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Back to the Basics of Recovery

Overview and Step One
As an A. A. archivist and historian, I have had open access to many of the A.A. archival collections throughout the United States and Canada.  In addition, I have interviewed several hundred A.A. old-timers who got sober in the 1940's and 1950's.

In this and subsequent articles, I will present the methodology the A.A. pioneers used to take newcomers through the Twelve Steps.  The process was simple, straightforward, and very effective.  It is my hope that you will find some of this material useful, whether you are a sponsor, sponsee, or someone interested in learning more about our Twelve Step program of recovery.

Some of this material may contradict what you have personally experienced within the Twelve Step community today.  Although controversial, none of this information is meant to be confrontational.  I commend anyone who is willing to guide a newcomer through the Steps.  These articles are written with the sole intent of familiarizing you with the techniques the A.A. pioneers used during A.A.’s formative years.

In the early days, the sponsor chose the newcomer and stayed with this person until he or she had taken all Twelve Steps and was able to demonstrate an ability to take others through the work.  How long did this take?  In many instances the process was completed in a day or two, sometimes it took longer, but rarely did it take more than a month.  Then the sponsor and sponsee moved on to work with others just coming into the program.  Sometimes they worked together as co-sponsors until the sponsee became proficient with the recovery process.

Taking the Steps quickly is described in the “Big Book” and other A.A. conference approved literature.  For example, how long was Ebby T. sober when he sponsored Bill W.?  Two months (A.A., 9:5).  How long did it take Ebby to guide Bill through the Steps?  One or two days (A.A., 13:1-4).  How long was Bill sober when he started sponsoring newcomers?  Approximately two weeks (A.A., 15:1 and Pass it On, p. 131).  How long was Dr. Bob sober when he started sponsoring?  Two days (A.A., 156:3 and Dr. Bob and the Good Oldtimers, pp. 81-83).  How many newcomers did Dr. Bob take through the Steps?  Five thousand over a ten-year period of time.  This equates to more than one person a day.  Did this process work?  Absolutely.  A.A.’s 50-75% recovery rate during the 1940's and 1950's certainly validates the process.

Today I hear people say, “But that was then, and things are different now.  People are coming in younger, they have a higher bottom, they have other issues, etc., etc., etc.”  The only thing I find different is that there are a lot more people today who are unfamiliar with the simplicity of the original A.A. program of recovery.  Over the years, people have added layer upon layer of complexity to the process, which has significantly reduced its effectiveness 

In the early days, most newcomers couldn’t afford a “Big Book” (it cost the equivalent of $95.00 today), so the sponsor would read the appropriate parts of the “Big Book” to him or her.  Most of the A.A. pioneers used a few key paragraphs from the “Big Book” to take newcomers through the Steps.  The rest of the book was left for a later time.  Once the newcomers had recovered, they would then work the program in more detail.  For a list of the paragraphs many of the A.A. old-timers used, please visit www.aabacktobasics.org.

One of the key statements from the 1940's was, “Put no block between the newcomer and Step 12.  Get the newcomer through the process and working with others as quickly as possible.”  In so doing, the sponsor helped alleviate the newcomer’s feelings of “remorse, horror and hopelessness” (A.A., 6:1) and replaced these feelings with a “new sense of power and direction” (A.A., 46:2).

In the early days, the Steps were summarized into four words, Surrender, (Steps 1, 2 and 3), Sharing (Steps 4, 5, 6 and 7), Amends (Steps 8 and 9), and Guidance (Steps 10, 11 and 12).

Step One reads: We admitted we were powerless over alcohol–that our lives had become unmanageable.  The “Big Book” authors devote 51 pages of the book to the first part of the surrender process, which is to admit we have a problem.  Within these 51 pages, there are about nine crucial paragraphs.


The authors begin by describing the physical and mental symptoms of alcoholism.  Later they ask us to acknowledge that we are alcoholics.  Before we can do this, we need to know what an alcoholic is.

Explanatory Paragraphs:


Physical Symptoms: pg. xxx: 5 (1-3, 5-8) (Phenomenon of craving)


Physical Symptoms: pg. 44: 1 (4-7) (Lack of control)

Mental Symptoms: pg. xxviii: 4 (1-6), xxix: 0 (1-3) (Inability to visualize the truth about our condition)

Mental Symptoms: pg 23:1 (3-10) +2 (2-9) (Problem starts in the mind)


Mental Symptoms: pg 30: 1 (4-10) (Illusion that we don’t have a 
problem)


Psychic Change: pg. xxix: 1 (1-5) (What it is going to take to recover)

If you can identify with any of the physical or mental symptoms of alcoholism, you are ready to take the First Step.  If you can’t identify or if you don’t think you are an alcoholic, you can take the First Step based on the second half of the Step, which refers to unmanageability.

Unmanageability: pg. 52: 2 (3-8) (Trouble, misery, depression, uselessness, unhappiness)
If you can identify with either the first or the second half of the First Step, you are ready to proceed to the First Step question.  It is on page 30, paragraph 2.  The First Step question reads:

“Do you fully concede to your innermost self that you are an alcoholic?” or 

“Do you fully concede to your innermost self that you (have a problem)?”
If you can answer in the affirmative, then you have taken Step One.  According to the “Big Book” authors and the A.A. pioneers, nothing more is required.  Now it is time to proceed to Step 2.  In this Step we will describe the solution to our problem.

Wally P is an A.A. archivist, historian and author.  He was the Arizona Area archivist from 1992-1993, a member of the National Archives Study Committee from 1994-1995, and since 1999 he has been the caretaker of the personal archives of Dr. Bob and Anne Smith.

He is the originator of Back to Basics, a re-enactment of a series of 1946 A.A. Beginners’ Meetings during which newcomers TAKE all Twelve Steps in four one-hour sessions.  More than 300,000 people have taken the Steps using this time-tested and very effective “program of recovery.”
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