility for the guardianship of A.A. tradition and
the direction of our principal service affairs. Otherwise, a virtually unknown
board of trustees and our too little understood service headquarters operations
would someday be bound to face collapse.

Suppose that future trustees, acting quite on their own, were to make a
serious blunder. Suppose that with no linkage to A.A., they tried to act
for us in time of great trouble or crisis. With no direct guidance from A.A.
as a whole, how could they do this? Collapse of our top services would then
be inevitable. And if, under such conditions, our world services did fall
apart, how could they ever be reconstructed?

These, briefly, were the conclusions that led to the formation of the
General Service Conference of Alcoholics Anonymous. Later, I will outline
in more detail the events that have now become A.A. history.

The deliberative body known as the Conference is made up of elected
area delegates from the United States and Canada—now numbering about
ninety—together with the trustees, the directors of A.AW.S., Inc., and the
A.A. Grapevine, Inc., and G.S.0. and Grapevine staff members numbering
forty or more. The Conference held its first annual meeting in 1951. Since
then it has met annually in April in New York.* It has proved itself an
immense success—establishing a record of advisory actions that have served
the Fellowship well during the intervening years of growth and development.

Highlights of A.A. Service History

To go back to the beginning: One day in 1937, at Doctor Bob’s Akron
home, he and 1 added up the score of over two years’ work. For the first
time we saw that wholesale recovery for alcoholics was possible. We then
had two small but solid groups at Akron and New York, plus a sprinkling

*Except for 1955 Conference held in St. Louis, Missouri.
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of members elsewhere. How could these few recovered ones tell millions of
alcoholics throughout the world the great news? That was the question.

Forthwith, Doctor Bob and I met with 18 of the Akron Group at the
home of T. Henry Williams, a steadfast nonalcoholic friend. Some of the
Akron Group still thought we ought to stick to the word-of-mouth process;
but the majority felt that we now needed our own hospitals with paid workers
and, above all, a book for other alcoholics that could explain to them our
methods and results. This would require considerable money—millions
perhaps. (We didn’t know that millions would have ruined us even more
than no money at all.) So the Akron meeting commissioned me to get to
New York and raise funds. Arrived home, I found the New York group in
full agreement with this idea. Several of us went to work at once.

A.A’s Early Money Problems

Through my brother-in-law, Dr. L. V. Strong, Jr., my only remaining
friend and the confidant of the worst of my drinking time, we made a contact
with Willard S. Richardson, a friend and longtime associate of the Rockefeller
family. Mr. Richardson promptly took fire and interested a group of his
own friends. In the winter of 1937, a meeting was called at the offices of
John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Present were Mr. Richardson and his group, Dr.
William D. Silkworth, alcoholics from Akron and New York, Doctor Bob
and 1. After a long discussion, we convinced our new friends that we urgently
needed money—a lot of it, too.

One of them, Frank Amos, soon made a trip to Akron early in 1938 to
investigate the group there. He returned with a very optimistic report, a
digest of which Mr. Richardson quickly laid before John D. Rockefeller, Jr.
Though much impressed, Mr. Rockefeller declined to give any large sum
for fear of professionalizing A.A. He did, however, donate $5,000. This
was used to keep Doctor Bob and me going during 1938. We were still a
long way from hospitals, missionaries, books, and big money. This looked
mighty tough at the time, but it was probably one of the best breaks that
A.A. ever had.

In spite of Mr. Rockefeller’s views, we renewed our efforts to persuade
his friends of our crying need for money. At length, they agreed that we
did need more money, certainly enough to prepare a textbook on our methods
and experience.

In the late spring of 1938, I had drafted what are now the first two chapters
of the book “Alcoholics Anonymous.” Mimeographed copies of these were
used as part of the prospectus for our futile fund-raising operation. At board
meetings, then held nearly every month, our nonalcoholic friends com-
miserated on our lack of success. About half of the $5,000 Mr. Rockefeller
advanced had been used to pay the mortgage on Doctor Bob’s home. The
rest of it, divided between us, would, of course, soon be exhausted. The
outlook was certainly bleak.







